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ABSTRACT 

Through a singular case study, this research enquiry seeks to explore teacher 

perceptions about the development of a concept-based curriculum program 

(called as the Conceptual Curriculum by the school), in the context of an 

International Baccalaureate (IB) World school in the Middle East, and the 

intended and unintended outcomes of the initiative. The study employs 

Bernstein’s (1975) theories of classification and framing, and curriculum 

recontextualization, as an analytical framework to interpret findings. The study 

is informed through methods such as reading and analyzing of curriculum 

documents, conducting semi-structured interviews, and the distribution of a 

web-based questionnaire to teachers.  

Findings in this research inquiry  revealed that, though teachers expressed the 

experience of creating and delivering the Conceptual Curriculum as sometimes 

being challenging and frustrating, a vast majority of the teachers prefer a 

flexible curriculum framework versus a prescriptive curriculum. However, 

findings also revealed that, though teachers seem to enjoy the freedom and 

flexibility of working with broad curricular frameworks as opposed to 

prescriptive curricula, there seem to be some fundamental questions pertinent 

to curriculum recontextualization remaining unanswered, for which perhaps 

teachers seek answers from qualified curriculum development personnel. 

Findings reveal that when broad curricular frameworks get recontextualized, 

the lack of consensus amongst teachers on what counts as essential 

knowledge is often a matter of concern.  

Findings reveal that in curriculum recontextualization, when having to negotiate 

between a “multiplicity of pedagogic fields” (Cambridge, 2011, p. 129) teachers 

seem to be inherently aligning to something that is a “crystal clear benchmark” 

such as the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IB DP), as 

opposed to something that is more flexible and open-ended such as the 

International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme (IB PYP). The 

disciplinary focus of the Conceptual Curriculum and the tendency of teachers 
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to align more towards the IB DP rather than the IB PYP (even in lower grades 

such as 7 and 8) has thus resulted in a quick transition from the “weakly 

classified” (Bernstein 1971, p.49) inter-disciplinary IB PYP curriculum to a 

“strongly classified” (Bernstein 1971, p.49) Conceptual Curriculum with 

disciplinary focus.  

Findings from this study reveal that teachers see the value and purpose in 

teaching for conceptual understanding, but this, when coupled with having to 

choose curriculum content and developing a coherent curriculum has made the 

experience both challenging and burdensome for them. Findings also reveal 

that practical agendas of the school, such as addressing limited time and 

staffing issues assume priority over lofty ideals when the curriculum is 

recontextualized, thereby indicating that school-based curriculum initiatives 

lose rigor and form, in the cracks of everyday practice.  

Findings in this study thus suggest that when teachers are offered the 

possibility of working with flexible curricular frameworks, realities of everyday 

practice take over. This often leads to teachers self-prescribing the curriculum, 

thereby making the process self-mandated, which in effect defeats the very 

purpose of the school-based curriculum development initiative undertaken.  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Setting the Stage 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) is a non-profit educational foundation that 

was founded in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1968. The IB’s notion of an “education 

continuum” that enables a “continuous international educational experience 

from early childhood to school graduation” became a reality with the 

establishment of the IB Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) in the year 1997, 

for students aged 3-11, to add to the two previously existing IB Programmes: 

the IB Diploma Programme (IB DP) for students aged 16-19 and the IB Middle 

Years Programme (IB MYP) for students aged 11-16 (IB, 2014). Being 

authorized by the IB to offer any one of the IB programmes qualifies a school to 

be called an “IB World School” (IB, 2014). However, whether to offer the full 

continuum or only one or two of the programmes, is left to the choice of the 

schools. 

As of December 2014, 4972 IB programmes are being offered worldwide, 

across 3968 schools (IB 2014). In IB World Schools in the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE), where I currently work, the IB DP and the IB PYP seem to be 

more of a popular choice when compared to the IB MYP. According to the 

research statistics published in the official IB website, in the UAE, there are 19 

schools offering the IB PYP, 32 schools offering the IB DP, and only eight 

schools offering the IB MYP (IB, 2014). The IB MYP, therefore, does not seem 

to be enjoying as much popularity as the other IB programmes, at least in the 

UAE. A detailed description of the IB programme models is given in Chapter 2 

of this study.  

The international school in this study: an IB World School in the UAE, has 

adopted the IB PYP and the IB DP, and has created its own “Conceptual 

Curriculum programme” for grades 7-10 (students aged 11-16). The 

Conceptual Curriculum programme has been developed by the school, based 

on Erickson’s model of “concept-based curriculum and instruction” (Erickson 
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2008, p.29), that emphasizes the need for teaching and learning to go beyond 

the regurgitation of factual knowledge, so as to promote deep conceptual 

understanding (Erickson, 2008). A detailed explanation of the Conceptual 

Curriculum programme developed by the school is given in Chapter 5 of this 

study.   

When schools develop their own curriculum programmes, based on a broad 

curriculum philosophy such as teaching for conceptual understanding, teachers  

are required to play an active role in the selection and arrangement of 

curriculum content, inherently requiring teachers to become agents in 

curriculum “recontextualization” (Bernstein 1996, p.47). Through a singular 

case study, this research enquiry seeks to explore teacher perceptions about 

the development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme and the intended 

and unintended outcomes of the initiative.  

1.2 My personal motivation for this study 

“It is becoming increasingly important for social and behavioral 

researchers to clarify their personal motivation for their research, 

especially for those utilizing qualitative methodologies that require 

reflexivity” (Breen 2007, p.163).  

Researchers including Creswell (1994), Crotty (1998), Etherington (2004), and 

Patton (2002) have also stressed the importance of clarifying the researcher’s 

personal motivation, particularly when adopting qualitative methodologies. 

Mercer (2007) notes that in the last twenty years, there has been an 

exponential increase in practice-based research in education, due to the 

emergence of the Doctorate in Education programme (EdD), as being different 

from the Doctorate in Philosophy (Ph.D) programme. Mercer (2007) also 

argues that a great majority of students enrolled in EdD programmes often 

“complete the courses on a part-time basis whilst continuing with their regular 

jobs, with the result that their own school or college becomes their research 

site” (Mercer 2007, p.2). This resonates very much with my situation. Being 
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enrolled in the EdD programme as a part-time student and working full time in 

an IB World school (as the Curriculum and Staff Development Coordinator), the 

school has potentially become my research site for all of my EdD assignments, 

including my research enquiry.  

1.3. Being analytical versus normative  

While working on identifying my research topic and articulating my research 

questions, I came across an interesting article titled “The Peculiar Problems of 

Preparing Educational Researchers” by Labaree (2003). Being drawn to 

identifying research topics in my work site and truly believing in the value of 

“practitioner research” (Robson 2002, p.382), the article made me reflect on 

the challenges that Labaree (2003) points out, in terms of preparing doctoral 

students who engage in research within their work sites, to think “analytically” 

versus “normatively” (Labaree 2003, p.14).  

Taking the example of two children fighting in the classroom, Labaree (2003, p.

14) points out that while a researcher would be interested in analyzing the 

“social, psychological, economic and pedagogical reasons for the conflict”, the 

teacher will want to quickly intervene and separate the students from fighting. 

Thus, here, Labaree is drawing attention to the point that teachers who turn 

educational researchers do not prioritize intellectual analyzing to happen “while 

the classroom burns”. The impulse of teachers is to often “intervene and fix the 

problem” and then to follow this up with a study that reflects on how and why 

things happened (thereby becoming normative), what was done to resolve the 

issue, and to suggest what further could be done to improve such situations in 

the future. Such a “normative versus analytical” approach, points out Labaree 

(2003, p.18, emphasis my own): 

 “often leads students to frame their own research around educational 

success stories. The idea is to pick an intervention that promises to 

improve education—a new teaching technique, curriculum approach, 

instructional technology, reform effort, or administrative structure—and 
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study it in practice. The desired outcome is that the intervention works 

rather well, and the function of the study is to document this and suggest 

how the approach could be improved in the future. This often leads to an 

approach to scholarship (and eventually to a kind of scholarly literature) 

that is relentlessly, unrealistically, sometimes comically optimistic—one 

that suggests that there is an implementable answer to every 

educational problem and that help is always on the way…” 

While the above excerpt from Labaree did not, in any way, make me doubt the 

scholarly nature of studies published by practitioners (neither is Labaree 

suggesting this), the relevance of maintaining the “analytical versus normative” 

approach while engaging in educational research struck me very deeply; 

particularly since I was drawn towards identifying a suitable topic of study for 

my research enquiry within my work site.  

1.4 The Research Questions 

The research questions for this study were not succinctly articulated right at the 

beginning of the study, but rather, were the result of an iterative refinement of 

the ideas, interests and curiosity that I have nurtured about the experiences of 

teachers in being agents of school-based curriculum development initiatives. In 

the role of Curriculum and Staff Development Coordinator, and as an 

independent consultant for Erickson’s (2008) model of the concept-based 

curriculum and instruction, I have worked extensively with teachers in many IB 

World Schools in the region (Middle East) on curriculum development 

initiatives. It was through these experiences that I was convinced that there is a 

valid issue that needs systematic investigation in terms of teacher perceptions 

about school-based curriculum initiatives, that particularly involve working with 

complex curriculum philosophies such as teaching for conceptual 

understanding. Hence, I was keen on exploring this topic further through my 

research enquiry. 
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Thus, my personal belief that there is significant meaning and value in 

harnessing teacher perceptions and experiences in school-based curriculum 

development initiatives, in the light of extensive literature review, helped me 

articulate two research questions as follows: 

RQ 1: What are teacher perceptions about the development of a 
concept-based curriculum program in one IB World School in the Middle 
East? 

RQ 2: What were the intended and unintended outcomes of such a 
school-based curriculum development initiative?  

!
Having worked in the school since 2006 and having been a part of the 

development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme, I considered the above 

two research questions as an important vehicle that would eventually set the 

stage for the development of a Conceptual Curriculum Review Plan; something 

similar to the IB Five Year Evaluation (IB 2010d, p.3) that is conducted every 

five years by the IB, in all IB World Schools that offer the IB programmes. The 

IB Five Year evaluation helps evaluate the potential strengths and weaknesses 

of the IB programmes in the school and to identify further steps for 

improvement.  

In terms of the research methodology, though the article from Labaree (2003) 

did not deter my interest in choosing a topic of study within my work site, I did 

reject the option of doing this study as an “action research” project (McNiff and 

Whitehead 1992, p.22) as I believed that doing so would in fact turn out to be 

an “unrealistically optimistic personal success story” (Labaree, 2003, p.14). In 

terms of bearing in mind and practically addressing the “normative versus 

analytical” (Labaree, 2003, p.14) challenge, it was important to identify a 

suitable theoretical framework for the study that would help me engage in an 

analytical approach to the research. In this regard, I believe that Bernstein’s 

(1975) theories offer sufficient sophistication and scope to analyze curriculum 

recontextualization, and this seemed relevant in the context of this study that 
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examines teacher perceptions about the development of the Conceptual 

Curriculum programme.  

1.5 Bernstein’s Theoretical Framework 

Bernstein (1996, p.47) notes that the process of selection of curriculum 

material by teachers is more than a simple decision-making process and it 

involves “recontextualization rules” which require “de-location of a discourse, 

for relocating and for refocusing it”. Bernstein (1990, p.192) further proposes 

that there are primarily two fields that come into play when analyzing curricular 

orientations: the Official Recontextualization Field (ORF) and Pedagogic 

Recontextualization Field (PRF): 

“The ORF includes the specialized departments and sub-agencies of the 

State and local educational authorities together with their research and 

system of inspectors…and the PRF is comprised of: university 

departments of education, together with their research; and specialized 

media of education, weeklies, journals and publishing houses together 

with their readers and advisers.” (Bernstein 1990, p.192). 

In order to analyze and clarify what happens when the curriculum knowledge 

as proposed in the ORF is “appropriated” in the PRF, Bernstein (1996, p.47) 

proposes concepts such as “classification, framing” and “recontextualization 

rules”.  

Levinson et al. (2009, p.799) define “appropriation” as: 

“the ways that creative agents interpret and take in elements of policy, 

thereby incorporating these discursive resources into their own schemes 

of interest, motivation, and action, their own figured worlds”.  

Thus, “appropriation” would mean taking an educational policy, idea or 

philosophy and making it one’s own by adapting it to suit one’s own worlds of 

practice. In this study, the “concept-based curriculum and instruction” (Erickson 

2008, p.28) that stresses the importance of teaching for conceptual 
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understanding (thus being “contextualized”) is “recontextualized” by the school 

in which it is being appropriated.  

Organizations such as the IB World Schools that occupy the PRF enjoy 

considerable freedom and autonomy in curriculum decision-making by not 

being mandated to necessarily adopt all of the three IB programmes (IB PYP, 

IB MYP, and the IB DP) in order to be authorized as an IB World School. 

Schools can decide to adopt one or two of the IB programmes (such as the IB 

World School in this study) and often create their own curriculum models 

integrating educational “best practices” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.132) in place of 

the IB programme not adopted.  

Such a decision by the schools will necessitate the negotiation of the 

“interactions of multiplicity of pedagogic fields” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.129): that 

of the IB and that of the curriculum model created/adapted. The school in the 

study, for instance, has to negotiate within and between the IB programmes as 

well as Erickson’s (2008) model of concept-based approach to curriculum, 

thereby necessitating the “interactions of multiplicity of pedagogic 

fields” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.129). This inherently necessitates teachers to 

become active agents in curriculum recontextualization. A closer look at the 

“interactions with the multiplicity of Official Pedagogic Fields that need to be 

negotiated” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.129), in the light of Bernstein’s theoretical 

framework, is what makes this study both complex and interesting. 

In terms of literature on school-based curriculum development, there seem to 

be abundant examples of case studies that have explored the experiences and 

frustrations of teachers in school-based curriculum development (for example 

see, Bezzina, 1991; Cocklin et al, 1995; Day, 1990; Hannay, 1990; Marsh, 

1990; May, 1992; Prideaux, 1993; Shoham, 1995). In terms of existing 

research on IB curriculum, there have been many recent contributions made in 

exploring the extent of coherence, concurrency, and consistency between the 

IB programmes (see for instance Stobie 2007, Marshman 2010), as well as the 

study of successful practices in the IB programme continuum (see Hallinger et 
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al 2010). There has also been research conducted on the nature and extent of 

challenges that students face when transitioning between the IB programmes 

(see Millikan, 2001; Hallinger et al, 2011). Some evidence of discussions on 

the challenges faced by schools in delivering the IB MYP is also available in 

the IB Research Notes (IBO 2001). Hayden and Thompson (2011) also provide 

critical insights into the IB MYP programme.  

This research enquiry, however, seeks to explore teacher perceptions about 

the development of a concept-based curriculum programme, in the particular 

context of an IB World school in the Middle East, that has created its own 

Conceptual Curriculum programme for the middle school (ages 11-16) in order 

to bridge the IB Primary Years Programme (IB PYP) and the IB Diploma 

Programmes (IB DP). The study also seeks to explore the intended and 

unintended outcomes of the school-based curriculum development initiative.  

Whether the curriculum framework created by the school has been successful 

in bridging the IB PYP and the IB DP coherently, or whether the curriculum 

programme developed by the school has supported transition more than the IB 

MYP would have done, is thus not the focus of this study, though both would be 

pertinent directions to pursue in future studies. Though not the main purpose of 

this research, understanding why the school did not adopt the IB MYP (in spite 

of having adopted the IB PYP and the IB DP) was considered a necessary 

prelude to the inquiry. 

1.6 Insider research and being aware of its implications  

“Practitioner research” (Robson 2002, p.382), where professionals carry out a 

study in their own work settings, is not a new phenomenon. Such practitioner 

research can take the form of either a practitioner engaging in a self-reflective 

study (hence as a “reflective practitioner” (Schon 1991, p.330)) or a practice-

based study undertaken by a practitioner in their work site, where colleagues 

become participants in the research (as in this study). This makes the 

researcher an “insider researcher”, who in general terms is seen as someone 
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who studies or conducts research in a group to which they belong (Breen, 

2007, p.163). I consider myself to be an insider researcher, since the research 

site in this study is the school where I work and the participants involved in the 

study are my colleagues. 

At the outset, such insider research status may seem to bring many 

advantages, particularly for novice researchers (such as myself) in terms of 

being “more practical: cheaper and easier” (Trowler, 2011, p.2). Coghlan and 

Brannick (2005, p.65) however, caution that insider researchers may struggle 

in handling the role conflict and may often get caught between “loyalty tugs” 

and “behavioral claims”. Drawing on extensive research literature (such as 

Coghlan (2003), Herrmann (1989), Rooney (2005); Tedlock (2000)), Unluer 

(2012, p.5)) identifies some of the advantages of being an insider researcher: 

• “Speaking the same insider language, 

• Understanding the local values, knowledge and taboos, 

• Knowing the formal and informal power structure, 

• Obtaining permissions to conduct the research and to interview, 

• Getting access to records and documents easily” (Unluer , 2012,  p.5).  

In this regard, Dwyer (2009, p.58) also highlights the notion that being an 

insider researcher automatically generates a certain degree of “trust and 

openness” in participants and that one has a pre-established “starting-point” 

whereby “participants might be more willing to share their experiences”.  

However, Dwyer (2009, p.58) points out that: 

“Although this shared status (insider researcher) can be very beneficial 

as it affords access, entry, and a common ground from which to begin 

the research, it has the potential to impede the research process as it 

progresses”.   

Labaree (2002, p.103) categorizes the advantages of insiderness into “four 

broad but interrelated values: the value of shared experiences; the value of 
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greater access; the value of cultural interpretation; and the value of deeper 

understanding and clarity of thought for researchers”, pointing out that each of 

these identified advantages have “concurrent challenges that the insider 

researcher must consider and address” (Labaree, 2002, p.103). Researchers 

such as Floyd and Arthur (2010, p 5) concur with this notion and describe 

insider research as a “potential minefield”. And the reality is that: 

“When a novice researcher with insider status puts a qualitative 

methodological approach into practice…” it opens a “Pandoraʼs box of 

ethical and emotional dilemmas for the novice researcher..” (Zipf et al.,

2011, p.1). 

In this regard, Breen (2007, p.164) also points out that insider researchers are 

often confronted with methodological and ethical issues that are largely 

irrelevant to outsider researchers, and that insiders often struggle to balance 

their insider role (e.g., nurse, psychologist, geographer, activist) and the role of 

a researcher (also see DeLyser, 2001; Gerrish, 1997; Kanuha, 2000).  

In terms of the “debate and scrutiny around insider research”, Rooney (2005, p.

3) raises three key questions: 

• “What effect does the researcher’s insider status have on the research 
process? 

• Is the validity of the research compromised? 

• Can the researcher maintain objectivity?” (Rooney, 2005, p.3). !
Drawing on extensive research that highlights the tension associated with the 

insider researcher position, particularly in terms of data collection, Unluer 

(2012, p. 6) highlights some disadvantages: 

• “Role duality, 

• Overlooking certain routine behaviors, 

• Making assumptions about the meanings of events and not 
seeking clarifications, 
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• Assuming he/she knows participants’ views and issues, 

• The participants may tend to assume you (the researcher) 
already know what they know, 

• Closeness to the situation hindering the researcher from seeing 
all dimensions of the bigger picture while collecting data” (Unluer 
2012, p. 6) !

Rather than viewing the insider-outsider roles as dichotomies, Mercer (2007, p.

1) proposes to consider it as a “continuum with multiple dimensions” where the 

researcher moves between the insider and outsider roles depending on the 

situation.  

Being aware of the pros and cons of the insider researcher status right at the 

start of this research enquiry was essential and proved useful, as shall be 

explained in the later chapters of this study. I have explained the steps that I 

have taken to minimize the repercussions from each of the above challenges to 

insider research in detail, in the relevant chapters where I explain the data 

collection analysis procedures. I also explain how I addressed the dilemmas 

around being an insider researcher in detail, during the data collection 

procedures and the events that lead to the collection of data.  

1.7 The Road Map – Chapter Outlines  

Chapter 1 has set the stage for this study by introducing the background and 

the context of the study. The purpose and importance of the study, in terms of 

how the study intends to add new knowledge to existing knowledge have also 

been discussed. This chapter has also introduced the reader to the theoretical 

framework that the study employs, to analyze the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme created by the school. The chapter also acknowledges the 

challenges and dilemmas of insider research and stresses the importance of 

being analytical versus normative, when one engages in research in their own 

work site.   
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Chapter 2 introduces the reader to the term “international schools” and the 

three International Baccalaureate (IB) curricular programmes offered in many 

international schools: the IB PYP, the IB MYP, and the IB DP. The Erickson’s 

(2008) model of concept-based curriculum philosophy that emphasizes the 

philosophy of teaching for conceptual understanding is then explained. This is 

followed by an extensive review of pertinent literature on curriculum, in order to 

narrow down the meaning of the term “curriculum”. The literature review also 

identifies the relevant debates in the field, thereby mapping out the ideological 

orientations of the term. Bernstein’s (1996) theoretical framework is explained 

in this chapter, to justify how the same can serve as an effective framework to 

interpret the Conceptual Curriculum created by the school.  

Chapter 3 explains in detail the research design and data collection processes, 

along with justifications for the methods and methodology adopted. The 

chapter discusses in detail the various steps that constituted the building of the 

research design. The ontological and epistemological position of the 

researcher is then clarified. The mixed methods adopted by the study and the 

instruments of data collection are then explained. The importance of the 

theoretical framework that the study employs is then discussed. The issues of 

reliability, validity and research ethics are also discussed in detail in this 

chapter.   

Chapter 4 explains the extensive coding and analysis involved due to the 

qualitative nature of the study. The chapter first provides background 

information on the school in the study and then moves on to explain the 

analysis of the findings of the preliminary stage of the study, to explain why the 

school chose not to adopt the IB MYP in spite of having adopted the IB PYP 

and the IB DP.  

Chapter 5 identifies and explains the unit of analysis that is the case in this 

case study. The chapter also explains in detail the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme created for the middle school, before moving on to discuss the 

data gathered from the web-based questionnaire that aimed to answer the 
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research questions. The chapter also explains in detail the procedures 

undertaken for data analysis in order to report findings.  

Chapter 6 draws on the emerging themes and categories identified through the 

coding of data as discussed in the previous chapter, in order to draw 

conclusions from the summary of the key findings in the light of the theoretical 

framework. New knowledge generated by the study and suggestions for further 

research are also identified. The chapter also presents a reflection on the 

experiences I encountered over the course of the study in terms of the valuable 

lessons learned from the experience of this study, as well as the process of 

educational research. I also discuss what I am particularly pleased with in the 

study, the challenges I encountered, and I identify some things that I would do 

differently if I were to undertake this study again. 

!
!
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review chapter is divided into two sections. The objective of the 

first section is to introduce the reader to international schools and the IB 

programs offered by some international schools. This is followed by an 

explanation of the Erickson’s model of concept-based curriculum and 

instruction. How the concept-based approach of curriculum and instruction fits 

into the overall philosophy of the IB programs is also discussed.  

The second section aims to map out the ideological orientation of the term 

“curriculum” and the inherent tensions in arriving at a commonly agreed 

definition of the word “curriculum”. This is followed by a detailed explanation of 

Bernstein’ s theoretical framework that this study employs to interpret and 

analyze findings.  

!
2.1 International Schools and the International Baccalaureate Programs 

The origin of international schools can be traced back to being established for 

“the children of expatriate diplomats and employees of transnational 

organizations who followed their parents’ globally mobile professions around 

the world” (Hayden 2011, p.214). Though the notion of an international school 

has evolved much since its inception, the term still remains “ambiguous and 

loosely applied” (Joslin 2002, p. 37) to mean a “conglomeration of individual 

institutions which may or may not share an underlying educational 

philosophy” (Hayden and Thompson (1995b, p 13)). The task of thus arriving at 

a commonly accepted definition of an “international school” seems 

understandably challenging. As Gellar (2002) points out, this could be because 

the term “international” by itself is very ambiguous and open to interpretation, 

and that schools have also adopted the term without paying attention to what it 

actually means.  

One approach to defining the term “international schools” has been by trying to 

categorize them, and this approach has been attempted by many researchers 
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as early as the 1960’s and continued for many decades (see for instance, 

Leach (1969); and Matthews (1988)). Terwilliger (1972) took a different 

approach in trying to identify prerequisites for a school to be considered an 

international school. However, even recent literature on such attempts 

continues to point out that the results of such initiatives simply converge in 

highlighting the “extent of diversity…even when the numbers were much 

smaller” (Hayden 2011, p.215).   

A useful categorization of international schools is offered by Matthews (1989, p.

12), who points out that there are two types of international schools: those that 

can be described as “ideology-driven” and those that are “market-driven”. 

Hayden (2006, p.17) recommends that international schools be envisioned as 

a “spectrum: with ideological at one end and market-driven at the other end”, 

and in this regard, Brummitt and Keeling (in Pearce, 2013, p. 17) further point 

out that most international schools “reconcile both sets of characteristics to 

varying degrees”. Recent groupings of international schools have been 

established “on a more commercial footing, such as those run by the Nord 

Anglia Group, Global Education Management Systems (GEMS), Taleem, and 

Cognita” (Hayden 2011, p.216).  

Commercially focused, market-driven international schools that serve their 

“customers” with international educational “services” that are also profit-driven 

schools, have to maintain a delicate balance between financial interests as well 

as educational ideals. The sharp increase of such profit-making, privately 

owned international schools in recent years is clearly indicated by both the 

John Catt International School Directory (Catt 2007) as well as the European 

Council of International Schools (ECIS 2007).  

These market driven international schools often strive to make the educational 

experience:  

“ A globally branded, reliable product, conforming to consistent quality 

standards throughout the world” (Cambridge , 2002, p.227).   
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Thus, the market-driven international schools often serve the local elites (when 

the national context allows them to do so) with aspirations toward “social and 

global mobility” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.132), as well as the globe-trotting 

“transnational capitalist class” (Sklair, 2002, p.5), who are on the lookout for a 

good quality international schooling experience for their children. Hayden 

(2011, p.216) notes in this context, that the phenomenal “growth in numbers 

and diversity of international schools has also been accompanied by the 

development of curriculum programmes that cater to them”.  

2.1.1 Curricula in International Schools 

A useful means of categorizing curricula in international schools is provided by 

Thompson (1998, pp. 278-279), as those representing: 

• Exportation: wherein the national curriculum or examination of a 

country has been adopted and offered without any alterations in 

different countries,  

• Adaptation: here, national curricula are “adapted in terms of the 

different contexts in which the curricula and examinations are to 

be offered” (Thompson, 1998, pp. 278-279), 

• Integration: “this occurs when best practices from a range of 

successful curricula are brought together to determine a 

curriculum that may be operated across a number of systems or 

countries” (Thompson, 1998, pp. 278-279), 

• Creation: this is the label given to the “curriculum process which 

attempts to create a programme from first principles”, such as the 

International Baccalaureate.  

This study particularly focuses on the notion of “Integration”, because the 

school integrates the international best practice and philosophy of concept-

based curriculum and instruction (Erickson, 2008) through the Conceptual 

Curriculum program, created to bridge the IB programs offered by the school. 
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When international schools engage in such curriculum development initiatives, 

teachers are inherently required to become active agents in the curriculum 

development process. Curriculum development, which can be defined as “a 

collective and intentional process of activity directed at beneficial curriculum 

change” (Marsh and Willis, 2007, p.148), is always challenging because: 

“How it takes place is always an issue, for there is no one right way to 

go about it, and whether change resulting from intentional curriculum 

development is or is not beneficial is always an open question.” (Marsh 

and Willis, 2007, p.148).  

A closer look at the origin, evolution and nature of the three IB programmes at 

this point is pertinent to understand the curriculum development initiative 

undertaken by the school in the study.  

2.1.2 The International Baccalaureate curriculum programs  

Hill (2003) throws some light on why programmes such as the IB and its 

philosophy became quickly popular in international schools, by noting that 

changes in any national system are always difficult and slow to happen, 

whereas international schools: 

“were much more independent; had the potential to try out new 

educational ideas very rapidly; attracted teachers with open minds and 

attitudes…making them ideal educational laboratories...and it was in 

such a climate that the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma 

programme was born” (Hill, 2003, p.48). 

The origin of the IB Diploma Programme is often traced back to teacher-led 

initiatives undertaken by the International Schools Association (ISA) (Tarc, 

2009). The gestation period lasted between 1962 and 1968, and was 

supported by grants obtained from UNESCO (Tarc, 2009), and other generous 

contributions from the Ford Foundation, the Twentieth Century Fund and some 

supporting governments (IB 2014b). The ISA then handed over the project to 
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the International Schools Examination syndicate, which renamed itself as the 

“International Baccalaureate Office” shortly afterwards (IB, 2010b).  

Three types of convictions amongst stakeholders are believed to have helped 

in shaping the philosophy of the IB DP: “ideological, utilitarian and pedagogical” 

(Marshman, 2010, p.3). The IB DP was thus envisioned to provide students 

aged 16 to 19 with “a balanced education, to facilitate geographic and cultural 

mobility and to promote international understanding”, which would thereby 

enable students to qualify for entry into the leading universities of the world (IB, 

2014a).  

Amongst others, the first director general of the IBO, Alec Peterson (1987) 

envisioned a curriculum that moved learning beyond “watertight compartments” 

that would reform the then existing “excessively specialized and polarized 

English curriculum”, that arose from a desire for “teaching of minds well 

informed rather than minds well stuffed” (Peterson 1987, pp. 47-48). 

2.1.3 The IB Diploma Programme  

In 2008, the IB Diploma Programme was described as follows:  

“The IB DP is structured around a hexagon, with six subject groups or 

academic areas, surrounding a core. Students select six subjects, one 

from each academic area, and also study or participate in the three 

areas of the core, that is, the Extended Essay (EE), Theory of 

knowledge (TOK), Creativity, Action, Service (CAS)” (IB 2008a, p.16).  

It is pertinent to note at this point that as of November 2012, the IB programme 

models across the continuum have been re-designed as “circular models” (see 

Appendix: 1), as against the original hexagonal layout when the diploma 

programme was initially designed. One of the key features emphasized in the 

redesigned models has been to explicitly articulate the importance of a 

“concept-based” (IB 2012, p.3) approach in the IB continuum, particularly in the 

IB PYP and the IB MYP. Since the school in this study had developed the 
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Conceptual Curriculum programme in 2006 while keeping the hexagonal layout 

of the IB programmes in mind, I have retained the hexagonal IB programme 

models in this study. 

The pedagogical approach of the IB DP emphasized the need to move away 

from the belief that accumulation of knowledge happens through the 

memorization of facts and content. Hill (2002, p.19) summarizes the 

pedagogical approach of the IB DP as: 

“Critical inquiry coupled with an open mind and being willing to question 

established beliefs, being willing to withdraw from conventional positions in 

the light of new evidence and experiences; and being willing to accept that 

being different does not mean being wrong”.  

According to Peterson (1987, p.47) “what matters is not the regurgitated 

interpretations of facts but the development of powers of the mind or ways of 

thinking that can be applied to new situations”. Peterson (1987, p.48) draws on 

Bruner (1960) in clarifying that: 

“Teaching specific subjects without making clear their context in the 

broad fundamental structure of a field of knowledge is uneconomical in 

several deep senses…the knowledge one has acquired without 

sufficient understanding to tie it together is likely to be forgotten”.  

The pedagogical perspective of the DP thus lays significant emphasis on both 

“conceptual understanding and the epistemological understanding of 

interdisciplinary” (Marshman, 2010, pp.3-4). Originally, learning the subject 

matter in the six disciplines adopted by the IB DP did not by itself guarantee 

that interdisciplinary understanding would take place. The adoption of the 

Theory of Knowledge (TOK) and the “Creativity, Action, Service (CAS)” 

component of the IB DP, were developments that were made to foster 

“connections between experiential and intellectual learning” (Marshman 2010, 

p.4). 
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Hill (2002) points out that, since the IB DP is designed as a pre-university 

course of studies that prepares its graduates to fulfill the requirements of 

various national educational systems, the curriculum in the IB DP is more 

prescriptive than the IB MYP or the IB PYP and offers minimal flexibility for 

teachers in terms of content and assessments.  

2.1.4 The IB Middle Years Programme (IB MYP)  

As the Diploma Programme grew in popularity, the lack of an appropriate 

middle school curriculum that would act as a suitable preparation for the 

Diploma Programme became evident, since existing “nationally-focused middle 

years programmes” in the 1970’s were perceived as a “mismatch” for the IB DP 

(Hayden and Thompson, 2011, p.13). Thus, the introduction of the IB MYP is 

believed to have been the outcome of the need expressed by a number of 

international schools in the 1970’s for a programme that would “act as an 

appropriate preparation for the Diploma Programme” (Hayden and Thompson, 

2011, p.13).  

The International Schools Association Curriculum (ISAC) initiated in the 1980’s 

by the International Schools Association, that aimed to develop a curriculum 

that “raised international awareness in young people with emphasis on skills, 

attitude and knowledge to participate in an increasingly global society”, is said 

to be the forerunner of the IB MYP curriculum (Marshman, 2010, p.5).  

The IB MYP curriculum has eight subject areas and students study all of the 

subject areas throughout the five years of the programme. The eight subject 

areas are connected through the five “Areas of Interaction” (which is currently 

modified into concepts referred to as, “Global contexts” (IB 2014, MYP Next 

Chapter)). This is regarded as the core of the IB MYP programme (IB, 2008a, p 

9). The “Areas of Interaction (AOI)” as a context for planning both disciplined 

and interdisciplinary teaching and learning include: “working cooperatively, 

independent research, interdisciplinarity, developing the ‘whole person’, and 

learning how to learn” (Hill 2002, p.27). The expectation of the “concurrency of 
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learning” was also articulated in the IB MYP Programme standards and 

practices under which: 

“Students deal each year with a balanced curriculum in which the 

required subjects are studied simultaneously” (IB 2005, p.2).  

Right from its inception, the IB MYP has stressed that: 

“All knowledge is interrelated and the curriculum should cater to the 

development of the whole person…” (IB 2008a). 

Thus, schools adopting the IB MYP programme are required to organize 

learning in such a way that students will become increasingly aware of the 

connections between subjects, content and the real world (IB 2002). 

Assessment in the IB MYP programme is internal and: “is carried out by 

teachers and relies on their professional expertise in making judgments based 

on the prescribed IB MYP assessment criteria defined in the subject 

guides” (IB, 2008a, p.19). Schools also have an option to externally moderate a 

sample of the assessments of students in the last year of the IB MYP, if the 

school wishes. As noted by Hayden and Thompson (2011, p.16): 

“The IB (2008a) makes it clear that schools should not expect to be 

supplied with detailed curriculum documents that specify how precisely 

each element of the IB MYP is to be implemented. Rather, the IB MYP 

provides a framework within which each school develops its own written 

curriculum, with teachers encouraged by (the) IB to provide 

opportunities for students to build meaning and refine understanding 

through structured inquiry.” 

 2.1.5. The IB Primary Years Programme 

The IB Primary Years Programme (PYP) introduced in 1997, is a curricular 

framework for “students aged 3 to 12 that focuses on the development of the 

whole child as an inquirer, both in the classroom and in the world outside” (IB, 

2014). The IB PYP is believed to have been: 
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“the outcome of a sustained vision of the former International Schools 

Curriculum Project…to produce a common international curriculum that 

helps develop international-mindedness among children” (IB 2009, p.1).  

A “curriculum framework” can be defined as: 

“a group of related subjects or themes, which fit together according to a 

predetermined set of criteria to appropriately cover an area of study. 

Each curriculum framework has the potential to provide a structure for 

designing subjects and a rationale and policy context for subsequent 

curriculum development of these subjects” (Marsh 2006, p.19). 

The IB PYP curriculum framework acknowledges the importance of traditional 

subjects and prescribes six subject areas: language, mathematics, social 

studies, science, the arts and personal, social and physical education that 

enable students to explore content. Each of these is explored through the six 

transdisciplinary themes: 

“that are supported by knowledge, concepts and skills from the 

traditional subject areas but utilize them in ways that transcend the 

confines of these subjects, thereby contributing to the transdisciplinary 

model of teaching and learning” (IB 2008a, p.9). 

Following several years of research that have analyzed various national 

systems and curriculum models in international schools, it was concluded that:   

“there are clusters of important ideas which can usefully be grouped 

under a set of overarching concepts, each of which has major 

significance, regardless of time or place, within and across disciplines … 

thus a conceptual framework for the (IB) PYP curriculum, structured 

around a set of key concepts was designed, which serve as labels for 

bringing together clusters of interesting ideas” (IBO 2000, p.13).  

This notion is supported by educationists such as Gardner (1999, p.74), who 

argues that “less is more”, thereby encouraging the exploration of fewer topics 
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but in greater depth through an interdisciplinary approach, rather than covering 

a wide range of topics with minimal exploration. Drawing on these 

philosophies, the IB PYP acknowledges the fact that areas of knowledge 

commonly studied in national systems of schools take on a totally new 

dimension in international schools due to the fact that international school 

students often bring varied national, cultural and personal experiences into the 

classroom. The IB PYP hence approaches the task of identifying the areas of 

knowledge through “six transdisciplinary themes” (see Appendix: 2) that enable 

students to “acquire skills that transcend the boundaries of traditional 

subjects” (IB 2009, p.8).  

The IB PYP, committed to the inquiry-based approach to teaching and learning, 

articulates the “relationship between the written, the taught and the learned 

curriculum” (IBO 2000, p.9). Therefore, the IB PYP promotes “inquiry” as the 

leading pedagogical approach that commits to constructivist philosophies of 

teaching and learning. Assessment is an important part of each of the units of 

inquiry, which besides assessing student understanding also provides students 

with a valuable opportunity to reflect on their learning experiences, which in 

turn, offers valuable feedback to teachers to inform further planning.  

The five essential elements of the written curriculum: knowledge (disciplinary 

and transdisciplinary), key concepts, transdisciplinary skills, attitudes and 

action together with the “IB Learner Profile” (IB 2006, See Appendix: 3), aim to 

establish a balance between knowledge, understanding and skills. A review of 

the IB programmes will not be complete without mentioning that teaching and 

learning in the IB programmes is required to be viewed in the context of the “IB 

Learner Profile”, that is believed to have started its life in the IB PYP (IB 2008b, 

p.12). The IB Learner Profile : 

 “represents the aims of the IB PYP programme, as well as drives the 

 curriculum framework of the programme, ensures a coherent learning 

 experience for each student throughout each year or grade level, and 

 from one year or grade level to another” (IBO 2000, p.4). 
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It needs to be mentioned here that the IB also introduced the IB Career-related 

Programme in 2012:  

 “The IB Career-related Programme (CP) is an innovative education  

 framework for students aged 16 to 19 incorporating the vision and  

 educational principles of the IB into a unique programme specifically 

 tailored for students who wish to engage in career-relate learning.” (IB 

 2014).  

The underpinning pedagogical philosophy across the IB continuum (IB PYP, IB 

MYP and the IB DP) can be summarized as emphasizing the need for teaching 

and learning going beyond the “regurgitation of facts” (Peterson, 1987, p.47) so 

as to promote deep conceptual understanding. Recent curriculum literature is 

also abundant with examples that value the importance of teaching for 

conceptual understanding (see for example, Erickson 2002, 2008, Gilbert and 

Vick 2004, Wiggins and McTighe, 2005; Brophy and Alleman 2006).  

2.1.6 Erickson’s model of concept-based curriculum  

A number of studies have been published that emphasize the value of a 

concept-based approach to curriculum and instruction (see for eg. Mazur, 

1997, Chappel and Killpartick, 2003; McCoy and Ketterlin-Geller, 2004;  

Twyman et al. 2003). A concept-based approach has also been recommended 

to tackle the current problems associated with “content saturation” (Giddens 

2007,p.65).  

The difference between a content-driven lesson and concept-based instruction 

is succinctly brought out by Erickson (2002, p.50) who points out that, while the 

former would focus on the “facts of the Alaska oil spill”, the latter would focus 

on developing an understanding “of the importance of environmental 

sustainability”. Giddens (2007, p.68) points out that a concept-based approach 

complements the constructivist philosophy by promoting an “active learner-

centered approach”.  
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Erickson (2008) draws on the seminal work of curriculum scholars such as 

Taba (1962), who maintain that learning has multiple objectives: the learning of 

content and the learning of increasingly sophisticated behaviors in thinking, 

attitudes and skills, and that these objectives call for different forms of 

instruction at different levels of complexity. Erickson (2012, p.3) argues that: 

“ A concept-based curriculum is contrasted with the traditional two-

dimensional model of topic-based curriculum which focuses on factual 

content and skills with assumed, rather than deliberate attention to the 

development of conceptual understanding and the transfer of 

knowledge.”  

Erickson (2008) further draws on Taba (1966, p.49), who proposes, “specific 

content should be sampled rather than covered”. Thereby, Erickson maintains 

that teaching for conceptual understanding needs to:  

“move from teaching centered around ‘topical themes’ to integrating 

thinking at the conceptual level with the use of concepts that are at a 

higher level of generality and abstractness…” (Erickson 2008, p.30) 

According to Erickson (2008, p.28), a universal concept is “a mental construct 

that is timeless, universal, and abstract to different degrees”. Thus, concepts 

are “high level abstractions expressed in verbal cues and labels, e.g., 

interdependence, cultural change and causality” and are “the foundational 

organizers for both interdisciplinary curriculum and single-subject curriculum 

design” (Taba 1966, p.48).  

“A curriculum design is a statement which identifies the element of the 

curriculum, states what their relationships are to each other, and 

indicates the principles of organization and the requirements of that 

organization for the administrative conditions under which it is to 

operate.  A design, of course, needs to be supported with and to make 

explicit a curriculum theory which establishes the sources to consider 

and the principles to apply” (Taba, 1962, p. 421).  
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According to Erickson (2008, p.28), in a concept-based curriculum design, 

concepts serve as a “bridge between topics and generalizations”, thereby 

enabling students to apply factual knowledge to develop deep conceptual 

understandings. Through a concept-based approach to curriculum and 

instruction, Erickson (2012, p.3) proposes a shift from the traditional “two 

dimensional” curriculum that focuses on content knowledge, to the concept-

based “three-dimensional” curriculum that goes beyond rote memorization.  

Taba (1966, p.49) refers to generalizations and principles as the main ideas of 

the content under study, and suggests that “content coverage could be focused 

and delimited by letting the main ideas - the generalizations - determine the 

direction and depth for instruction” (generalizations are also called “enduring 

understandings” by Wiggins & McTighe (1999), “essential understandings” by 

Erickson (2002, p.46), or “Big Ideas” in IB educational jargon).  

Taba (1966) proposes the notion that the main ideas act as a sort of filter to the 

vast volume of facts and enable the choice of deciding what is important. 

Erickson (2007, p.41) also supports this notion by saying that a concept-based 

curriculum and instruction model helps reduce the burden of an overloaded 

curriculum and also “allows the teacher to control rather than be controlled by 

the subject matter, and provides the flexibility to allow students to search for 

and construct knowledge”. 

While curriculum scholars such as Marzano (2003) strongly support the value 

of teaching for conceptual understanding, Marzano (2003, p.24) also 

vehemently argues against the choice of content being left to the discretion of 

individual teachers:  

“Opportunity to learn addresses the extent to which the curriculum in a 

school is “guaranteed”. This means that states and districts give clear 

guidance to teachers regarding the content to be addressed in specific 

courses and at specific grade levels. It also means that individual 
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teachers do not have the option to disregard or replace assigned 

content”. (Marzano 2003, p.24, emphasis my own). 

It needs to be noted at this point that the school in this study has created its 

own curriculum, based on the concept-based approach to curriculum as 

proposed by Erickson (2007) and has called it the “Conceptual Curriculum 

Programme”. Throughout this study, I have used the terms “concept-based” 

and “Conceptual Curriculum” interchangeably, depending on whether I am 

referring to the school, or to Erickson (2007). 

As it will be explained later, in creating the Conceptual Curriculum program in 

the school in the study, teachers have been required to chose and arrange the 

content, and also choose the concepts to facilitate teaching for conceptual 

understanding. The Conceptual Curriculum program also needs to bridge the 

IB PYP and the IB DP offered by the school. A combination of the “integration” 

of international best practices (Thompson, 1998, pp. 278-279) and the need to 

negotiate between the “multiplicity of pedagogic fields” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.

129) is what makes the school-based curriculum development initiative 

undertaken by the school both complex and interesting.  

At this point, it becomes essential to acknowledge the tension and dilemma in 

arriving at a commonly agreed upon definition of the term “curriculum”.  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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2.2 Inherent tensions in attempting to define the term “curriculum”  

There are many approaches one can take in order to review literature on 

curriculum studies. Curriculum experts such as Goodlad (1979) consider 

conducting an analysis of the various definitions that exist on curriculum as a 

useful starting point. This approach has also been advocated by other 

curriculum scholars such as Stenhouse (1975, p.1), who notes that:  

“definitions of the word do not solve curricular problems; but they do 

suggest perspectives from which to view them”.  

Marsh (2004, p.4) succinctly highlights the inherent tension in this approach by 

citing Portelli (1987):  

“According to Portelli (1987) more than 120 definitions of the term 

‘curriculum’ appear in the professional literature devoted to curriculum, 

presumably because authors are concerned about either “delimiting 

what the term means or establishing new meanings that have become 

associated with it”.  

Portelli (1987) has brought out this tension by drawing on a metaphor 

developed by Soltis (1978, p.364) who notes that:  

“Those who look for the definition of curriculum are like a sincere but 

misguided centaur hunter, who even with a fully provisioned safari and a 

gun kept always at the ready nonetheless will never require the services 

of a taxidermist”. 

This inherent tension may suggest that conducting an analysis of the 

definitions of the term “curriculum” may not seem a useful starting point. 

However, as Ornstein and Hunkins (2009) point out, such a plethora of 

definitions of the term reflect the dynamism of the field of curriculum studies in 

terms of the wide range of philosophical beliefs, conceptions of human 

learning, pedagogical strategies, political experiences and cultural background 

of society, that curriculum is intended for.  
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In this regard, while pointing out that arriving at a consensus of the term 

“curriculum” is extremely difficult given the “diversity of the values and 

experiences key players in the field bring into defining the term”, Marsh (1997, 

pp.1-4) also provides a selection of eight definitions of curriculum. Marsh’s 

(1997, 2004) definitions of curriculum provide the reader with the breadth and 

range of interpretations the term “curriculum” can have, while at the same time 

also pointing out that accepting only any one of the definitions may be 

problematic in the sense of accepting a limiting view of the term. I have 

discussed Marsh’s definition of curriculum below, before discussing other 

curriculum scholars’ notions further on.  

2.2.1 A review of definitions of “curriculum”  

The first notion of defining the term “curriculum” that Marsh (1997, p.1) 

describes is one that views curriculum as “that which is taught in school”, 

though quickly contending that such an approach to defining curriculum is far 

too “vague and general” to be useful. The second approach is to view 

“curriculum as a set of subjects”. This again, Marsh (1997) argues, is a very 

limited notion of defining the term “curriculum”, as here the term is being limited 

to what happens within the walls of a classroom within the allocated time 

periods in a school day. The third notion is that “curriculum is content” which 

brings into the picture the “interesting notion of “syllabus” which is usually a 

summary statement about the content to be taught in a course or unit, often 

linked to an external examination.” Here, the emphasis is on “what content is to 

be taught”, though it is necessary to remember that a curriculum is more than 

this, and “how we teach content can drastically affect what is taught” (Marsh, 

1997, p.4, emphasis in original).  

The fourth approach in defining curriculum as a “set of materials” adopts the 

notion of curriculum being defined “as a product or a document which includes 

details about goals, objectives, content, teaching techniques, evaluation and 

assessment resources”. Marsh (1997, p.4, emphasis in original) points out that 

these are often “official documents issued by the government or one of its 
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agencies which prescribe how and what is to be taught”, but is also quick to 

point out that these documents represent “the ideal rather than the actual 

curriculum and a teacher may not accept all aspects of a written curriculum 

and/or (may) be unable to implement a curriculum exactly prescribed due to 

lack of training and understanding”. This can lead to gaps between “the 

“intended curriculum - what is intended to occur” and the “enacted curriculum - 

what actually happens when the curriculum is enacted in the classroom”. 

(Billett, 2005, p.2).  

The fifth definition that Marsh (1997, p.4) highlights is “a very practical 

orientation to curriculum”, by viewing curriculum as “a set of performance 

objectives”. He adds that proponents of this approach argue that “if a teacher 

knows the targets which students should achieve, it is so much easier to 

organize other elements to achieve this end, such as the appropriate content 

and teaching methods”. This approach, as Marsh (1997, p.4) points out, can 

however “lead to the over emphasis of behavioral outcomes and objectives 

which can be easily measured, and a curriculum document which is simply a 

listing of performance objectives would tend to be unwieldy”.  

The sixth definition considers curriculum as “that which is taught both inside 

and outside of school and directed by the school”, indicating that school 

learning is not confined to what happens in the classroom alone, but rather, 

that “all kinds of activities that occur in the classroom, playground and 

community, comprise the curriculum.” However, Marsh (1997, p.4) also points 

out that here, the emphasis is on “direction”, indicating that “the only learning 

experiences are those which are directed by school personnel”, which many 

would question.  

The seventh definition of “curriculum” that Marsh includes is in terms of “what 

an individual learner experiences as a result of schooling”, which attempts to 

place emphasis on widening the learning experiences “that will enable a 

student to develop into a fully functioning person”. Here, Marsh (1997, p.4) 

acknowledges that “students acquire skills and values, not only from the official 
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or formal curriculum but also from the unofficial or hidden curriculum which is 

implicit within regular school procedures: in curriculum materials, and in 

communication approaches and mannerisms used by staff”, from which 

students do learn a lot, even though this is not necessarily the intention of 

teachers. The eighth definition that Marsh highlights is viewing curriculum “as 

everything that is planned by school personnel” which again emphasizes “the 

planning aspect of curriculum…that also brings to bear the distinction that 

some writers make between curriculum and instruction: curriculum is the what 

(activity of producing plans for further action) and instruction is the how (putting 

the plans into action).” 

Marsh (2004, pp. 4-7) also produced a revised list of definitions in 2004, 

retaining much of the above definitions and further adding two more 

perspectives so as to reflect the modern day educational scenario; one: 

“Curriculum is that which the students construct from working with the 

computer and its various networks, such as the Internet”. Here, Marsh (2004) 

notes that all students may not have equal access to such resources and that 

one needs to be cautious of accepting such broad and excessive claims as to 

how effectively technology can contribute to the learning of all students. And 

two: “Curriculum is the questioning of authority and the searching for complex 

views of human situations”. Marsh (2004, p.7) notes that this definition of 

curriculum is a “postmodernist definition which implies opposition to widely 

used (modern) values and practices…and pointing out that postmodernism 

reduced simply to the process of questioning may not be helpful in identifying 

in practice how students should spend their time and energy”.  

As mentioned before, Marsh’s (1997, 2004) different definitions of curriculum 

throw light on both the range of different interpretations the term “curriculum” 

can have, and also acknowledge the danger in accepting any one of the 

definitions in its entirety while ignoring the others. Such an approach that 

accepts only one of the definitions will produce a limiting view of the broad 

term.  
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Curriculum scholars such as Kelly (2004), however, have taken a different 

approach, by attempting to provide a road map for defining curriculum. Kelly 

(2004 p.46) maps out three distinct “ideological orientations” to curriculum 

studies, which also covers some of the approaches as discussed by Marsh 

(1997): 

“Curriculum as content and education as transmission; Curriculum as a 

product and education as instrumental and; Curriculum as a process 

and education as development” (Kelly 2004, p.46). 

The “curriculum as a product” approach is also evident in as early as the 

1900’s through definitions such as Bobbit’s (1918, p.42, emphasis my own) 

who states: 

“Human life, however varied, consists in the performance of specific 

activities.  Education that prepares for life is one that prepares definitely 

and adequately for these specific activities…the curriculum will then be 

that series of experiences which children and youth must have by way of 

obtaining those objectives.” 

This approach basically views the centrality of the role of education in 

preparing one for life, which was also a notion shared by Tyler (1949) who 

argued that the main purpose of education is to bring about changes in the 

student’s behavior through systematic and linear procedures in curriculum 

planning. Curriculum scholars who adopted the view of curriculum as a 

“means-to-an-end approach”, such as Tyler (1949) and Taba (1962) came 

under the “traditionalists” due to their traditional view of curriculum studies.  

2.2.2 The Curriculum traditionalists  

Tyler (1949, p.1) proposed four central questions to serve as a guide for 

curriculum planning. The Tyler approach was more aligned towards viewing 

curriculum development as being an objective, product-oriented approach 

thereby suggesting that curriculum planning is more of a “practical 
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enterprise” (Tyler 1949, p.18) versus a theory: an enterprise that works with a 

“means to an end” philosophy. This “product-driven approach” is articulated 

through the four central questions (Tyler, 1949, p.1) given below: 

• The first question: “What educational purposes should the school 
seek to attain?” requires those involved in curriculum 
development to be clear on the nature and purpose that they seek 
to attain in terms of its basic objectives, 

• The second question: “What educational experiences can be 
provided that are likely to attain these purposes?” requires those 
involved to identify the nature of experiences that need to be 
adopted towards attaining the objectives laid out in the first 
question, 

• The third question: “How can these educational experiences be 
effectively organized?” relates to the decisions in terms of 
organization of the learning experiences, 

• And the final question: “How can we determine whether these 
purposes are being attained?” aims at evaluating whether or not 
the very purpose for which the educational experience was 
initiated, has been achieved in reality.  !

These four central questions that Tyler raised to approach curriculum 

studies,eventually came to be known as the “Tyler Rationale” and remained the 

“number one cited item in the field of education for more than 30 

years” (Goodlad n.d, pp. 91-92) that was “raised almost to the status of a 

revealed doctrine” (Kliebard 1970, p: 270). Tyler also acknowledged the limited 

availability of resources for curriculum development and implementation, 

thereby being very “pragmatic” in his approach (Pungur and Buck, nd, p7).  

The product-driven approach of Tyler (1949) was also adopted by 

contemporaries such as Taba (1962, pp.13-14) who saw curriculum 

development as a series of consecutive steps “each of which adds to and 

revises the decisions made at the preceding step”. This necessitated “not only 

having a rational scheme for planning its various elements, but also to have a 

methodology for developing these elements, and for relating them to each 

other”. Thus, Taba (1962, p.76) proposed that: 
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“Curriculum is essentially a plan for learning consisting as it does of goals 

for learning and ways for attaining these goals. A curriculum plan is a result 

of decisions regarding three different matters: 

1. Selection and arrangement of content, 

2. The choice of the learning experiences by which this content is to 
be manipulated and by which the objectives not achievable 
through content alone can be attained and 

3. Plans for the optimum conditions for learning” (Taba,1962, p.76). 

Taba (1962, p.12) also proposed that the decisions on the above matters be 

made by following a step-by-step process that reflects “orderly thinking such 

as: 

1. Diagnosis of the needs, 

2. Formulation of objectives, 

3. Selection of content, 

4. Organization of content, 

5. Selection of learning experiences, 

6. Organization of learning experiences, 

7. Determination of what to evaluate and of the ways and means of 
doing it” (Taba, 1962, p.12).  

!
Almost twenty years after its publication, Kliebard (1970, p.267) offered 

criticisms on the Tyler rationale by saying that it failed to provide boundaries of 

what should be included in the curriculum. Others who joined the criticism on 

the Tyler Rationale included Pinar (1975a), (who came under the “curriculum 

reconceptualists”) who argued that the “Taylor Rationale” had a very narrow 

concept of the curriculum. The Tyler Rationale also received criticism on the 

grounds of not identifying behavioral objectives before developing the 

curriculum and leaving curriculum development in the hands of less qualified 
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personnel at local schools (McNeil, 1990), thus raising the question whether 

teachers were indeed qualified for developing curriculum.  

However, regardless of the intense criticism it received, the Tyler approach 

remained a “central document in the curriculum field” for over fifty years and 

offered in the period starting from the 1930’s an “outline of questions that must 

be considered in developing curriculum” (Hlebowitsh, 1992, pp. 533-534). The 

Tyler Rationale is also believed to represent “the foundation of the field and its 

paradigmatic stabilization for curriculum studies” (Pinar 2008, p.491).   

2.2.3 The Curriculum “reconceptualists”  

Curriculum scholars such as Huebner (1966) argued that the pragmatic Tyler 

approach to curriculum was flawed and that curriculum research needs more of 

a language-oriented approach that aims to give sense and structure to the 

collected information.  

“The reconceptualists encouraged those involved in curriculum, to 

recognize that the Tyler rationale is tyrannically behaviorist in its quality 

and is logically anchored in a line of thought that celebrates 

superimposing an industrial mentality upon the school about 

curriculum” (Hlebowitsh 1992, p. 533).  

Pinar et al (1999a) termed the groups emerging from traditionalists as the 

“reconceptualists” and argued that the reconceptualists emphasized the place 

of theory in the field of curriculum studies:  

“During the past two decades the field of curriculum has been 

reconceptualized from an exclusive practice-oriented field to a more 

theoretical, historical and research-oriented field” (Pinar 1999b, p.484).  

The reconceptualists hence approached curriculum studies through more of a 

research-based, historically-oriented approach, as opposed to the pragmatic 

approach adopted by Tyler. To Pinar (1979, p.93), reconceptualization was “a 

reaction to what the field has been and what it is seen to be at the present 
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time”. Thus, contrary to the “product-driven approach” adopted by the 

traditionalists, was the “process-driven approach” formulated by 

reconceptualists such as Huebner (1966), who argued that curriculum was the 

outcome of the interaction between three elements: research, practice and 

language.  

In this context, Smith (1996, 2000) points out that the best known explorations 

of a process model of curriculum theory and practice is offered by Stenhouse 

(1975), who proposed that: curriculum is more of a practice than: 

“a package of materials or a syllabus of ground to be covered; It is a 

 way of translating any educational idea into a hypothesis, testable in 

 practice that invites critical testing rather than acceptance” (Stenhouse 

 (1975, p.142) 

Thus, moving away from the notion of viewing curriculum as a package that is 

designed “to be delivered”, Stenhouse (1975, pp. 4-5) proposed that curriculum 

studies was more like a recipe in a cookery book: 

“A curriculum, like the recipe for a dish, is first imagined as a possibility, 

then the subject of experiment. The recipe offered publicly, is in a sense, 

a report on experiment.  Similarly, a curriculum should be grounded in 

practice. It is an attempt to describe the work observed in classrooms 

that it is adequately communicated to teachers and others. Finally, 

within limits, a recipe can be varied according to taste. So can a 

curriculum.” (emphasis my own). 

Thus, here, Stenhouse is embracing the notion that curriculum is a “means by 

which the experience of attempting to put an educational proposal into practice 

is made available” (Smith 1996, 2000) and that it is something that can be 

altered/varied to suit the requirement/taste of the end user. Stenhouse (1975, 

p.142) offered further clarifications by adding that: 
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“The idea is that of an educational science in which each classroom is a 

laboratory, each teacher a member of the scientific community…the 

crucial point is that the proposal is not to be regarded as an unqualified 

recommendation but rather as a provisional specification claiming no 

more than to be worth putting to the test of practice…it is a way of 

translating any educational idea into a hypothesis testable in practice. It 

invites critical testing rather than acceptance” (emphasis my own). 

Schools adopting such an approach will move away from adopting prescriptive 

curricula and instead embrace broad “curricular frameworks” (Marsh 2006, p.

19) that facilitate the variation of the curriculum “recipe”. Broad curricular 

frameworks, as opposed to prescriptive curricula, thus attempt to place more 

emphasis on “thinking and meaning-making as central to practice” and 

embrace the notion that curriculum is often the end result of ongoing interaction 

of action and reflection, and that: 

“Curriculum is not simply a set of plans to be implemented, but rather is 

constituted through an active process in which planning, acting and 

evaluating are all reciprocally related and integrated into the 

process” (Grundy 1987, p.115).  

In this sense, the IB programmes are broad curricular frameworks, and the 

market-driven international schools (such as the school in this study) that have 

created their own curriculum by integrating educational best practices, would 

provide a typical example of such a curriculum “recipe variation”. School-based 

curriculum development initiative is defined as the:  

 “planning, design, implementation and evaluation of a programme of  

 students’ learnings by the educational institution of which those  

 students are members” (Skilbeck (1984, p. 2). 

Skilbeck (1976, p.4) proposes the notion that schools are responsive to their 

own environments and hence should be permitted to develop their own 
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curriculum (in the same notion as Stenhouse’s proposition of the “recipe” that 

can be varied to suit the taste) in a way to fit that environment: 

“At the very least, schools need greatly increased scope and incentive 

for adapting, modifying, extending and otherwise re-ordering externally 

developed curricula than is now commonly the case. Curriculum 

development related to individual differences must be a continuous 

process and it is only the school or school networks that can provide 

scope for this” (Skilbeck 1976, p.94).  

The process-model evokes its own criticisms in that such a model cannot 

promise uniformity in what is taught, particularly when teaching is directed 

towards an examination that is standardized. Though as Smith (1996, 2000) 

points out, this does not mean that students in the process-model cannot be 

examined. Rather, in this model, examination is just one of the many means of 

assessing student outcomes.  

A major weakness of the process-model is that the strength of this model 

eventually rests with the quality of teachers, as it is based on “meaning-

making” which can have severe limitations on educational outcomes when 

teachers are not “up to it” (Smith 1996, 2000). More importantly, it also bears 

the danger of “processes being replaced with the product” (Grundy 1987, p.77), 

when there are attempts to provide teachers with teaching materials and 

curriculum packages that focus on the “process of discovery” or “problem-

solving”, where processes often get reduced to a set of skills and “whether or 

not students are able to apply the skills is somewhat overlooked” (Grundy 

1987, p.77). 

The period of reconceptualization that brought forth the “curriculum as a 

process” proposal was criticized on the grounds of “being a movement against 

traditionalists” and as a “formal movement with a theory distant from 

practitioners”. However, the reconceptualization period still had an “indelible 

place in historical discussions concerning curriculum studies and the roots of 
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reconceptualization were deep enough to allow the solid construction of a 

curriculum theory related to the paradigm of understanding” (Pacheco 2012, p.

8).   

Curriculum studies in the post-reconceptualization period comprised a “new 

period defined by the post-modern project of understanding” (Pacheco 2012, p.

9) at the heart of which is a “commitment to a robust investigation of cultural, 

ethnic, gender and identity issues…” and a celebration of the “uniqueness of 

each individual person, text, event, culture and education” (Slattery 2006, p.

146). The post-reconceptualization not only returned to the central question of 

curriculum studies: “What knowledge is of most worth?” (Pinar 2006, p.80), but 

also brought back its “identity crisis” (Pinar et al 1995, p.849), thereby pointing 

towards its ongoing “continuities as well as discontinuities between the 

traditional and reconceptualized field”.   

2.2.4 Bernstein’s curricular orientations 

While the arguments and debates on the different theoretical perspectives as 

well as the tension between curriculum theory and practice continued, other 

curriculum scholars embraced a different approach to curriculum studies by 

engaging in the study of classroom practices. Curriculum scholars such as 

Bernstein (1975) adopted such a micro to macro approach. Contrary to the 

practice of seeking answers to difficult educational questions through top-down 

approaches that begin with larger policy questions and then working down to 

analyze how schools work in order to provide solutions to policy decisions, 

Bernstein (1975) formulated theories bottom-up: 

“an approach that sought to write the rules of educational processes; 

then to link them to larger structural conditions and finally, to place this 

analysis in the context of the larger educational and policy questions of 

educators”. (Sadovnik 2001, p.5).  
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Bernstein (1975, p.85) proposed that formal education knowledge in an 

organization is realized through three message systems: “Curriculum, 

pedagogy and evaluation”: 

“Curriculum defines what counts as a valid knowledge, pedagogy 

defines what counts as valid transmission of knowledge and evaluation 

defines what counts as a valid realization of this knowledge.” (Bernstein, 

1975, p.85) 

Bernstein (2000, p.205) also identifies four main types of “curricular 

orientations”: “retrospective, prospective, therapeutic and market orientations”. 

In a “retrospective orientation”, pedagogical dispositions are achieved through 

“a strict control of inputs of education that aim to restore the past in the 

present”. A “prospective orientation” is different to this in that it aims to retain 

the desirable aspects of the past in the present, “with a control on both inputs 

and outputs but with the aim of undergoing change”. Both of these orientations, 

however, are considered to be “top-down approaches due to the essential 

control on both input and output to achieve uniform outputs”.  

The “therapeutic identity” as proposed by Bernstein (2000, p.205) is considered 

to be a much more “progressive approach”, in that it places more emphasis on 

the individual as against the collective by focusing more on personal 

development that aims for diversity in schooling to meet local needs.  

The “market identity”, which is the fourth type of curricular orientation, responds 

to the market situations and opportunities and its aim is to produce a unique 

identity: a product “that has an exchange value in the market, the identity that 

is a reflection of external contingencies”  (Bernstein 2000, pp. 69-70).  

Bernstein (2000 p.65) further clarifies that each of these orientations attempts 

to “construct in teachers and students a particular moral disposition, motivation 

and aspiration, embedded in particular performances and practices”.  Sadovnik 

(1991) points out that Bernstein’s latter theory of “pedagogic practice” must 

also be understood in relation to the concepts of “classification and framing”, 
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which is at the heart of Bernstein's (1971, p.49) theory of curriculum, and it 

offers clarification on the effects that different structures of message systems 

have on student learning.  

According to Bernstein (1971), “classification” indicates the “degree of 

boundary” that is maintained between different content areas:  

“Where classification is strong, contents are well insulated from each 

other by strong boundaries. Where classification is weak, there is 

reduced insulation between contents, for the boundaries between 

contents are weak or blurred. Classification thus refers to the degree of 

boundary maintenance between contents.” (Bernstein 1971, p.49; 

emphasis in original). 

In this sense, classification is what enables each of the subject content areas 

to be ‘insulated’ from the other and remain mutually exclusive. For example, 

what happens in the mathematics classroom is totally isolated and independent 

of what may perhaps happen in a foreign language classroom. Framing, on the 

other hand, refers to the “degree of control the teacher and pupil can pose over 

the selection, organization, pacing and timing of knowledge transmitted and 

received in the pedagogical relationship” (Bernstein, 1971, p.50). The concept 

of framing is what helps us understand what forms of knowledge a student has 

access to, and what they do not: the timing in terms of when and how that 

content is taught and prioritized (Bernstein, 2000). Or in other words:  

“Classification refers to what, framing is concerned with how meanings 

are to be put together. Framing thus helps explain the internal logic of 

pedagogic practice and the nature of control over:  

• the selection of the communication, 

• its sequencing (what comes first, what comes second), 

• its pacing (the rate of expected acquisition), 

• the criteria and 
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• the control over the social base which makes this transmission 
possible” (Bernstein 2000, pp. 12-13, emphasis in original). 

!
Thus, simply put, strong classification means that things must be kept apart 

and weak classification means that things must be brought together. Bernstein 

(1996, p 9-11) proposes that:  

“When classification becomes weaker, we must have an understanding 

of the recontextualization principles which construct the new discourses 

and the ideological bias that underlies any such recontextualizing…and 

it is also important for us to ask, in whose interest is the apartness of 

things, and in whose interest is the new togetherness?...if a value 

changes from strong to weak, or vice- versa, if framing changes from 

strong to weak or the classification changes from strong to weak, there 

are two basic questions we should always ask:  

• Which group is responsible for initiating the change? Is the 
change by a dominant group or a dominated group?  

• If the values are weakening, what values still remain 
strong?” (Bernstein, 1996, p.15) 

Bernstein (1975, p.87) further proposes that from the variations in the 

classification and framing, two types of curricula come into play: “open and 

closed”. In a “closed” curriculum, classification is strong, which means that all 

subjects are taught in isolation of each other, with strong boundaries separating 

each of these subject areas. Bernstein (1975) calls this a “closed or collective 

curriculum”. In an “open” curriculum on the other hand, classification is weak: 

subject areas are not isolated from each other and boundaries are blurred, if at 

all existing, and this is termed the “integrated or open curriculum”.   

Drawing on the metaphor of the English garden, Ross (2000, p.2) compares 

Bernstein’s (1975) notion of classification and framing of curricular knowledge 

to garden “territories” as defined by different kinds of “frames, boundaries, 

hedges and pathways”. Ross (2000, p.4) further points out that, similar to a 
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“landscape garden” that is separated from the surrounding countryside by a 

“dry ditch, a sunken barrier” that creates an “illusion that the garden and the 

surrounding countryside are a unity…”, a weakly classified curriculum creates 

the impressions of a “weak boundary between what may and what may not be 

transmitted” (Bernstein 1975, p.50). 

2.2.5 Recontextualization Rules 

Bernstein (1996, p.47) unpacks the dynamics of organizational power-relations 

through his theory of pedagogic device which provides three inter-related rules:  

distributive, recontextualizing and evaluative - the rules that are hierarchically 

related. The distributive rule regulates power-relationships between social 

groups by distributing different forms of knowledge, while the recontextualizing 

rules regulate the formation of specific pedagogic discourses and the 

evaluative rules constitute specific rules that evaluate pedagogic practices. 

These rules are by themselves hierarchically related in that recontextualizing 

rules are derived from the distributive rules, and evaluative rules are derived 

from the recontextualizing rules (Bernstein 1996).  

Bernstein (1996) argues that the function of the distributive rules is to regulate 

power relationships between social groups by enabling access to differential 

forms of knowledge (on the same line as the arguments proposed by Bourdieu 

(1992)). The recontextualization rules, on the other hand, are the “rules for 

delocating a discourse, for relocating it and for refocusing it” (Bernstein 1996, 

p.47). And lastly, the evaluative rules enable distinguishability of what 

constitutes valid instructional knowledge (as in curricular content) and what 

constitutes regulative discourse (such as social conduct etc).   

Within the Recontextualization Field, Bernstein (1990, pp.190-192) proposes 

that there are primarily two sub-fields that come into play when analyzing 

curricular orientations: the Official Recontextualization Field (ORF) and 

Pedagogic Recontextualization Filed (PRF): 
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“The ORF includes the specialized departments and sub-agencies of the 

State and local educational authorities together with their research and 

system of inspectors…and the PRF is comprised of : university 

departments of education, together with their research; and specialized 

media of education, weeklies, journals and publishing houses together 

with their readers and advisers.” (Bernstein, 1990, p.192) 

Singh (2002, p.5) points out that Bernstein (1990) uses the term “pedagogic 

discourse” to describe the rules or principles: that is, the grammar or syntax for 

generating different pedagogic texts/practices.” Thus, according to Bernstein 

(1990, p.184), a pedagogic discourse is: 

“A recontextualizing principle which selectively appropriates, relocates, 

refocuses, and relates other discourses to constitute its own order and 

orderings.”   

Bernstein (1990) further argues that, when privileged pedagogic texts such as 

schemes of curriculum and textbooks are appropriated in the classroom by 

teachers and students, there is evidently the interplay of two “text 

transformations”: first, where there is conversion of knowledge appropriated 

from the field of production within the official and pedagogic recontextualization 

field; and second, when the translation of the pedagogized knowledge by 

teachers and students happens in the recontextualised school/classroom. 

Here, Bernstein (1996, p.69) asks us to consider those institutions which have 

considerable autonomy over the use of their resources, staff, budgets and the 

courses they create and deliver. Such institutions can: 

“Attract the students who have choice of institution; meet external 

performance criteria and; optimize its position in the market: that is to 

optimize its position with respect to the exchange value of its products, 

namely students.” 

In such institutions, the demands of the market dictate or facilitate the 

optimization of inputs in order to increase the exchange value in the market 
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and view the transmission of knowledge in terms of the exchange value it will 

generate. Such a “de-centered market identity”, argues Bernstein (1996, pp.

68-69), “constructs an outwardly responsive identity rather than one driven by 

inner dedication” and in turn, “creates a new stratification both of knowledge 

and identities”.  

“The end of the twentieth century is witnessing a dislocation between 

knowledge and the knower” because the production, distribution and 

circulation of knowledge are separated from “inner commitments and 

dedications” since they are focused on meeting external market 

demands.” (Bernstein 2000, p. xviii) 

Profit-making, privately-owned international schools (such as the one in this 

study) that often offer programs such as the IB, enjoy considerable autonomy 

in terms of their resources, staffing and budget and are also in a position to 

attract student clientele who are willing to pay a high fee in exchange for an 

international credential that will optimize their position in the global education 

and employment market.  

In this context, Hayden (2011, p.216) notes that the phenomenal “growth in 

numbers and diversity of international schools has been accompanied by the 

development of curriculum programmes to cater for them”. Such curriculum 

development initiatives undertaken by international schools often result in the 

creation of new models of curriculum that “integrate” international best 

practices (Thompson, 1998, pp. 278-279).   

Such models would also fall under Stenhouse’ s (1975, pp.142-143) “process- 

model curriculum”, that acknowledges the notion that “each classroom is a 

laboratory and each teacher a member of the scientific community”, thereby 

considering curriculum as a “recipe that can be varied according to taste”.  

What is interesting to note is that, during the variation of the “recipe”, much of 

what is appropriated undergoes significant transformation in the schools/

classrooms. Such school-based curriculum development initiatives also require 
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teachers to become actively involved in the process of selection and 

arrangement of content. In this context, Scott (2008, p.141) recommends that 

while attempting to understand the world of education and the role of 

curriculum in a “Bernsteinian manner”, there are some key questions that will 

guide those involved in curriculum development: 

• “What items of knowledge should be included in a curriculum 
and what items excluded? 

• What reasons can be given for including some items of 
knowledge and excluding others? 

• How should those items of knowledge be arranged in the 
curriculum?” 

Marsh (2006, p.200) argues that from these questions evolve other questions: 

• “Why should we teach this rather than that? 

• Who should have access to what knowledge? 

• What rules should govern the teaching of what has been 
selected? 

• How should various parts of the curriculum be interrelated in 
order to create a coherent whole?” 

Marsh (2006, p.200) points out that these questions are extended further by 

curriculum scholars such as Apple (1998), Posner (1998) and more recently by 

Ross (2000) to “include broader, more politically sensitive questions: 

• What should count as knowledge? As knowing? What does 
not count as legitimate knowledge? 

• Who defines what counts as legitimate knowledge? 

• Who shall control the selection and distribution of knowledge?” 
(Marsh, 2006, p.200).  

It needs to be acknowledged here that Bernstein (1971) developed these 

theories to argue about the relationship between education and social class, 

and did not develop his theories in relation to the IB programs or IB World 

schools. However, I believe that Bernstein’s theories provide a sound basis to 
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analyze what goes on in educational settings, particularly with curricular 

orientations and what rules in effect come into play through curriculum 

recontextualization when curricular discourses are moved from the ORF to the 

PRF (Cause, 2010, p.4). As a researcher, I also believe that Bernstein’s 

theories offer the required analytical framework and the rigor to explore 

complex and intricate curriculum issues that may not necessarily be obvious to 

the casual observer.  

2.2.6 A review of the IB Programmes and Erickson’s model in the light of 
Bernstein’s Theoretical Framework 

I considered it essential to include the three IB curriculum programmes in the 

literature review chapter earlier (even though the school has not adopted the IB 

MYP), not only to be able to situate Erickson’s (2008) model of the Conceptual 

Curriculum programme created by the school to bridge the IB PYP and the IB 

DP, but also to view the curriculum programmes in the light of Bernstein’s 

(1996) theoretical framework that this study employs to analyze the Conceptual 

Curriculum programme created by the school.  

In the light of Bernstein’s (1971) theoretical framework, the IB DP can be 

described as a “strongly classified collection code type” of curriculum, with 

some overarching elements of the “integrated type of curriculum”, in that the 

subject areas (within the hexagonal frame as indicated before) are strongly 

insulated from each other, thereby promoting “strong classification and framing” 

(Cambridge, 2011b). In this sense, the IB DP is considered to be more of a 

prescriptive curriculum with a disciplinary focus, as compared to the IB PYP 

and the IB MYP that are curricular frameworks that promote inter-disciplinary 

thinking (IB 2008b, p.6).  

“Prescriptive (curriculum) definitions provide us with what “ought” to 

happen, and they more often than not take the form of a plan, an 

intended program, or some kind of expert opinion about what needs to 

take place in the course of the study” (Ellis, 2004, p. 4). 
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Within the prescriptive nature of the IB DP, components such as the Extended 

Essay and the Theory of Knowledge components foster interdisciplinary 

thinking to some extent, thereby falling within the “integrated code”. However, 

even in these components of the IB DP, “inter-disciplinary topics such as bio-

technology are expressly discouraged as topics for EE exploration” (Doherty 

2010, p.8) and thereby, through the limited choice given to students, the IB DP 

not only retains the strong classification, but also deepens the strong framing 

evident in the IB DP programme.  

The IB MYP as well as the IB PYP curricular frameworks, on the other hand, 

can be described as “weakly classified, integrated code” type curricula with 

weak boundaries between teachers and students. Both these frameworks 

promote the idea that teachers and students spend significant time exploring 

topics in greater depth and detail (Hill, 2003) through an approach that 

promotes interdisciplinary thinking and through “weak pacing”, where students 

are given some control over the time of acquisition of knowledge (Bernstein, 

1975). Both the IB PYP and the IB MYP programs also require investment of 

time towards collaborative planning between teachers.  

Summarizing the philosophy of each of the IB programs as described above, 

the IB curriculum framework (IB PYP, IB MYP and the IB DP) can thus be 

highlighted as follows in the light of Bernstein’s (1971) theoretical framework:  

• IB PYP: weakly classified/integrated type curriculum; 

• IB MYP: weakly classified/integrated type curriculum; 

• IB DP: strongly classified/closed curriculum; market 
orientation: responding to market situations. 

!
In the light of Bernstein’s (1971) theoretical framework, it can be argued that 

the concept-based curriculum philosophy as proposed by Erickson (2007), 

fosters interdisciplinary thinking, thereby promoting weak classification and 

framing. Such an approach also requires students to be provided with sufficient 
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time for “acquisition” (Bernstein, 1971). This also necessitates weak 

boundaries between teachers and students.  

The development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme by the school in 

this study that aims to foster teaching for conceptual understanding requires 

teachers to play an active role in curriculum development by selecting and 

arranging the curriculum content, thereby inherently requiring teachers to 

become actively involved in the curriculum “recontextualization” (Bernstein, 

1996, p.47) process.  

Since the Conceptual Curriculum programme bridges the IB PYP and the IB 

DP, there is also an “interaction of multiplicity of pedagogic fields” (Cambridge, 

2011b, p.129). A closer look at such “interactions with the multiplicity of Official 

Pedagogic Fields that need to be negotiated” (Cambridge, 2011b, p.129) is 

what makes this study both complex and interesting. 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CHAPTER 3: THE RESEARCH DESIGN  

Yin (2003) proposes that the case study researcher will have to create a plan 

that begins with the articulation of a succinct research question, followed by 

devising the various steps that will help answer the research question. Yin 

(2003) points out that devising the various steps to answer the research 

question includes both the collection and analysis of data. This then becomes 

the research design, which can be described as follows: 

“A research design is a logical plan for getting here to there, where here 

may be defined as the initial set of questions to be answered, and there 

is some set of conclusions (answers) about these questions. Between 

“here” and “there” may be found a number of major steps, including the 

collection and analysis of relevant data.” (Yin, 2003, p.26, emphasis in 

original).  

In terms of the case study research design, Yin (2003, p.27) identifies five 

components:  

a) “a study’s questions,  

b) its proposition, if any, 

c) its unit(s) of analysis, 

d) the logic linking the data to the propositions and  

e) the criteria for interpreting the findings” (Yin, 2003, p.27). 

Within the above five components, components a, b and c refer to what data is 

to be collected, and components d and e refer to what is to be done after the 

data has been collected (Yin, 2003). 

!
!
!
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3.1. Method versus Methodology 

Before embarking on a research project, Opie (2007, p.21) recommends that: 

“researchers make their position clear in terms of the methodologies and 

methods they use in accordance with their ontological positions, as 

failing to do so makes them vulnerable to criticisms of unacknowledged 

bias”.  

Firstly, I believe that there needs to be some clarification on the terms “method” 

and “methodology”, since my reading of educational literature revealed that 

while some authors use the terms very precisely (thereby indicating a clear 

distinction between the two), there are some authors who use the terms 

interchangeably (presumably because they see little distinction between the 

two) and yet others who are “flexible in their usage of the terms (and hence) 

use them interchangeably” (Newby, 2010, p.49). In this regard, Opie (2007, p.

15) points out that: 

“Method and methodology are not the same thing, and being aware of 

how they differ…is an important part of a research project”.  

Opie (2007, p.16) offers further clarification on the difference between the 

terms by saying: 

“Methodology refers to the theory of getting knowledge, to the 

consideration of the best ways, methods or procedures, by which data 

that will provide the evidence basis for the construction of knowledge 

about whatever it is that is being researched, is obtained...” 

Thus, here, “methodology” not only includes the methods and how the chosen 

methods are put to practice, but also the analysis of those methods. Cohen et 

al (2007, p.47) support this notion by pointing out that: 

“By methods we mean the range of approaches used in educational 

research to gather data which are to be used as a basis for inference 
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and interpretation for explanation and prediction. If methods refer to 

techniques and procedures used in the process of data-gathering, the 

aim of methodology then is to describe the approaches…”  

Methodology, on the other hand, as Newby (2010, p.51) points out, brings 

together different methods: 

“At its simplest, for the practical researcher, methodology is how the 

toolkit of research methods is brought together to crack an individual 

and specific research problem”.   

In this sense, a Case Study will be a typical example of a “methodological 

approach” that brings together various methods in order to achieve the 

research objective. Thus: 

“A Case Study is an example of methodological approach, whereas 

Procedures: often referred to as methods, are the specific research 

techniques that are used in order to collect and then analyze data. Thus 

a Case Study (methodology) may involve interviews, questionnaires, 

observation and documentary analysis (procedures)” (Opie 2007, p.16, 

emphasis in original). 

3.2 Why a Case Study? 

“One way of starting your inquiry might be to amass a lot of statistics ... 

but statistics is not what education is really about. Starting to understand 

the world of education means bringing to life what goes on in the setting 

and how this is connected to a broader panoply of real-life...Case 

studies fill this need. They can provide both descriptive richness and 

analytic insight into people, events, and passions as played out in real-

life environments.” (Yin 2005, p.xiv) 

A Case Study is defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Yin 2003, p.13). Case 

studies are also particularly relevant when the research addresses descriptive 
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or explanatory questions such as: what happened or how/why did it happen 

(Shavelson and Towne 2002, pp.99-106).  

A case study approach was adopted to capture “the close-up reality and thick 

description of participants’ lived experiences” (Cohen et.al., 2000, p.182). A 

case study approach also offers an important advantage in gaining a holistic 

view of the process, because it enables us to: 

 “study many different aspects, examine them in relation to each other, 

 view the process within its total environment…” (Gummensson 1988, p.

 76).   

Stake (1994, p.244) observes that a case study is particularly valuable when 

the “opportunity to learn is of primary importance”. Besides, rather than relying 

on “derived data”, the opportunity that a case study provides for “data collection 

in natural settings” (Bromley 1986, p.23) is also valuable in inquiries involving 

studies of curriculum, where the research requires “intimate contact with daily 

institutional life” (Chaffee & Tierney 1988, p.13).  

This case study can be described as a combination of “instrumental and 

intrinsic” studies (Stake 1994, p.237). The study is instrumental in nature 

because it involves a particular case being examined in-depth, in order to 

provide insight on issues (instrumental), that will facilitate examining the 

findings in the light of the theoretical framework (Bernstein’s). It is intrinsic in 

that it explores a particular case to gain a better understanding, because of the 

researcher’s interest in it. Yin (2004, p.6) identifies three minimum 

requirements for an effective case study design:  

“defining the case, justifying the choice of a single or multiple case study 

and adopting a theoretical framework to define the perspective of the 

case study.” 

Though singular case studies are often criticized on the grounds of lack of 

generalizability and openness to bias in interpretation (Stake 1995, p. 6-9), the 
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desire for depth versus breadth has motivated my choice of a singular case 

study over multiple case studies. Moreover, as pointed out by Yin (2003, p.40): 

“A single case can be used to determine whether a theory’s propositions 

are correct or whether some alternative set of explanations might be 

more relevant”.    

Drawing on a wide range of literature published on the case study approach to 

research, Grunbaum (2007, p.82) identifies five generic characteristics of a 

case study that help indicate how “a meta understanding” of the “unit of 

analysis” and “case” can be conceptualized. Firstly, Grunbaum (2007, p.82) 

highlights that the “study object” in a case study is related to: 

“people, more specifically, interpretations of the social actors’ perception 

of a given phenomenon or the meaning actors attribute to a 

phenomenon. Moreover, individuals are studied in their natural 

environment” (i.e. social actions and social structures) (also see 

Bonoma,1985, p.204; Yin 2003, p.13; Riege, 2003, p.80). 

This study seeks to explore teacher perceptions about the development of a 

concept-based curriculum programme and the study is conducted in their 

natural environment (the school). Secondly, in a case study approach to 

research, Grunbaum (2007, p. 82) points out that the researcher is interested 

“in a contemporary phenomenon” and that “historical studies are thus 

excluded” (i.e. contemporary dimension, Bonoma, 1985, p.204; Agranoff and 

Radin 1991, p.204; Yin 2003, p.13). 

Thirdly, Grunbaum (2007, p.82) highlights that one’s perspective needs to be 

“holistic when trying to understand and explain what happens and why it 

happens” and that “it thus becomes important to understand and identify 

contextual factors that surround the unit of analysis” (i.e. a holistic dimension is 

essential). Researchers such as Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.376), Merriam 

(1988, p.xiv), Punch (2005, p.145), Fisher (2004, p.52), Yin (2003, pp. 42-46), 

Patton (2002, p.447) and Stake (2000, p.440) also support this notion.  
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In the school in this study, in order to explore teacher perceptions about the 

development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme, exploring and 

understanding the contextual factors such as the reasons why the school did 

not adopt the IB MYP for instance, also needed to be acknowledged to arrive 

at a clear understanding of the case. More about the “unit of analysis” has 

been explained in Chapter 5. 

The fourth point Grunbaum (2007, p.82) identifies is that: 

“case studies are primarily qualitative and the objective can be 

descriptive, exploratory and/or explanatory, that is, they can be theory 

generating or contribute to modifications of theory” (i.e. multi research 

purpose dimension: Eisenhardt, (1989, p.535); Feagin, et al., (1991, p.

3); Miles and Huberman, (1994, p.17); Perry, (1998, pp. 788-791); 

Wesley et al., (1999); Healy and Perry, (2000)). 

The fifth point to be noted is that the researcher has “no control of crucial 

events evolving in the study’s context” (Grunbaum, 2007, p.82) (i.e. 

controllability dimension: Denzin, (1978); Merriam, (1988, p. 6-9); Amartunga 

and Baldry (2001, p.99) and Yin (2003, pp. 7-8)).  

The sixth point Grunbaum (2007, p.82) highlights is that, the researcher 

“applies numerous data sources in the search of understanding” (i.e. 

“triangulation dimension” : Bonoma, (1985, p.203); Merriam, (1988, p.16); 

Agranoff and Radin (1991, p.204); Parkhe, (1993, p.259); Stake, (1995); 

Punch, (2005, p.145); Robson (2002, p. 178); Yin (2003, p.97-101); Feagin et 

al., (1991, p.2)). The various data sources applied in this study will be 

explained in detail further on.  

The seventh point Grunbaum (2007, p.82) raises is with regard to how the data 

that is collected is analyzed and reported, through “rich and contextual 

accounts” that are produced based on the case study (i.e. “thick description 

dimension”, Guba and Lincoln, (1981, p.375); Lincoln and Guba, (1985); 
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Parkhe, (1993, p.256); Morris and Wood, (1991); Amaratunga and Baldry, 

(2001, p.99); Patton, (2002, p.46)). 

It is important to acknowledge at this point that choosing the right methodology 

and methods, along with creating the appropriate research design, is not 

straightforward or easy for the researcher. Most of these decisions will depend 

on “where the researcher is coming from in terms of their philosophical position 

and their fundamental assumptions concerning: 

• “Social reality - their ontological assumptions,  

• The nature of knowledge - their epistemological assumptions 
and  

• Human nature and agency - specifically their assumptions 
about the way in which human beings relate to and interact 
with their environment.”  (Opie 2007, p.18). 

!
3.3 Ontology, Epistemology and Axiology 

Hitchcock and Hughes (1995, p.21) point out succinctly the relationship 

between ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods : 

“Ontological assumptions (assumptions about the nature of reality and 

the nature of things) give rise to epistemological assumptions (ways of 

researching and enquiring into the nature of reality and the nature of 

things); these in turn give rise to methodological considerations; and 

these, in turn give rise to issues of instrumentation and data collection.”  

Opie (2007, pp. 21-22) explains how ontology and epistemology influence the 

choice of methodology and methods, with the following example:  

“In terms of research design and choice of procedures, if the assumption 

is that knowledge is real, objective, and out there in the world to be 

captured, researchers can observe, measure and quantify it. However, if 

it is assumed to be experiential, personal and subjective, they will have 

to ask questions of the people involved. These differences are much the 
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same as those identified with regard to ontological assumptions. 

Research which proceeds from the epistemological assumption that 

knowledge is experiential and subjective will usually place considerable 

emphasis on the accounts given by informants - either verbally in 

interviews or written and in response to questionnaires.” (Opie 2007, pp. 

21-22) 

Added to ontology and epistemology is axiology, which can be defined as: 

“the values and beliefs that we hold that move us beyond regarding 

research methods as simply a technical exercise and as concerned with 

understanding the world; this is informed by how we view our world(s), 

what we take understanding to be and what we see as the purposes of 

understanding, and what is deemed valuable” (Cohen et al, 2011, p.3). 

As a researcher, I believe that knowledge is subjectively experienced and is the 

result of “human thought as expressed through language” (Opie, 2007, p.20). 

Hence, knowledge is experientially and socially constructed. As a practitioner, I 

strongly believe that there is significant meaning and value in harnessing 

teacher perceptions and experiences in school-based curriculum development 

initiatives. This study is particularly aimed at exploring the teacher perceptions 

and experiences in the school-based curriculum development initiative of 

developing the Conceptual Curriculum programme and what the intended and 

unintended outcomes are therein.  

This study embraces the notion that the reality that is socially constructed 

through “the dynamic interaction between the researcher and participant” is 

central to capturing and describing the “lived experience of the 

participant” (Ponterotto, 2005, p.131). Hence, I have adopted a case study 

methodology that is informed through various methods such as reading and 

analysis of curriculum documents, conducting structured interviews, and the 

distribution of a web-based questionnaire to teachers.  
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3.4 The Positivist and Interpretivist Research paradigms 

A research paradigm is “a way of thinking about a subject” (Newby, 2010, p.44) 

and in this sense, the concept of a paradigm: 

“functions at a higher level than methodology; it ties the way a 

researcher works to ideas about what it is appropriate to investigate and 

on what basis the research output should be considered to be a truth. In 

other words, it links research philosophy and the practice of 

research” (Newby, 2010, p.44). 

Cohen et al (2011, p.31) note that the positivist and interpretivist approaches to 

research strive to understand phenomena through two different lenses: 

“Positivism strives for objectivity, measurability, predictability, 

controllability, patterning, the construction of laws and rules of behavior, 

and the ascription of causality; the interpretive paradigms strive to 

understand and interpret the world in terms of its actors. In the former, 

observed phenomena are important; in the latter, meanings and 

interpretations are paramount…”  

Each of the above paradigms demand different types of data and in this regard, 

Newby (2010, p.142) points out that two sources of data give us access to 

different types of information: qualitative and quantitative data sources. 

However, quite often, the nature of the research question demands that the 

researcher draw from a combination of the above sources of data, which would 

then become a “mixed method” approach (Newby, 2010, p.46). This is a 

practical approach to research, “premised on pragmatic ontologies and 

epistemologies” (Cohen et al (2011, p.23). 

!
!
!
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3.5 Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed methods  

Newby (2010, p.45) argues that a quantitative approach to research can be 

considered the “strongest case for being a paradigm since these have a 

precise idea of how truth can be determined using a combination of statistical 

analysis and logical deductive reasoning to draw inferences from the evidence 

presented…and have logically consistent procedures through which to pass 

the evidence and reach a conclusion”. Newby (2010) also clarifies that this is 

because, in quantitative approaches, the researcher is not controlled or 

“swayed” by emotions and their only aim is to seek the truth. 

Contrary to the quantitative approaches, Newby (2010, p.46) points out that 

qualitative analysts do not believe that there is a single truth and that “people 

can subscribe to different views”. In this approach, evidence may not 

necessarily take the form of numerical data, but would value the idea that: 

“Relationships, character, emotions and all other ways that we live our 

lives and express ourselves are legitimate sources of information that 

can be used to make sense of the world” (Newby, 2010, p.46) 

Studies that place “emphasis on people’s lived experience” (Miles and 

Humberman 1994, p.10) are fundamentally well-suited for qualitative data 

analysis and aim at “locating the meanings people place on the events, 

processes, and structures of their lives: their “perceptions, assumptions, 

prejudgments, presuppositions” (Van Manen 1977 in Miles and Huberman, 

1994, p.10). Given these characteristics, Newby (2010, p.46) argues that 

qualitative research can also be described as a “research paradigm”.  

In the mixed method approach, “there are no concepts or beliefs that anchor 

mixed methods” (Newby 2010, p.46) and the only distinguishing feature that 

this approach has is its “pragmatism”: 

“A mixed methods approach downplays the influence of philosophy 

altogether because the need for pragmatism is paramount, because of 

!  68



the importance placed on the issue being researched and because of 

the need to find an answer to a specific question…and in this sense if 

we mix methods to obtain and analyze data…and combine methods to 

construct arguments that are compelling…[it] will help answer the 

question…” (Newby, 2010 pp. 46-47).  

Thus, a mixed method goes beyond “quantitative and qualitative exclusivity or 

affiliation” and is a “pragmatist paradigm” (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, (2005a,b); 

Johnson et al. (2007, p.113) and Teddlie and Tashakori (2009, p.4)), which 

draws on and integrates both numerical and narrative approaches. Pragmatism 

is essentially practical rather than idealistic; it is “practice-driven” (Denscombe, 

2008, p.280) and is a “matter of fact approach” (Cohen et al, 2011,p.23). In this 

regard, Feilzer (2010, p.14) notes that: 

“rather than engaging in the debate over qualitative or quantitative 

affiliations, it (mixed method) gets straight down to the business of 

judging research by whether it has enabled the researcher to find out 

what he or she wants to know, regardless of whether the data and 

methodologies are quantitative or qualitative”  

3.6 Mixed Method 

Cohen et al (2011, p.21) draw on researchers such as Ercikan and Roth (2006) 

to argue against: 

“the polarization of research into either quantitative or qualitative 

approaches, and their associated objectivity and subjectivity 

respectively, as this is neither meaningful nor productive and because, 

in fact there is compatibility between the two.” 

Cohen et al (2011, p.22) further argue that the world is not “exclusively 

quantitative or qualitative”; it is not an “either/or world”. Qualitative and 

quantitative methods represent only one, perhaps not a very useful way of 

classifying methods (Gorard and Smith, 2006, p.61). There certainly is a need 
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for “less confrontational approaches” to be adopted between different research 

paradigms (Denzin 2008, p. 322) that provide a greater convergence between 

the two (Brannen, 2005).  

Researchers such as Greene (2008, p.20) suggest that a “mixed method way 

of thinking” recognizes that there are many legitimate approaches to social 

research and that as a corollary, a single approach on its own will only yield a 

partial understanding of the phenomenon being investigated. 

The above notion is also supported by researchers such as Denscombe (2008, 

pp. 272-273), who suggests that mixed method research can: 

a. “Increase the accuracy of data, 

b. Provide a more complete picture of the phenomenon under study than 
would be yielded by a single approach, thereby overcoming the 
weakness and biases of single approaches, 

c. Enable the researcher to develop the analysis and build on the original 
data and  

d. Aid sampling (an example where a questionnaire might be used to 
screen potential participants who can then be approached for interview 
purposes) “ (Denscombe 2008, pp.  272-273). 

!
Such a mixed method approach involves: 

“Collecting, analyzing, and interpreting quantitative and qualitative data in a 

single study or in a series of studies that investigate the same underlying 

phenomenon” (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2009, p.265).  

Johnson et al (2007, pp.119-121) give many different definitions of mixed 

method approach to research and suggest that these definitions vary according 

to “what is being mixed, where and when the mixing take place, the breadth 

and scope of the mixing, the reasons for the mixing, and the orientation of the 

research”. Regardless of the fact that it is beyond the scope of this study to 

review all these different definitions, I believe it is important to recognize that 
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the significance of these different views is that “mixed methods operate at all 

stages and levels of the research” (Cohen et al, 2011, p.22).  

Cohen et al (2011, p.22) point out that such an approach sees mixed methods 

as often being implicit in all stages of research. This notion is also supported by 

Yin (2006, p.42) who views mixed methods as “entering the stages of: research 

questions; units of analysis; samples; instrumentation and data collection; and 

analytic strategies”. Yin (2006, p.46) further argues that the stronger the mix of 

methods and their integration at all stages, the stronger is the benefit of mixed 

method approaches.   

In such approaches, rather than the methodological preferences of the 

researcher, the research is driven by a set of questions (thus often more than 

one in number) that require the collection of both quantitative and qualitative 

data (Cohen et al. 2011, p.23). In this regard, Tashakkori and Creswell (2007, 

p.207) argue that a “strong mixed methods study starts with a strong mixed 

methods research question” and that such a question could ask “what and 

how” or “what and why”. Thus, the research question by itself is a “hybrid” 

question versus a purely quantitative or qualitative question. Such an approach 

is considered particularly important if the “intention of the researcher is to 

understand the different explanations of the outcomes” (Cohen et al. 2011, p.

25). 

In terms of the research question, Cohen et al (2011, p.24) point out that: 

“The research question might be broken down into separate sub-questions, 

each of which could be either quantitative or qualitative, as in ‘parallel’ or 

concurrent mixed methods designs…and here, qualitative data might be 

subsequently quantified into the numbers of responses expressing given 

reasons, or the quantitative data subsequently might be qualitized in a 

narrative case study”.  

This notion is also supported by researchers such as Newby (2010, p.142), 

who point out that: 
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“Some people believe that qualitative characteristics are not capable of 

being measured. This is wrong…it is perfectly feasible to count the number 

of people who share a certain characteristic.” 

Such a mixed method approach to research will thus involve: 

“Collecting, analyzing, and interpreting quantitative and qualitative data in a 

single study or in a series of studies that investigate the same underlying 

phenomenon” (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2009, p.265).  

In this sense, it is important to note that: “not only must quantitative and 

qualitative data be mutually informing, but the research design itself has to be 

set up in a way that ensures that integration will take place…” (Bryman 2007, 

p.13, emphasis my own).  
 
Newby (2010, p.134) recommends that, when adopting a mixed method 

approach as a researcher, one will need to “identify and follow through on the 

requirements for both quantitative and qualitative approaches and must: 

• Link your research question(s) to appropriate quantitative and qualitative 
procedures, 

• Determine the sequence of research approaches (will qualitative data 
inform quantitative analysis? Are they collected together or one after the 
other?), paying particular attention to the resource implications of 
methods that you will be using at the same time so that you are sure you 
will be able to manage them, 

• For each method, determine how you will collect and analyze data and  

• Consider how you will bring the data together. Will you convert it to a 
numerical standard or a qualitative standard?” (Newby, 2010, p.134). 

The following section explains how the above recommendations have been 

applied to this study. Figure 1 outlines the steps involved in building the 

research design in this study: 

!
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Research Questions:  

RQ 1: What are teacher perceptions about the development of a concept -
based curriculum program in one IB World School in the Middle East? 

RQ 2: What were the intended and unintended outcomes of such a school-
based curriculum development initiative? 

 

Figure 1: Steps involved in building the Research Design in this study 

!
!
!
!
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STEP 1: WHY NOT THE MYP? [Preliminary stage of the study] 

• Structured Interviews:  

o Former director : e-mail 

o Current secondary principal : interview/e-mail 

o Current director : e-mail 

o Teacher : interviews 

STEP 2: PRELIMINARY UNDERSTANDING OF THE CONCEPTUAL CURRICULUM [Understanding 
the Unit of Analysis] 

o Analysis of curriculum documents (Qualitative) 

o Structured Interviews : 4 teachers (Qualitative) 

!
STEP 3: TEACHER PERCEPTIONS AND INTENDED/UNINTENDED OUTCOMES  

• Drafting the questionnaire 

• Piloting the questionnaire 

• Administering the questionnaire (Quantitative and Qualitative) 

o Some responses are “quantified” : tallied according to the number of teachers 
expressing a particular opinion. 

o Some responses (all open-ended questions) cyclically coded to identify emerging 
categories and responses.  



3.7 Designing the Data Collection Instruments  

The following sub-sections explain the procedures undertaken in designing the 

data collection instruments. The factors that led to the choice of the 

instruments are also discussed.  

3.7.1 Interview Schedule: Semi-Structured or Structured? 

The primary purpose of conducting interviews before administering the web-

based questionnaire was to gain a preliminary understanding of the factors that 

led to the development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme. At first, I 

considered conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews to tap into the 

possibility that they would provide “many of the characteristics of a prolonged 

and intimate conversation” and be a “powerful research tool”, capable of 

producing “rich and valuable data” (Punch 1998, p.178). However, a possible 

limitation I had to be wary of while conducting face-to-face interviews was that 

participants sometimes end up providing responses that the researcher wants 

to hear. This is particularly an issue, when the research participants are already 

well known to the researcher. As was the case in my study, Glesne (2006, p.

31) points out: 

“When studying in your own backyard, you often already have a role - as 

teacher or principal or case worker or friend. When you add on the 

researcher role, both you and those around you may experience 

confusion at times over which role you are or should be playing”.  

Since the participants in this study are the teachers in the school where I work, 

I evidently experienced this danger in a few situations. For example, as one of 

the respondent said during an initial discussion before the interview: 

“You know me Sudha…I take these things (Conceptual Curriculum) very 

seriously and do the right thing…and of course you can correct me if my 

answer is wrong…” (initial discussion: 16th April)  

This response kept me quite worried for many days, for two reasons. Firstly, 
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the respondent was relating the fact that she “knew me” (and vice versa) and 

possibly expecting me to draw inferences from her responses based on what I 

already knew about her understanding and expertise in the Conceptual 

Curriculum. Secondly, it seemed that the respondent was under the impression 

that there are some “right” and “wrong” answers to the inquiry.  

At this point, I worried that my data collection would not elicit any significant 

information and that the confusion among participants between my roles as a 

staff member and that of a researcher would result in a large pile of data that 

would not add value to the study. This would also impact the validity and 

reliability of the study. I needed to think and reflect on this for many days, 

particularly to get over my fears and apprehensions.  

I turned to journal writing (see Appendix: 4) and started to make notes of these 

situations. Janesick (1998, p.24) points out that journal writing is “a type of 

connoisseurship by which individuals become connoisseurs of their own 

thinking and reflection pattern, and indeed their own understanding of their 

work” and argues that journal writing is “a tangible way to evaluate our 

experience, improve and clarify one’s thinking, and finally become a better 

scholar” (Janesick 1998, p.3). Therefore, I decided to write down each of these 

experiences in my journal, so as to be able to reflect on this issue later on.  

Firstly, I noted in my journal that participants should to be able to distinguish 

between my role of being a researcher from that of being a staff member and 

colleague. I also noted that I had to choose participants for the face-to-face 

interviews who would understand and maintain the distinction between my two 

roles. Secondly, participants needed to know that while collecting data for the 

study, there was in fact no right or wrong answer.  

Once this was sorted out, I ran into the issue of teachers using the opportunity 

to see me as a “sounding board” to share their grievances with me about things 

that had no relation to the study. For example: 
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“Well…I can talk about XXX because she has left the school now…and 

as a curriculum leader, I am not sure she actually understood how the 

actual philosophy of the Conceptual Curriculum works…” (initial 

discussion: 16th April)  

Reflecting on this, I also decided to reiterate my role as the researcher and to 

reinforce the purpose of the interview. Besides this, I also decided to keep 

ready some “funnel questions” (Cohen and Manion, 2007, p.357) that would 

help gear the respondent back to the focus of the study. Noting down these 

learning experiences also helped me to overcome my anxiety to some extent 

and to design strategies that would help me tackle these issues.  

Another interesting challenge I encountered at this early stage was when one 

of the respondents said:  

“Sudha, you have been out there in the trenches with us when we were 

initially struggling with this whole idea of a concept-based curriculum 

philosophy…and I am glad you have taken yourself and all of us on 

board with such enthusiasm…more importantly, I know you will 

understand our feelings and what we are saying much more than an 

outsider researcher…”(initial discussion: 17th April)  

While on the one side I was much appreciative of the empathetic approach and 

support this colleague of mine was offering, this response also kept me 

considerably worried for many days as I did not want much to go unsaid in the 

data collection process, simply because respondents thought “I knew these 

things already”. I decided to create a ready reference manual with some 

probing questions that I could use depending on the situation, though I was 

also worried that probing on something that I apparently “already knew” would 

aggravate respondents (DeLyser, 2001). However, I made sure that I began the 

interview by saying, “you will now be talking to Sudha the researcher and not 

Sudha your colleague and you will kindly need to explain all that you are saying 

in detail as if you were talking to a stranger”.  
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Based on all of the above experiences, I also decided that structured interviews 

would be a better option. It also justified my decision to turn to the web-based 

questionnaire as the major instrument for collecting data from all teachers on 

their views about the development of the Conceptual Curriculum programme. I 

believed that this medium would not give much room to participants to get into 

conversational-style discussions that were not focused on the topic of inquiry, 

besides helping to avoid some of the nuances described above. 

3.7.2 Designing the Web-based Questionnaire 

A web-based questionnaire was considered for its usefulness in gathering a 

large amount of data within a short time. It was important to bear in mind that, 

in a questionnaire, keeping the responses focused on the question is a 

challenge since the interviewer is not present to prompt or re-direct the 

respondent when respondents embark on a different direction to what the 

question is seeking to ask. However, questionnaires also have the advantage 

of allowing the respondents to take their time, without being “put on the spot” or 

feeling under pressure. The wordings of the questions were read many times to 

ensure that they brought forth what the question was seeking to find out and at 

the same time, they did not “inadvertently shape the content of an answer” 

Kvale (2005, p.155). 

Burton et al. (2008, p.162) point out that adopting a mixed methodology helps 

significantly towards “enhancing the validity of research outcomes”, while 

quantitative findings provide a “direct impact to findings...particularly direct 

quotations that exemplify, give depth to the point the findings make”. Thus, 

within the questionnaire, while some questions provided teachers with the 

option to choose from answers (that would facilitate quantitative data analysis), 

the space provided for adding comments enabled teachers the opportunity to 

explain their choice, thereby adding depth to the responses. 
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Cohen et al (2003, p.258) point out that “the appearance of the questionnaire is 

vitally important. It must look easy, attractive and interesting rather than 

complicated, unclear, forbidding and boring”. Researchers such as Bell (1987, 

p.64) stress the importance of the appearance of the questionnaire by noting 

that: “an excellently prepared questionnaire will lose much of its impact if it 

looks untidy”. Bell’s (1987, p.64) “common-sense” guidelines on the format of 

the questionnaire were also borne in mind in terms of the following:  

• “The questionnaire is typed, 

• Instructions are clear,  

• Questions are evenly spaced, 

• Try to keep any response boxes aligned – preferably right justified, 

• Allow a space on the right of the questionnaire for analysis, 

• Be critical of the questionnaire and ask what impression would it leave if 
you were to receive it and 

• Take care in the ordering of the questions. Leave any sensitive material 
or complex questions until later in the questionnaire.” (Bell 1987, p.64)   

!
Since web-based questionnaires offer formatting guidelines that are easy to 

incorporate, this option was chosen. The web-based tool was chosen due to its 

user-friendly interface [www.surveymonkey.com]. It was also noted that the 

school in the study often uses this tool to gather feedback from teachers on 

other school-related matters. Thus, since teachers would already be familiar 

with the interface, it would eliminate the requirement of extensive training for 

teachers to use this interface. Special care was also taken in the sequencing of 

the questions, in order to strike a balance between keeping the participants 

engaged and at the same time keeping the questions focused on the topic.  

!
!
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3.8 Importance of a Theoretical Framework 

Patton (1990, p.218) points out the importance of the “researcher not entering 

the field with a completely blank slate”, thereby highlighting the necessity of 

having in mind “some way of organizing the complexity of reality… a basic 

framework that helps to highlight the importance of certain kinds of events, 

activities and behaviors”. Hartley (1994) supports this notion by highlighting 

that the importance of a theoretical framework cannot be ignored when 

undertaking case studies, as doing so could set out the danger of the 

researcher providing descriptions of observations without meaning. It is also 

important to note that using case studies as a methodology demands special 

skills on the part of the researcher to be able to collect and analyze data 

simultaneously (Yin, 2004, p.3). In this sense, identifying and establishing a 

theoretical framework helps avoid the danger of mixing evidence and 

interpretation.  

Besides seeking to explore teacher perceptions about the development of the 

Conceptual Curriculum programme, this study sought to explore the intended 

and unintended outcomes when broad and open-to-interpretation curriculum 

philosophies, such as that of Erickson’s (2008) philosophy of concept-based 

curriculum, is recontextualised (from the Pedagogic Recontextualization Field 

(PRF) to the Official Recontextualization Field (ORF)). As Bernstein’s (1975) 

theories offer sufficient sophistication and scope to analyze curriculum 

recontextualization, this study examined the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme developed by the school in this study, through Bernstein’s (1975) 

theoretical framework.  

3.9. Validity and Reliability 

Using a case study methodology raises some methodological concerns that 

need to be borne in mind before undertaking the study. “Triangulation” (Cohen 

et al. 2011 p. 195) through multiple data sources such as analysis of 

documents, structured interviews and a web-based questionnaire helped 
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ensure “construct validity” (Yin 2003, p.34). The aim of ensuring construct 

validity is to avoid misinterpretation of data when undertaking case studies. In 

this regard, early drafts of the written reports were made available for 

participants to review since : 

“if the informants or audience members agree with the interpretation of 

the investigators, then this provides evidence for the credibility of the 

results” (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998, p 92).  

However, it was essential to also bear in mind that: 

“Different methods might point in a similar direction but are unlikely to 

meet at some precise, unequivocal point of reality …and one should 

avoid the assumption that use of methodological triangulation can prove 

that the data or analyses are absolutely correct” (Denscombe 2003, p.

134).  

Patton (2002, p 248) also argues that it is not appropriate to expect the same 

findings from different data sources, as different types of data may capture 

different types of information. Therefore, inconsistencies in findings across 

different types of data can be seen as helpful towards theorizing about them:  

“Finding such inconsistencies ought not to be viewed as weakening the 

credibility of results, but rather as offering opportunities for deeper 

insight into the relationship between inquiry approach and the 

phenomenon under study.” 

Internal validity is “the degree to which we can trust the conclusions/inferences 

of the research regarding the ‘causal’ relationship between variables/

events” (Tashakkori et al, 1998, p 65-67). External validity, on the other hand, 

“pertains to the degree to which your obtained results can be generalized to 

other ways of measuring each construct” (Tashakkori et al, 1998, p 65-67). 

Though obtaining generalizable conclusions was not the aim of this study, 
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maintaining internal validity was still a pertinent concern. Respondent validation 

proved valuable in this regard: 

“Respondent validation, which is also sometimes called member 

validation, is a process whereby the researcher provides the people 

whom he or she has conducted research with, an account of his or her 

findings. The aim of the researcher is to seek corroboration or otherwise 

of the account that the researcher has arrived at” (Bryman 2001, p.273).  

Thus, as already mentioned before, at various points of writing up the report, 

the drafts were made available for respondents to review. As a researcher, I 

was also conscious of the balance required between research agendas and 

respectful treatment of participants, as well as the importance of a high level of 

sensitivity in terms of the data collected. I believe that this is particularly 

important when some questions are of a sensitive nature and could cause 

discomfort to the participants, because of the possibility of revealing 

information or opinions about the school in which they are currently employed. 

Carefully planning the wording of the questions helped minimize participant 

discomfort.   

Reliability deals with how the findings can be replicated in other studies, so as 

to ensure that the findings are not flawed or biased (Yin, 2009). A systematic 

and thorough documentation procedure has been followed in order to ensure 

reliability of the study, in the expectation that a second analysis of the same 

case would generate similar results. Thus, a plan was devised (adapted from 

Yin, 2009, pp.41-45) so as to minimize any weaknesses that could arise from 

undertaking a singular case study. Table 1 articulates this plan:  

!
!
!
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Table 1: Plan devised to tackle methodological concerns 

!
!

!  82

Validity/Reliability Case Study Tactic Phase of the research where 
the tactic was applied 

Construct Validity Using multiple sources of evidence 
so as to establish the chain of 
evidence: 

• Analyzing of curriculum 

documents 

• Structured interviews 

• Web-based questionnaire  

Have informants review draft of the 
analysis and findings.

Data collection. 

!
!
When composing the first draft of 
data analysis.

Internal Validity Doing explanation building.  

Using Bernstein’s theoretical 
framework to analyze data and for 
explanation building.  

Have informants review drafts of the 
analysis and findings. 

Data analysis.  

Data analysis 

!
When composing the first draft of 
data analysis. 

External Validity Using Bernstein’s theoretical 
framework 

Constructing the Research 
design.  

Data analysis.

Reliability Develop case study database. 

Use case study protocol. 

Data collection.  

Data collection. 



3.10 Research Ethics  

I bore in mind that being an insider researcher has particular implications on 

the ethics of research. Cohen and Manion (2007, p.57) observe that : “ethical 

considerations pervade the whole process of research…and informed consent, 

confidentiality and the consequences and risks associated with participation…” 

thereby highlighting the three key ethical considerations that should shape the 

whole process of research (see also O’Leary 2010).  

In terms of “informed consent of participants”, the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA) guidelines (2011, p.5) were adhered to: 

“Researchers must take the steps necessary to ensure that all 

participants in the research understand the process in which they are to 

be engaged, including why their participation is necessary, how it will be 

used and how and to whom it will be reported.” 

Thus, before conducting the interviews and the distribution of the web-based 

questionnaires, the aims of the research, the purpose of the data collection and 

how this information would be used were clearly explained to the participants. 

Participants were also ensured confidentiality: “a promise that you will not be 

identified or presented in identifiable form”, and anonymity: “a promise that 

even the researcher will not be able to tell which response came from which 

respondent” (Sapsford and Jupp 1998, p.319). For instance, the question in the 

web-based questionnaire that required teachers to indicate the subject they 

teach or the year level they teach was left optional so that the chances of 

identifying the teacher in relation to the response was avoided. 

Cohen et al (2003, p.62) point out that confidentiality defines “the extent to 

which investigators keep faith with those who have helped them”, and that: 

“The more sensitive, intimate or discrediting the information, the greater 

the obligation on the researcher’s part to make sure that guarantees of 
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confidentiality are carried out in spirit and letter. Promises must be taken 

seriously”.  

Thus, within the scope of this research, confidentiality was promised by stating 

in all data collection events and mediums that:  “All information provided by the 

school and participants of the research will be treated in the strictest 

confidence and pseudonyms will be used in order to protect the identity of both 

the school and the participants”. 

Keeping the exact geographical location of the school unidentified while 

presenting findings was also promised for the purpose of safeguarding the 

identity of the school from wider readership.  

As the inquiry progressed, I also realized that adhering to research ethics is not 

something that “gets done” by “checking the boxes” on the BERA guidelines or 

by talking about addressing ethics in research as a section in my writing. I have 

come to believe that adhering to research ethics is a continual process and that 

one needs to engage in it right through the research inquiry process. The 

challenges and dilemmas that one encounters need continual reflection and 

engagement, particularly when faced with insider researcher situations (see 

Appendix 4: Journal entry #4).  

I also ensured that I adhered to the “three Rs”: “Responsibility, Rigor and 

Respect”, right through the research according to the guidelines recommended 

in the “Research Ethics Guidelines for EdD students” (University of Bath, Post 

Graduate Skills Record (on-line), as set by BERA, 2011). 

Tolich (2004, p.101) argues that researchers should also avoid the possibilities 

of “research subjects involved in the study [being able] to identify each other in 

the final presentation of the research”. This becomes all the more relevant with 

the easy accessibility of information via online searches. In this regard, Floyd 

and Arthur (2010, p.8) point out that “whatever efforts are made to preserve 

anonymity, a simple on-line search will allow the most novice investigator to 

identify the institution”. Hence, Trowler (2011, p.3) recommends that it is best to 
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assume that a reader will be able to identify the institution, and hence it is 

paramount that the insider researcher takes all the necessary steps to ensure 

that the research participants are not identifiable.  

Also, in all practicality, though it is acknowledged that a complete balance 

between being objective from a research perspective and being sensitive to 

participants from a professional/insider perspective may not always be possible 

(Bell 2005, p.168), being aware of this at all times helped avoid bias in the 

collection and interpretation of data.  

!
!
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CHAPTER 4- DATA COLLECTION  

This chapter explains the sequence of events that took place during the data 

collection procedure. Obtaining informed consent from the “gatekeepers” of the 

research site was the first step towards data collection. King and Horrocks 

(2011, p.31) define a gatekeeper as “someone who has the authority to grant 

or deny permission to access potential participants and/or the ability to facilitate 

such access”.  

A written consent to conduct the research in the school was obtained via e-mail 

from the Director of the school, as well as the secondary school Principal. (See 

Appendix: 5). Once the permission was received, one-to-one meetings were 

arranged with the Director of the school and the secondary school Principal to 

discuss the aims of the research, as well as to clarify any initial concerns that 

could have arisen. E-mail exchanges and meetings ended on a positive and 

encouraging note for conducting the research.  

4.1 Background information  

This section (and the sub-sections) provides the background information 

towards understanding the case.  

4.1.1 The School: The Site of the Case Study 

The Global American International School (GAIS - pseudonym used for 

anonymity) was established in the Middle East, in 2005, as an American 

international school offering the American Diploma program: Advanced 

Placement (AP) programme in the years 2005-2007. The school is recognized 

by the local Ministry of Education as a private international school and is 

accredited by the Middle States Association of Colleges (MSA) and the Council 

of International Schools (CIS).  

The Director is assisted by two Principals (one for elementary school and one 

for secondary school), for the management and administration of staff and 

students. The Principals are assisted by the Assistant Principals, who are 
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responsible for student behavior and disciplinary issues. In the secondary 

school, a Curriculum Leader heads every department. Curriculum Leaders 

have the primary responsibility of supporting teachers in the development and 

delivery of the Conceptual Curriculum programme. The secondary school 

Principal also oversees the development and delivery of the Conceptual 

Curriculum programme in the middle school. 

The school received the IB DP authorization in 2007 and the IB PYP 

authorization in 2009. The school discontinued the AP in the year 2007 and has 

since then only offered the IB DP for years 11 and 12. The school has a multi-

national student and teacher body with over 75 different nationalities, thereby 

depicting an international teacher/student body.  

Current enrollment at the school stands at 1300 students. The decision not to 

adopt the IB MYP was made in 2006 and the school began creating its 

Conceptual Curriculum programme for Grades 7-10 in 2007. The school 

currently offers the IB PYP program from pre-Kindergarten to Grade 6; the 

Conceptual Curriculum programme for grades 7-10; and the IB DP for grades 

11-12.  

4.1.2 Why not the IB MYP?  

Gummesson (1988) points out that a case study approach to research, 

undertaken without prior understanding by the researcher would require the 

researcher to spend significant amount of time gathering simply the basic 

information. Thus, before embarking on data collection for answering the 

research questions, it was found essential to seek an understanding as to why 

the school did not adopt the IB MYP program, in spite of having adopted the IB 

PYP and the IB DP.  

Since there seemed to be no meeting notes or documents available at the 

school that articulated this decision in writing, data for this stage had to be 

gathered by getting in touch with those who were involved in making this 

decision in 2006. Two “key informants” (Payne and Payne, 2004, p 135) 
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towards answering the question “Why not the MYP” were: one; the former 

Director of the school (in position from 2006-2008 since the decision to develop 

the Conceptual Curriculum was made in 2006); and two; the current secondary 

school Principal (who has been in the school since 2006).  

“Key informants are different from ‘ordinary’ informants to the extent that 

they have more information to impart and are more visible. The usual 

reason for their visibility is that they occupy formal positions of authority.” 

(Payne and Payne, 2004, p.135, emphasis in original).  

The process was initiated with a structured interview with the current 

secondary school Principal (see Appendix: 6). It is acknowledged that, ideally, 

all data collection instruments need to be piloted. However, because this 

interview specifically targeted only one question: “Why not the IB MYP”, the 

same was not piloted. 

Preliminary interviews with the secondary school Principal revealed that only 

the IB MYP (and not any other international curricula) was considered as a 

possible choice for the middle school, before the school decided to develop the 

Conceptual Curriculum programme. Inquiring into why the school did not adopt 

the IB MYP, to my mind, was thus an essential starting point to the research 

and also an essential step in being able to situate the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme developed by the school to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP.  

It was gathered during the interview that the decision of not adopting the IB 

MYP was primarily made in 2006, by the former Director of the school, under 

whose leadership and guidance the school had started developing the 

Conceptual Curriculum. I therefore decided to get in touch with the former 

Director of the school. Contacting the former Director via e-mail was 

considered the best option since it allows the flexibility of seeking clarifications 

and allows the respondent to respond according to their convenience. 

An e-mail was sent to the former Director explaining the aims of the research 

inquiry and seeking permission to solicit further information as to why the 
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school had decided not to choose the IB MYP. The response indicated the 

willingness of the former Director to participate in the study. Hence, interviews 

in the form of e-mail conversations were conducted with the former Director. 

(see Appendix: 7).  

It was also gathered during the interview with the secondary school Principal 

that the Curriculum Committee in 2006 featured five members. Out of the five 

members, one member was the former Director of the school, with whom 

contact had been established as explained above. Out of the other three 

members, only two members could be traced. Contacts were made with these 

members via e-mail and via the social networking site: LinkedIn. One person 

responded via LinkedIn, but was not willing to participate in the study. There 

was no response from the other member. It was also gathered from the 

Principal that three teachers who were employed in the school at the time of 

taking the decision in not adopting the IB MYP, continue to serve in the school. 

These teachers were interviewed (see Appendix: 8) to gather data towards 

understanding why the school had not adopted the IB MYP. (The teachers 

interviewed were not a part of the decision-making process of the school not 

adopting the IB MYP, but were serving the school in 2006).  

The former Director of the school, who was highly instrumental towards the 

decision of the school not adopting the IB MYP, questioned the structure and 

rigor of the IB MYP program in terms of it being able to provide a successful 

preparation for the IB DP. This view was also reinforced by the secondary 

school Principal who has played a crucial role in the supervision, 

conceptualization, documentation and eventually the delivery of the Conceptual 

Curriculum.  

It is noteworthy to mention that the former Director of the school as well as the 

current secondary Principal (who were the driving forces in the school adopting 

the Conceptual Curriculum programme instead of the IB MYP) had extensive 

experience in the IB MYP programmes in their previous experiences in 

international schools. Two of the three teachers interviewed concurred with the 
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view of the former Director, while one of the respondents felt that the school 

should have adopted the IB MYP instead of “reinventing the wheel”.  

The interview responses questioned the effectiveness of the IB MYP 

programme towards preparing the students for the rigorous IB DP 

examinations. The secondary Principal of the school revealed that the decision 

to not adopt the IB MYP was also influenced by factors such as time 

constraints, training requirements and the extent of collaborative efforts that 

would be required to facilitate the delivery of the IB MYP programme. Thus 

according to the Secondary Principal, besides the structure and rigor of the IB 

MYP being a challenge, the practical difficulties of developing and managing 

the IB MYP also seemed to have been an important factor in deciding to not 

adopt the IB MYP.  

At this stage of the study, I was unclear as to whether the preliminary study on 

understanding why the school did not adopt the IB MYP would make any 

difference to the findings of the overall study. However, it certainly helped me 

as a researcher to become comfortable with approaching the main study.  

The next step towards collecting data to answer the research questions was to 

gain an understanding of the Conceptual Curriculum programme created by 

the school. 

4.2 The Conceptual Curriculum programme documents 

“Documents of all types can help the researcher uncover meaning, 

develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research 

problem” (Merriam 1988, p.118),  

The next logical step was thus to gather a list of pertinent Conceptual 

Curriculum programme documents (as well as some on-line resources). A 

concise list of the curriculum documents and school publications that were 

accessed was compiled and is provided in Table 2. The documents were 

selected on the basis of their potential to offer details about the Conceptual 
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Curriculum programme developed by the school. These were analyzed using 

Bernstein’s Theoretical Framework, which shall be explained in the Data 

Analysis chapter. The relevance of the documents towards understanding the 

Conceptual Curriculum shall also be explained in the Data Analysis chapter.  

Table 2 summarizes the list of documents accessed, why they were accessed 

and how the information in the documents was useful towards understanding 

the Conceptual Curriculum programme: 

!

   Table 2: List of curriculum documents accessed 

!
!
!
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No: Documents Accessed Reason/purpose for Access

1 Curriculum Development Guide (2007) Outlines the philosophy of the Conceptual 
Curriculum created by the school

2 Course Outline booklets for all grades 
and subjects (2007- current)

Conceptual Curriculum explained in the 
context of different subject areas

3 Faculty Handbook- curriculum section 
(2007)

Conceptual Curriculum explained for new 
faculty 

4 School Portal- Individual Investigation 
Project Portal Page (current)

Individual Investigation Project explained

5 School Portal- Experiential Learning 
Portal Page (current)

Experiential Learning project explained

6 School Portal - Conceptual Curriculum 
Portal Page (current)

Conceptual Curriculum – for faculty 
access- overlaps with information in 
Faculty Handbook

7 Student Handbook - Grade 8 Service 
Learning (current)

Grade 8 Service Learning Project 
explained

8 Atlas Rubicon- Curriculum Storing 
software used by school (current)

Subject specific Curriculum documents – 
explains how teachers plan the 
Conceptual Curriculum 



4.3 The Conceptual Curriculum programme- Preliminary Structured 
Interviews 

Initially, three teachers and two Curriculum Leaders were identified as “key 

informants” (Payne and Payne, 2004, p 135) for the structured interviews, 

taking into consideration their longest tenure in the school (see Appendix: 9 for 

interview schedule and responses). Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) point out that 

insider researchers have a tendency to gravitate towards approaching 

participants with whom they feel safe and comfortable, which I avoided by 

using the above selection criteria.  

It was borne in mind that it is essential that participants agree voluntarily to 

participate in the study “without coercion”, so that participants disclose “full and 

open information” to the researcher (Christians, 2005, p.144). All participants 

were informed prior to the data collection about the nature and purpose of the 

study. It was agreed that the early drafts of the data analysis would be made 

available for anyone to read, if interested. Promise of confidentiality through the 

use of pseudonyms was also assured.  

A number of informal conversations were conducted in order to ensure 

“distance-reducing, anxiety-quieting and trust-building” mechanisms (Glesne, 

2006, p.110). One participant requested a copy of the interview questions in 

advance. This participant felt that she would not be good at answering the 

questions on the spot and wanted to go through the questions beforehand. 

However, later on, this participant came back to me and requested that she 

would take the web-based questionnaire instead of being interviewed, to which 

I had to agree. The participant here had simply exercised her “power to be a 

critical determinant of the level and effectiveness of her participation” (Gregory, 

2000, p.197).  

Conducting the interviews entailed careful planning, bearing in mind that 

“interviews are fraught with hidden dangers and can fail miserably unless there 

is a good planning, proper preparation and sensitivity to the complex nature of 
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interaction during the interview itself” (Denscombe 2003, p.164). While 

approaching participants for the interview, I also took into consideration their 

daily timetables and meeting schedules so as to ensure that I was not 

demanding their time on an already busy day. I also decided on conducting the 

interviews in a private place, either early in the morning (before teachers 

started coming), or later in the afternoon (after school had ended) (see 

Appendix 4, Journal entry #2).  

Engaging in such “strategic risk taking” by taking a “proactive response to the 

inevitable uncertainties encountered in any research project” (Harreveld 2004, 

p. 39) helped in avoiding some possible roadblocks. Interviews lasted 

anywhere between 25 minutes to 30 minutes. Given that a voice recorder is 

often considered an “indispensable tool for capturing data” (Patton, 1990, p.

348) and the possibility that it would capture the exact words of the 

respondents, I intended to use a recording device to gather data for the 

interviews. 

However, much to my disappointment, participants requested that interview 

data be recorded by taking notes rather than being recorded on tape. This 

request from participants had to be complied with in order to make participants 

comfortable, though it made the data collection take much longer than 

anticipated. I typed out the responses as the respondents spoke, including 

verbatim quotes, though at times, I had to signal the respondent to slow down, 

which at times interfered with the flow of the response.  

At one point, while I was conducting my first interview, I also realized that I was 

sometimes nodding my head (which could possibly be interpreted by the 

respondent as a “good/correct thinking…keep going…”). I made a note of this 

in my journal and ensured that this did not happen at other times and that I 

maintained a neutral bodily disposition at all times during the interviews.  

!
!
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4.4. Piloting the Web-based Questionnaire 

The next step was to pilot the web-based questionnaire. The importance of 

piloting the data collection instruments in contributing towards an effective 

research design cannot be overestimated; particularly considering the 

opportunity this offers to test the validity of the research instruments. Piloting 

the questionnaire also helped in revisiting the research aims so as to analyze 

whether the intended methods and methodology were workable and whether 

the same would help answer the research questions (Teijlingen and Hundley 

(2001, p.1) as intended.  

Bryman (2001, p.155) recommends that “a pilot should not be carried out on 

people who might have been members of the sample that would be employed 

in the full study”. While this was taken into account, it was also essential to 

ensure that the participants included in the pilot of the web-based 

questionnaire had some understanding of the basic terminology used in 

concept-based curriculum programmes. Hence, the questionnaire was piloted 

with four participants: two teachers from the secondary school and two 

teachers from the elementary school (who were not part of my main sample).  

As pointed out by Oppenheim (2001, p.47) “questionnaires do not emerge fully 

fledged; they have to be created or adapted, fashioned and developed to 

maturity after many abortive test flights.” Thus, piloting the questionnaire was 

an important step towards trying out every aspect of the questionnaire to 

ensure that it worked as intended.  

Participants in the pilot were also asked to give feedback on whether any 

questions caused discomfort to them. One of the questions: “Are you familiar 

with the IB MYP programme?” raised concerns, as some participants 

questioned whether they were expected to know the IB MYP programme to 

teach the Conceptual Curriculum programme. Closer examination of the 

questionnaire revealed that this question did not, in a substantial way, 

contribute towards answering the research questions and hence it was 
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eliminated from the final draft. This was done, keeping in mind that the 

questionnaire should not create discomfort and doubt in the mind of teachers.  

Another question that touched on some aspects of transition between the IB 

PYP and the Conceptual Curriculum programme was also removed, as close 

examination revealed that transition-related questions were not relevant to this 

study. (Original questionnaire see Appendix: 10). It was also important to bear 

in mind that the “degree of interest or intrinsic interest” (Oppenheim, 2001, p.

103) on the topic for the respondent is seen as a key element to the return of 

the questionnaire. It was gathered from piloting the web-based questionnaire 

that the topic of study and the nature of questions in the questionnaire were of 

interest to the teachers, since developing the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme was a part of their everyday teaching life.  

A number of revisions were made to the original questionnaire draft in order to 

ensure that there was an adequate balance between being able to seek valid 

data and at the same time ensuring that the questions contributed towards 

providing illuminating data towards answering the research questions. Due 

consideration was also given to the length of the questionnaire, as it would 

impact the time required by the respondents to complete the same (bearing in 

mind the scarcity of time in a heavily-scheduled teacher working day). Keeping 

in mind that “the questions we ask will always to some degree determine the 

answers we find” (Maykut and Morehouse 1997, p.43), other revisions were 

also made. Thus, each of the questions in the questionnaire draft were 

scrutinized by asking: “what is this question doing here and how are we (am I) 

supposed to analyze it?” (Oppenheim 2001, p.47).  

The original draft contained 21 questions (see Appendix: 10), which were then 

reduced to 15 questions in the final version (see Appendix: 11), after removing 

questions that were thought irrelevant in the pilot stage due to the reasons 

discussed above. Particular attention was also given at each stage to the 

possible ambiguous interpretations of the questions.  
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It was also noted during the piloting of the questionnaire that completing the 

same took anywhere between 20 to 30 minutes depending on how much time 

participants would dedicate to the open-ended questions. This seemed a 

reasonable demand on teachers’ valuable time, though at times I felt that being 

an insider researcher I was being excessively cautious and sensitive to teacher 

workloads and time demands. Hence, I also ensured that being overly sensitive 

did not hamper the extent of data that needed to be collected to provide 

meaningful data.  

4.5 Administering the Web-based Questionnaire 

All participants in the study (fifty-six teachers in the secondary school) were 

given “advance warning” (Oppenheim, 2001, p.103) about the topic of study: 

the nature of research and the importance of participant involvement towards 

collecting data. Permission was obtained beforehand from the secondary 

school Principal to present an overview of the aims of the research with the 

participants during a staff meeting. Thus, before distributing the web-based 

questionnaire, the purpose of the research and the research questions were 

articulated to the teachers during a staff meeting. It was also clearly articulated 

in the meeting that participation in the data collection process was completely 

voluntary (Cohen and Manion, 2007). Verbal assurance of safeguarding 

participant anonymity was also guaranteed at this meeting by mentioning that 

questions that have the possibility of revealing one’s identity (even remotely) 

were optional in the questionnaire.  

Prior clarification was sought from the Secondary Principal on teachers’ 

proficiency in being able to comprehend the questions in English (as staff 

details revealed that the school employed non-native English speakers in the 

Foreign Languages, Arabic and Islamic Studies departments). Assurance was 

given that all teachers in the secondary school were proficient in understanding 

and communicating in the English language and hence a translation of the 

questionnaire in other languages was rendered unnecessary. However, it was 

decided to keep the questionnaire open for an extended period of time (3 
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weeks) respecting those participants who may have required more time to 

comprehend or respond to the questionnaire. Table 3 provides a summary of 

the data collection and analysis sequence and schedule: 

     Table 3: Data Collection Sequence and Schedule 
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Table 4 below summarizes the total number of teachers interviewed and the 

total number of teachers who participated in the web-based questionnaire: 

Table 4: Details of teachers interviewed and web-based questionnaire respondent 

The analysis of the data collected and the findings from the analysis are 

discussed in Chapter 5.  

Details Numbers

Total Number of teachers in the secondary 
school

56

Number of administrators interviewed for 
“Why not the MYP”

3

Number of teachers interviewed for “Why not 
the MYP”

2

Number of teachers interviewed for the 
“Conceptual Curriculum”

2

Number of curriculum leaders interviewed for 
the “Conceptual Curriculum”

2

Total Number of teachers who completed the 
web-based questionnaire

47
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!
Chapter 5- DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

5.1. Preparing for Data Analysis 

Through a singular case study, this research inquiry seeks to explore the 

following research questions:  

RQ 1: What are teacher perceptions about the development of a 
concept-based curriculum programme in one IB World School in the 
Middle East? 

RQ 2: What were the intended and unintended outcomes of such a 
school-based curriculum development initiative?  

The nature of the research questions therefore focused on the why and the 

how of the experience of building a concept-based curriculum programme, and 

on what the intended and unintended outcomes are. In such studies, Fink 

(2003, p.1) observes that data management techniques adopted by the 

researcher to “organize information so that it can be analyzed” become crucial 

and that the process “starts with the analysis plan and ends with the data 

analysis itself.” An initial “rudimentary analysis plan” was thus created and 

modified from the model proposed by Fink (2003, pp. 2-3) and guided by the 

following four key questions: 

1. “What am I intending to find out?  

2. What questions will generate meaningful responses that will help 
answer the Research Question(s)? 

3. What am I intending to analyze?  

4. How am I intending to analyze the data?” (Fink, 2003, pp. 2-3).  

 
The structure of the initial analysis plan is given in Figure 2: 

!
!
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Figure 2: Initial Plan for Data Analysis 

The following sections shall explain in detail how the data analysis schedule 

and plan were put into action. I begin explaining the data analysis by identifying 

the “unit of analysis” (Yin, 2003, p.22).  

5.2 Identifying the “Unit of Analysis”  

Identifying the “unit of analysis” (Yin, 2003, p.22) is a major step in designing 

and conducting a case study. Grunbaum (2007, p.83) draws on Yin (2003, pp. 

22-26) and Patton (2002, pp. 228-230) to highlight the importance of the unit of 

analysis by saying that:  

“The unit of analysis is a central concept in connection with 

understanding, preparing and implementing a case study” (Grunbaum 

2007, p.83) 

Given the “existence of ambiguity in the meaning of a unit of analysis and the 

case itself” Grunbaum (2007, p.85) is also quick in pointing out that identifying 

the unit of analysis is neither straightforward nor easy, since the “distinction 

between the two concepts is unclear”. Researchers such as Berg (2001, p.231) 

distinguish between a unit of analysis and a case, maintaining that the two are 

different, by saying that: 
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Research question: 

Interview/questionnaire Question: 

Interview/questionnaire question objective:  

How the (Interview/questionnaire) question intends to answer the RQ: 

Which of the RQ will this response be relevant for: 

Codes that will be generated from this question: 

Any other relevant filed notes:  



“The unit of analysis defines what the case study is focusing on (what 

the case is) such as an individual, a group, an organization, a city and 

so forth”.  

On the other hand, researchers such as Miles and Huberman (1994, p.25) and 

Patton (2002, p.447) maintain the notion that there is no distinction between a 

case and a unit of analysis and that they are simply identical: “cases are units 

of analysis” (Patton, 2002, p.447). “The case is, in effect, your unit of 

analysis” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.25).  

Though Yin is an influential contributor in the case study research approach, 

Grunbaum (2007, p.85) argues that Yin is “rather imprecise about a conceptual 

account of the unit of analysis”, by pointing out that while in some situations, 

Yin argues for a distinction between the case and the unit of analysis, in some 

other situations he makes no such distinction: 
  “A major step in designing and conducting a single case is defining the 

 unit of analysis (or the case itself)” (Yin 1994, p.44).  

Yin (2003) draws on Platt’s (1992a,b) articles that consider the case and the 

unit of analysis to be identical, and says that “in each situation, an individual 

person is the case in the study, and the individual is the primary unit of analysis 

“ (Yin 2003a, p.22). Thus, here, Yin seems to be indicating the case and the 

units of analysis are one and the same.  

However, critically reflecting on Yin’s matrix of case study design (Yin 1994, p.

40), Grunbaum (2007, p.85) points out that Yin distinguishes between the case 

and the unit of analysis. Thereby, Grunbaum (2007, p.85) highlights that “the 

meaning of the unit of analysis changes depending on type of case study”. 

Through these discussions Grunbaum (2007, p.86) concludes that “consistent 

distinction between the case and the unit of analysis” is now being 

emphasized. In terms of identifying the appropriate unit of analysis, Patton 

(2002, p.229) observes that: 
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“The key issue in selecting and making decisions about appropriate 

unit(s) of analysis is to decide what it is you want to be able to say 

something about at the end of the study”. (Patton 2002, p.229) 

There are three crucial guidelines that Yin (2003, pp. 23-26) offers in terms of 

identifying the unit of analysis: 

1. “The way the primary research question is defined, 

2. Specific time boundaries that define the beginning and end of                     
“the case” and,  

3. Available literature that guides the study”.  

This can be diagrammatically represented as follows: 

!

Figure 3: The Unit of Analysis. 

!
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The Conceptual Curriculum created by the school thus becomes the unit of 

analysis in this case study. The “unit of analysis” (Yin 2003, p. 22) is also 

informed and shaped by the relevant literature, as well as by Bernstein’s (1971) 

theoretical framework. Establishing the “time boundaries” of the study involved 

for analyzing the Conceptual Curriculum necessitated the analysis of 

curriculum documents from 2006, since the school had initiated the process of 

creating the Conceptual Curriculum in the year 2006. The time boundary for 

the analysis is 2006-2012.  

5.3 The Conceptual Curriculum – Document Analysis  

The initial interview with the secondary school Principal conducted during the 

preliminary stage of the study revealed that the school had also adopted and 

modified many of the elements of the IB MYP (such as the IB MYP personal 

project and the IB MYP’s emphasis on community service) making it evident 

that the curriculum “recontextualization” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 47) has enabled 

the school to pick and choose what it wants: 

“The elements of the MYP such as providing teachers a broad research-

based curricular framework that emphasizes teaching for conceptual 

understanding were certainly elements to be incorporated in creating a 

program that would bridge the PYP and the IB DP which are also 

conceptually-based..”  

(Preliminary interview with the Secondary Principal) 

Curriculum documents revealed that the Conceptual Curriculum programme of 

the GAIS, in grades 7-10, covered a total of 10 subject areas: English, Science, 

Social Studies, Mathematics, Foreign Languages, Arabic, Islamic Studies, Arts, 

Computer Studies and Physical Education. Besides the taught curriculum, the 

middle school Conceptual Curriculum also offers curriculum enrichment 

opportunities such as the “Grade 8 Service Learning Project”, the “Experiential 

Learning trips” and the “Grade 10 Individual investigation”. A teacher-

coordinator supervises each of these curriculum enrichment projects. The 
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Student Handbook was the main source of information with regard to these 

projects. In some instances, where necessary, the teacher-coordinators were 

also interviewed in order to understand the nature of these projects better 

(Appendix: 12). 

The culmination of the 7-10 Conceptual Curriculum program is the end-of-year 

examinations for grade 10. The school has a seven-point grading system in 

place for grades 7-10, similar to the IB DP assessment scale. Students need to 

score a minimum of 5 points in subjects taught during grade 10 to qualify for 

taking the subject in the higher level (in the IB DP program). The school 

maintains that the performance of students at the end of grade 10 determines 

the options that students can choose in the IB DP program.  

Analysis of curriculum documents revealed that the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme created and developed by the school (offered for grades 7-10) lays 

emphasis on teaching for conceptual understanding which draws on the 

concept-based curriculum philosophy emphasized by Erickson (2008). The 

following are the key elements that serve as the “guiding philosophies of 

developing, and administering the Conceptual Curriculum: 

• Teaching needs to go beyond content and provide students ways to 
promote higher order thinking through conceptual understanding, 

• Each subject area will identify a set of overarching concepts that will 
serve as the ‘big ideas’ that will help students to make connections 
across disciplines and subject areas and  

• Each subject area will however maintain separate identity from the other 
thereby not deliberately promoting ‘inter-disciplinary’ as in the PYP.” 
GAIS Curriculum Development Guide (2006, p: 26). 

The above philosophy of developing and delivering the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme, in the light of Bernstein’s theoretical framework, suggests that the 

Conceptual Curriculum is “strongly classified and strongly framed” (Bernstein, 

1971, pp. 49-50) curriculum programme, thereby indicating that it is a 

“collection code” (Bernstein, 1975, p.75) type of curriculum. Though the 

Conceptual Curriculum programme seems to be promoting the philosophy of 
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teaching for conceptual understanding, it also seems to be retaining a 

disciplinary structure; thereby with no explicit requirement in fostering inter-

disciplinary connections between subjects. Curriculum Guides also explicitly 

indicate that the Conceptual Curriculum prepares students for the IB DP, not 

articulating anything in regard to how the same would enable students to 

transition from the IB PYP, except that the curriculum is concept-based.  

5.4 The Conceptual Curriculum: Preliminary Structured Interview 
Analysis 

Preliminary interview responses show that teachers retain disciplinary focus 

while aiming to teach for conceptual understanding, thereby indicating the 

“strong classification and strong framing” (Bernstein, 1971, pp.49-50) of the 

Conceptual Curriculum, as revealed by the curriculum document analysis. As 

noted by one teacher:  

“I would say that though the Conceptual Curriculum requires us to teach 

beyond the facts and foster teaching for conceptual understanding, this 

effort has remained much within each of the disciplines as there is never 

enough time to plan collaborative units in the middle school”.  

(Interview respondent # 1, Curriculum Leader, 6 years in the school) 

Three out of four respondents expressed the notion that they prefer a flexible 

curriculum framework as opposed to a prescriptive one, but lack of consistency 

seemed to be a major cause of concern. Two respondents also questioned 

their proficiency in being able to write/develop curriculum: 

“Teachers simply go off on a tangent and teach what they find 

interesting and easy to cover…I had one teacher in my department who 

taught some topics simply because she had the resources for it and not 

the other…tell me, where is the consistency?”  

(Interview respondent #3, Teacher, 6 years in the school) 
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“(I) definitely (prefer) a flexible framework…but again I sometimes miss 

being told by an expert that I am doing the right thing for my students 

and that I have taught them what is needed”  

(Interview response, teacher, 4 years in the school) 

Some respondents felt that the task of developing the Conceptual Curriculum 

was far too demanding to be placed on teachers. As noted by one of the 

teachers who shared this sentiment:  

“It is like telling the teachers: here are the students from the PYP and we 

need to get them ready for the DP, so go and do everything needed 

between the PYP and the DP to get them ready for the DP…This is far 

too much a demand to be placed on the teachers…”  

(Interview Respondent # 2: Teacher, 4 years in the school). 

In the early stages of the research, the structured interviews also helped to 

identify the nature of the questions that would need to feature in the teacher 

questionnaire that was to be distributed later on. For instance, one of the 

pertinent issues raised by the participants during the interview was the danger 

of teachers incorrectly interpreting broad curriculum frameworks such as 

Erickson’s (2007) model which stresses the importance of teaching for 

conceptual understanding. The underpinning philosophy as proposed by 

Erickson (2007, p. 39) is that: “teachers usually do not give away 

generalizations at the beginning of a lesson…they teach inductively to develop 

students’ thinking…”.  

Erickson (2007) further argues that stating the concepts up-front (when the unit 

begins) robs the students of the experience of having to construct conceptual 

understanding through their learning experiences. This, however, demands 

specific skills and ability on the teachers’ part to handle the discussions and 

keep the learning focused and engaged, thereby necessitating teachers to 

“think on their feet” (Erickson, 2007, p.39).  

!  106



Two of the interview respondents argued that, though a valuable philosophy, 

this may not always translate into practice, and that some teachers resort to 

giving out the concepts in advance, or even write down the concepts on the 

board before beginning a unit so that student thinking “remains within the 

scope of the unit”.  

“It is one thing to talk about these things and a totally different thing to 

practice it in the classroom…there are some of us who discuss, debate 

and argue about this philosophy (teaching for conceptual 

understanding), while there are others who simply say, ”yes, we totally 

get it”, but just go into the classroom and do their own thing…often they 

deliver the concepts for a unit like topics and simply “cover” the 

concepts as they would teach a specific topic just so that the teaching 

remains within the scope of what they have planned for the unit”  

(Interview Respondent # 4, Teacher, 5 years in the school) 

Perhaps due to the incorrect interpretation of the philosophy of teaching for 

conceptual understanding, one respondent also expressed the notion that the 

Conceptual Curriculum was by itself very prescriptive in nature. This was a vital 

point that emerged in the early stages of data collection that indicated how 

curriculum recontextualization could pose the danger of incorrect interpretation 

of intended curriculum philosophies. Hence, it was considered important to 

include some questions in the web-based questionnaire that would seek to 

identify to what extent teachers correctly or incorrectly interpreted the 

curriculum philosophy proposed by Erickson (2007).  

5.5 The Web-based Questionnaire - Coding and Analyzing responses  

Keeping in mind the challenges that qualitative data pose in terms of their 

“labor intensiveness, data overload and credibility, and quality of 

conclusions” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.2), it was essential to draft an 

articulate coding plan (see Appendix: 13) for coding the data before embarking 

on any data collection. Saldana (2007, p.3) defines a code as:  
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“A word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, 

essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-

based or visual data”.  

However, most researchers who advocate qualitative methods caution that one 

must not leave the coding procedures right until all the data has been collected 

(see Saldana, 2007; Miles and Huberman 1994). In this regard, Miles and 

Huberman (1994, p.58) recommend creating a provisional “start list” for coding 

prior to starting fieldwork:  

“A list that comes from the conceptual framework, list of research 

questions, hypotheses, problems areas, and/or key variables that the 

researcher brings to the study”.  

Hence, the purpose of each of the questions was clearly identified in the plan, 

along with the identification of the “start-list” of codes wherever applicable. 

Auerbach & Silverstein (2003, p.44) also strongly advocate that “a copy of the 

research concern, theoretical framework, central research question, goals of 

the study and other major issues” be kept ready so as to ensure that the coding 

decisions are focused on the main purpose of the study. Miles and Huberman 

(1994, p.55) point out that keeping the conceptual framework and research 

question in perspective is also the “best defense against data overload”.  

It was also noted that “codes will change and develop” as the field work 

progresses and “some codes may not work and others may decay, while some 

may flourish” (Miles and Huberman 1994, p.61). Keeping this in mind right from 

the beginning was helpful towards gauging the extent to which the process 

would demand flexibility, besides being prepared for the demands it would 

place on time due to the laborious and tedious procedures of coding. In terms 

of approaching coding, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.3) propose a more 

inductive or “grounded theory” approach, wherein the coding procedure begins 

only after the data has been collected. In this approach, Miles and Huberman 

(1994, p.58) point out that: 
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“Data gets well molded to the codes that represent them, and we get 

more of a “code-in-use” flavor than the generic-code-for many-uses 

generated by a pre-fabricated start list”.  

Such an approach is more useful when “the ultimate objective is to match the 

observations to a theory or set of constructs” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.

58). Other research scholars such as Boulton and Hammersley (1996, p.290) 

also point out that: “allowing categories to emerge from the data and looking 

out for concepts used by respondents that can inform on the distinctive way in 

which they view the issues” is also important.  

Moreover, as noted by Wilson (1996, p.10), open-ended questions when 

classified and coded after they are collected allow for a full range of responses 

and categories to emerge. Thus, a combination of the “inductive” (generating 

“code-in-use” as proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), and the “deductive” 

coding procedures (with the “start list” as proposed by Miles and Huberman 

(1994)) seemed to be a useful strategy to adopt and hence such a combined 

strategy was adopted in the analysis of the data in this study.  

I also had to draw on my professional knowledge and personal experience 

(Eraut, 1994) to ensure that the “codes and categories in the analysis were 

valid and meaningful” (Burton et al, 2008, p.164). Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.

342) recommend that writing memos about coding categories can help uncover 

properties of that category and “develop rules for assigning subsequent data to 

the category”. This was found to be a very useful strategy, particularly also 

serving as a reflective tool (Yin, 2004) for me as the researcher to proceed with 

the data analysis.  

Responses were read by me a number of times, to initially identify some 

emerging codes in relevance to what the questions were seeking to find out. 

However, since the study aimed at exploring both the intended and unintended 

outcomes, questions could not clearly be categorized as those meant for the 

‘intended’ and those meant for ‘unintended’ outcomes: these rather emerged 
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from the nature of responses. Thus, following the “inductive coding” (Strauss, 

1987) as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990) the responses collected for 

each of the questions in the questionnaire were read line-by-line and below the 

responses, emerging codes were generated (First cycle coding). This was 

initially done on a hard copy of the questionnaire responses. In the next phase 

(Second cycle coding), the labels were reviewed so as to assign a “category” 

based on the “patterns emerging” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.57).  

Burton et al (2008, p.163) caution that it would be far too simplistic to assume 

that “the process of relating data to the various research questions/objectives is 

of a linear nature” and that often, the emerging categories from responses 

though directed to answer a particular part of the research question, may turn 

out to be relevant to a different part of question. This was important to note, as 

there were two research questions this study was addressing. It was hence 

considered necessary to keep a close watch when coding responses, so as to 

determine which of the research questions the particular response was 

relevant to and the iterative comparisons with the research objectives helped to 

achieve “succinct and coherent findings” (Burton et al 2008, p.167).  

In terms of coding the responses generated from the questionnaire, the 

“analytic trail” outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.87-88) (drawing on the 

sequence of steps followed by Chesler (1987) who used a combination of 

inductive coding and grounded approach to derive theory) was found very 

useful: 

!
!
!
!
!
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“Step 1. Underline the key terms in the text. 

Step 2. Restate the key phrases. 

Step 3. Reduce the phrases and create clusters. [this step has to be done 
several times] 

Step 4. Reduction of clusters and attaching labels: pattern coding. 

Step 5. Drawing generalizations from clusters. 

Step 6. Writing memos to generate mini-theories to explain their meaning. 

Step 7. Integrating the theory in an explanatory framework”. (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994, p.87-88). 

!
As Saldana (2007, p.10) points out, getting coding right the first time is not 

easy and it will demand “meticulous attention to language and deep reflection 

on the emergent patterns and meanings”. Gray (2004, p.321) suggests a 

“cyclic coding” procedure be adopted, where codes and categories become 

more and more refined, thereby leading to “reduction of data”. From such 

rigorous and systematic coding “data are broken down, conceptualized and put 

together in new ways”, and thereby “one’s own and others’ assumptions are 

explored leading to new discoveries” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.62).  

Abbott (2004, p.215) compares this procedure to that of decorating a room: “we 

try it, step back, move a few things, step back again, try a serious 

reorganization, and so on”. Though the actual experience of coding was not as 

much a pleasure as decorating a room, the metaphor helped in keeping the 

right perspective and maintaining a positive spirit towards the arduous 

procedure. Also, it was quite exciting to see the story evolving from “fruitful 

explanations and words, meaningfully organized that would be more 

convincing to a fellow reader or another researcher than pages of summarized 

numbers” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.1). This kept me motivated and 

helped me stay convinced on the tedious procedure of coding.  
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It is crucial to mention that throughout the process of reading the data and 

generating the codes, constant reference was made to Bernstein’s (1971) 

theoretical framework to ensure that the coding and analysis produced an 

“integrated picture that enhances conceptual richness of the theory” (Strauss 

and Corbin 1990, p.55). To tackle the dilemma of how much of textual data in 

terms of direct quotations was to be included in the presenting evidence, 

Wallace and Poulson (2003, p.55) usefully recommend that we include, “a 

range of quotations that highlight a particular phenomenon, or depending on 

the question, are representative of the most common responses”.    

It was essential to bear in mind that “regardless of how well you plan the 

analyses, the realities of sampling and data collection may force you to modify 

your plan” (Fink 2003, p.3). This enabled being open-minded and flexible in the 

arduous process of coding and analyzing data.  

In the following sections I discuss each of the questions in the questionnaire in 

detail, in terms of the purpose of the question, how the questions helped 

answer the research questions and how the data was coded, analyzed and 

interpreted.  

The web-based questionnaire began with some introductory questions: 

1. Grades you teach: 

2. Subjects/languages you teach: 

3. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader) 

These questions were intended to set the stage for further questions that would 

follow to help focus on the study. The next question was aimed at gauging how 

many years of experience the teachers had in teaching and building the 

Conceptual Curriculum at the school. It is expected by the school that teachers 

who teach the Conceptual Curriculum also engage in ongoing development of 

the Conceptual Curriculum. Hence the question:  
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“Number of years you have taught (and developed) the Conceptual 

Curriculum program in this school”. 

Analysis of the responses on these questions indicated that the respondents 

included teachers with experience ranging from one to seven years, with most 

of the teachers falling in the range of three to four years.  

The next set of questions aimed at focusing on the “unit of analysis”, which is 

the “Conceptual Curriculum” program created by the school. It has been noted 

earlier that an important point that emerged in the piloting of the questionnaire, 

and during the initial interviews with Curriculum Leaders, was in terms of how 

teachers correctly or incorrectly interpret the broad concept-based curriculum 

philosophy, particularly when delivering the same in the classroom. In order to 

gauge how correctly or incorrectly teachers in the study interpreted Erickson’s 

(2007) model of concept-based curriculum philosophy, the following question 

was posed:  

“When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program, do you 

state upfront the concepts you will be addressing when teaching a 

particular unit?”  

Analysis of the responses indicated that except for six teachers (out of 47 

teachers who responded to this question), all the rest were stating the concepts 

up-front, either for “all”, “most”, or “some of the units”. This clearly indicates that 

teachers move away from the notion of deriving the conceptual understanding 

through a more “inductive process” as proposed by Erickson (2007, p.39).  

The next question was a follow-up question on the previous point:  

“When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program do new 

concepts that you have not planned for emerge as you are 

teaching a unit? And if so, how do you handle them? 

The purpose of this question was to explore further, how correctly or incorrectly 

teachers interpreted the Conceptual Curriculum framework. For the first part of 
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this question, 22 of the respondents mentioned that new concepts emerge in 

their teaching either “all of the time” or “most of the times”. 22 respondents said 

that this occurs only “sometimes”, while three teachers said that new concepts 

“never emerge” in their teaching.  

Since the second part of this question was an open-ended question, it 

demanded extensive coding of the response in order to be analyzed (see 

Appendix: 14). The data was coded in two cycles. The first-cycle coding 

highlighted the phrases that teachers used to describe their actions when new 

concepts emerged during the lesson. In the second-cycle coding, a list of the 

actions as highlighted in the first-cycle coding was created and the emerging 

categories were tabulated in Table 5: 

Table 5: Tabulation of Second Cycle Coding: WBQ Question #: 6 

Analysis of the responses after first-cycle coding revealed that a total of 23 

respondents mentioned that they would “incorporate” the new concepts that 

emerged into the lesson. A closer look at how teachers incorporated the same 

through the second-cycle coding however, revealed superficial engagement 

versus deep reflection, as teachers used phrases like “run with it”; “touch on it 

briefly”; “talk it over” etc., to indicate how they deal with new concepts that 

emerge while teaching. All 5 teachers said  “no time to digress”.  

One teacher mentioned that “students had to be given advance warning” and 

such newly emerging concepts were also to be reflected in the assessments, 

indicating that “conceptual understanding” was something to be “covered” 

Emerging categories from coding Number of responses in each category

Will incorporate the new concepts in teaching 23

Negative stand- such as lack of time; 
assessment constraints

5

Use the opportunity to reflect and plan further 2

Check for “misunderstanding” of concepts 2

Make connections with other related 
knowledge and concepts

3
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versus being fostered through an inductive process as proposed by Erickson 

(2007), thus indicating an incorrect interpretation of the philosophy of teaching 

for conceptual understanding. Two teachers mentioned that they use the 

opportunity to reflect and plan for the next unit. Only two teachers mentioned 

that they first check for the possibility of students “misunderstanding” the 

concept. This was a pertinent point to note, as here teachers seemed to 

“accept” the new emerging conceptual understanding from students and simply 

“incorporate it” versus checking whether the conceptual understanding 

emerging from students was correct or incorrect. A total of three teachers 

mentioned that they use the opportunity to help students in “making 

connections”, which is the fundamental idea as proposed by Erickson (2007) in 

teaching for conceptual understanding: enabling students to make patterns and 

connections from existing knowledge and new knowledge that emerges from 

learning. It is worth noting that only three teachers expressed this sentiment.  

The next question was intended to gauge to what extent teachers believed that 

they exercise the freedom of being able to choose the content for the 

Conceptual Curriculum. Hence the question:   

“When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program, how much 

influence do you have in the choice of what is taught to your 

students in the classroom?”  

For this question, five teachers mentioned: “Not much influence” while 23 

teachers indicated that they had “very much influence” and 19 teachers 

indicated that they had “sufficient influence” in the choice of what is being 

taught in their classrooms.  

Since the Conceptual Curriculum is bridging the IB PYP and the IB DP 

program, I considered it essential to find out to what extent each of the 

programs influenced teacher choices when creating and planning the course 

content for the Conceptual Curriculum. Hence the following questions were 

asked:  
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“Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades 7-10?” 

and; 

“Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades 7-10?” 

For the question: “Do you keep the IB PYP in mind when planning for the 

middle school Conceptual Curriculum?” Teacher responses are shown below: 

!
         Figure 4: Answers to the question : “Do you keep IB PYP in mind…?” 

For the question: “Do you keep the IB DP in mind when planning for the middle 

school Conceptual Curriculum?” Teacher responses are as below:  

!
!
!
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  Figure 5: Answers to the question : “Do you keep IB DP in mind…?” 

Comparison of the above graphs indicates that, while 31 teachers create the 

Conceptual Curriculum (including those who teach only grades 7 and 8) 

keeping the IB DP program in mind, only 12 teachers agreed that they keep the 

IB PYP in mind when planning for the Conceptual Curriculum. This was an 

interesting point to note as to why teachers were more inclined to consider the 

IB DP and not the IB PYP even when planning for the Conceptual Curriculum 

for grades 7 and 8.  

The next question sought to provide teachers with the opportunity to explain 

the model of the Conceptual Curriculum. Thus, here, the “unit of analysis” was 

brought under focus, in order to provide teachers with an opportunity to 

describe the Conceptual Curriculum, as they perceive it.  

“What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean/look like in your 

classroom?” 

Originally, I had worded the question as “What does the “conceptual 

curriculum” mean to you/can you describe it?”. During the pilot, one of the 
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respondents had pointed out that this question needed to be related to 

classroom practice, since how one may describe their understanding of the 

Conceptual Curriculum may not necessarily be what it looks like in their 

practice. Hence, though the purpose of the study was not to evaluate 

classroom practice, the wording of the question in the actual web-based 

questionnaire was changed, in order to provide teachers with the context in 

which they would need to describe the Conceptual Curriculum (the classroom).  

A total of 37 teachers responded to this question. Why ten teachers skipped 

answering this question is unknown. Since this was an open-ended question 

that provided teachers with the opportunity to explain the understanding of the 

Conceptual Curriculum in their own words, extensive coding was done in order 

to analyze responses (see Appendix:16). First-cycle coding of responses 

consisted of highlighting the words that teachers used to describe the 

Conceptual Curriculum in terms of what it looked like in the classroom: phrases 

that indicated a positive tone were to be highlighted in yellow and those that 

indicated a negative tone were highlighted in red. Second-cycle coding aimed 

at tabulating phrases that expressed a positive experience with those that 

expressed a negative or limiting experience. Hence, key phrases highlighted in 

the first cycle coding were placed in a tabular form to distinguish responses 

indicative of a positive tone versus those that indicated a negative/limiting tone.  

The above analysis revealed that out of a total of 37 teachers who answered 

this question, 30 teachers used terms and phrases that denoted that the 

Conceptual Curriculum fosters a positive learning experience for students 

through terms such as “promotes higher order thinking skills”; “helps develop 

critical thinking”; “holistic thinking to make inter-disciplinary connections” and 

so on (full list available in Appendix: 16). Whether or not ideologies mentioned 

or expressed by teachers is realized in actual practice cannot be ascertained 

unless class observations are done, but it gives an understanding of what 

teachers believe the Conceptual Curriculum looks like in their classrooms. The 

remaining seven teachers took a negative/limiting stand about the Conceptual 
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Curriculum. Some teachers, here, pointed out the contrast between how it 

“looks good on paper” (as in curriculum documents), versus how it translates in 

actual practice. For instance, one teacher mentioned:  

“That is something as language teachers we struggle with…the 

conceptual curriculum as it is “implemented” in the languages is just on 

paper and not necessarily in practice…” 

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 3 years in the school) 

Some respondents expressed the notion that the Conceptual Curriculum “limits 

the learning experience to a few concepts”:   

“Grade 9-Change; Grade 10 Systems and Relationships”. 

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 2 years in the school) 

The teacher here is “listing” the curriculum of a whole year in one or two 

“concepts”. Whether “concepts” (that are transferable and hence a higher level 

of abstraction) here are merely replacing “topics” or “titles for content” (that are 

non-transferable and hence not abstract) so as to keep the scope of the lesson 

“within the parameters of a few identified concepts” becomes evident. Findings 

revealed that teachers also question the purpose of defining their teaching 

through a few concepts. As mentioned by one teacher:  

“The very nature of mathematics is conceptual and it does not fit neatly 

into a small (or even large) collection of 'concepts' …this should not be 

determined by trying to fit mathematics into a limited set of 'conceptual 

foci’ and I find it really difficult to organize mathematical concepts around 

a logical unit or under terms like Change,Shape etc”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher,  4 years in the school) 

Though this teacher seems to see the teaching of Mathematics as a 

conceptual process and maintains that teaching Mathematics should aim to 

foster students to make connections at the conceptual level, the teacher also 
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feels that doing so by deliberately “trying to fit Mathematics into a limited set of 

conceptual foci” seems to defeat the very idea of teaching for conceptual 

understanding. Such an approach carries the danger of simply replacing 

“topics” with “concepts”, and of teaching for conceptual understanding 

transpiring into merely a “checking the box exercise”. Such a “superficial 

engagement” in the exercise of “teaching for conceptual understanding” was 

also reflected in the sentiment of other teachers:  

“To be honest not much different as it has been very superficial in 

regards to how the conceptual curriculum can be integrated with the IB 

program”.  

“It does not make sense to have conceptual curriculum for certain 

subjects. It's like wanting to make something fit that will not fit, and doing 

so just kills it's actually beauty. Conceptual curriculum is not a good idea 

for every subject.  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 4 years in the school) 

“I have never taught somewhere that I have felt stifled to teach math in a 

limited fashion (excepting inescapability of external exam groups) - as 

our curriculum is prescribed (by ourselves)  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 6 years in the school) 

The next question explored the factors that teachers took into consideration 

when choosing the curriculum content for the Conceptual Curriculum.  :  

“The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 

enables teachers to make the choice of which concepts and topics 

to include in teaching. What factors do you consider to decide 

which concepts and topics to adopt/discard for a particular grade 

level?”   
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Being an open-ended question, responses for this question were again 

cyclically coded so as to identify the key themes emerging (see Appendix: 15). 

First cycle coding involved highlighting phrases that indicated the “factors” 

teachers considered in deciding which concepts and topics to include or 

discard for a particular grade level. Different colors were used as new themes 

or factors emerged so as to be able to identify the most common factor and the 

least common factor that teachers considered when making the decision. 

Second-cycle coding involved tallying each of the factors indicated in the first-

cycle coding, so as to arrive at final numbers (quantifying qualitative 

responses).  

Analysis of the responses indicated that out of the 47 teachers who responded 

to the question, a total of 20 teachers mentioned “what is required to prepare 

students for the IB DP” as a major factor that they take into consideration when 

choosing the concepts and topics to be included in the grades 7-10 Conceptual 

Curriculum. Only eight teachers mentioned “Age appropriateness” as an 

important factor they would consider and another eight teachers mentioned 

“Progression and Vertical alignment” as an important factor they would 

consider. A total of six teachers indicated that the “decision was made prior to 

arrival” and that they simply continued with the content that was already 

chosen. Only one teacher mentioned that the “curriculum content” was chosen 

according to “pre-set Science Standards”; and one teacher mentioned, “it 

evolves from students”. Responses from the remaining three teachers seem to 

indicate that they had misinterpreted the question, as the response provided 

was not relevant to the question.  

The next question that sought to summarize teacher experiences in creating 

the Conceptual Curriculum was: 

“What are your experiences in developing and delivering the 

grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  
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The purpose of this question was to provide teachers with the opportunity to 

voice their opinions and thoughts on the experience of creating and building 

the middle school Conceptual Curriculum programme. Though much data had 

already been elicited on the experiences of teachers in building the Conceptual 

Curriculum through many of the previously posed questions, this question 

aimed at summarizing their experiences on creating the Conceptual 

Curriculum. The option of providing teachers with a “drop-down-list” to choose 

from so as to express their experience was considered, but not resorted to so 

as to refrain from giving teachers pre-conceived ideas on interpreting and 

answering the question. This made the question highly open-ended in that it 

required respondents to “explain their standpoint” (Oppenheim 1992, p. 65). 

Since this was a highly open-ended question and at the same time the main 

question that directly sought to answer the first research question, extensive 

coding procedures were followed (see Appendix: 17). The coding procedures 

have been explained in detail below: 

Initially a “start-code list” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.58) that was prepared 

before distributing the questionnaire had identified two codes: “POSITIVE” [++] 

to be assigned to responses that indicated a positive experience and 

“NEGATIVE” [--] to be assigned to responses that indicated a negative 

experience. However, when the actual data was collected, a simple dichotomy 

of codes as “positive” and “negative” seemed far too simplistic. Nevertheless, it 

seemed a good starting point to begin “first-cycle coding”. It was also evident 

from some responses that the respondents had incorrectly interpreted the 

question, probably something I should have crosschecked in the wordings of 

the questionnaire (though the piloting of the questionnaire did not indicate such 

misinterpretations).   

To tackle the above situations, the following steps were followed in order to 

code responses in the first-cycle coding (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.58): 

!
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1. Read each response carefully, 

2. Highlight any terms that are indicative of the experience whether positive 
or negative, 

3. Highlight in a different color any responses wherein the respondent 
seems to have interpreted the question incorrectly so as not to include 
this in the analysis,  

4. Once the highlighting is done, then read the responses again so as to 
assign the following codes: 

Table 6: First-cycle codes generated: WBQ Question #: 12 

First cycle coding revealed that correctly interpreted responses did not fit into 

neat ‘categories’ of “positive” /“negative”. It was evident that in some instances, 

when teachers indicated a negative experience, teachers also expressed 

concerns over how challenging the experience was in being curriculum 

developers:  

 “The development of the curriculum has been a journey of confusion 

 and frustration, if I'm honest. I don't think that I have had enough training 

 to develop a curriculum and having only a couple of workshops about 

 the conceptual curriculum does not replace a fully trained and qualified 

 group of professionals who know exactly what they are doing creating 

 and developing a functioning, reasonable and logical curriculum” .  

 (Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 6  y e a r s i n 

 the school) 

This required deeper analysis, so as to wean out emerging themes that led to 

teachers expressing negative sentiments/experiences. Some respondents had 

also taken a neutral view, through statements/opinions that neither revealed 

Response Indications Codes

For responses that indicate a positive tone ++

For responses that indicate a negative tone --

For responses that indicate incorrect 
interpretation

IN
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positive, negative nor challenging experiences. Thus, it was essential to 

identify the “codes-in-flavor” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p.3) emerging from the 

responses besides just identifying responses that indicated clearly a positive 

experience or negative experience. Hence the following codes were identified 

for the second-cycle coding: 

Table 7: Second-cycle codes generated: WBQ Question #: 12 

The second cycle coding revealed that some responses were statements that 

are neither positive, negative or neutral, but represent teachers’ personal 

statements in terms of how they interpreted the question (for example: 

respondents mentioned “little experience”/ “PD last year” etc. as their 

“experience”). This necessitated the need to have a separate code for these 

responses in the next cycle coding.  

Also, some responses indicated the frustration of teachers in curriculum 

development, while others indicate that teachers were questioning their 

proficiency in being curriculum developers. This necessitated the need for a 

separate category to be included.: 

Response Indications Codes generated for Second-cycle coding 

Responses that indicate a clearly positive 
experience

CP

Responses that indicate a clearly negative 
experience

CN

For responses that indicate that teachers 
are challenged by the experience 
regardless of it being positive or negative 

CH

For responses that indicate a neutral 
experience through a statement 

NU

Responses that do not have a relevant 
code

NC

Any other responses that do not fall in the 
above categories

OTH
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“Not everyone is on board with the Conceptual Curriculum. Other school 

districts hire professionals to develop curriculum for them. I do not think 

that most teachers at this school have the experience to develop a 

curriculum on their own”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 4 years in the 

school). 

Thus, in the “third-cycle coding” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.57) the 

following codes were assigned: 

Table 8: Third-cycle codes generated: WBQ Question #: 12 

It was once again not always possible to clearly ‘categorize’ responses neatly 

into the above identified codes, as sometimes responses required multiple 

codes to be assigned for analysis. The third-cycle coding was done to assign 

combined code categories when applicable to the responses. From the third-

Response Indications Third-cycle coding 

Responses that indicate a clearly positive 
experience

CP

Responses that indicate a clearly negative 
experience

CN

Responses that indicate that teachers are 
challenged by the experience 

CH

Responses that indicate frustration FR

Responses that indicate teachers 
questioning their proficiency to be 
curriculum developers

QS

Responses that indicate respondent is 
expressing a neutral experience

NU

Responses that are a statement (which 
does not explicitly state an ‘experience’)

PST

Any other responses that do not fall in the 
above categories

OTH
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cycle coding, through “meticulous attention to language and deep reflection on 

the emergent patterns and meanings” (Saldana, 2007, p.10), five key themes 

or categories emerged, which enabled responses to be grouped into categories 

which are indicated in Table 9 : 

Table 9: Categories emerging from third-cycle coding: WBQ Question #: 12 

Thus, though the final categories that emerged were aligned with the codes 

developed in the start-list, the three cycles of coding enabled clarification of the 

coded data with clear and articulate patterns emerging to justify both the codes 

and categories.  

The most recurring theme from the analysis of the responses was how 

teachers found the experience of creating the Conceptual Curriculum 

challenging, frustrating and how most often they questioned their proficiency to 

be curriculum developers.  

“It has been a massive frustration and a waste of time.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 6 years in the 

school) 

The analysis of the responses to this question showed a sharp contrast in the 

ways teachers perceive the curriculum versus the actual experience of 

developing the curriculum. Thus, going back to the question “What does the 

No Categories Responses falling in 
each category

1 Responses indicating a neutral experience 1

2 Responses indicating a positive experience 8

3 Responses indicating negative/challenging/
questioning/frustrating experiences (either individually 
or in combination).

21

4 Responses indicating invalid interpretation 5

5 Responses that were personal statements that did not 
express an “experience” that could be analyzed

17
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Conceptual Curriculum look/feel like in your classroom?”, it was noted that the 

majority of the teachers (30) used positive expressions and terms to describe 

their perceptions such as “promotes higher order thinking skills”; “helps 

develop critical thinking”; “holistic thinking to make inter-disciplinary 

connections” and so on (see Appendix:15). However, when asked about their 

“experiences in creating and delivering the conceptual curriculum”, 21 teachers 

expressed a negative/frustrating experience that raised issues on the 

challenges faced and questioned their expertise in being curriculum developers 

and the resulting impact on student learning.  

The questions: “What do you think are the strengths of the Conceptual 

Curriculum created by the school?” and “What do you think are the 

weaknesses of the Conceptual Curriculum created by the school?” 
helped probe further how teachers perceived the Conceptual Curriculum and 

how teachers evaluated the Conceptual Curriculum (the “unit of analysis” in 

this case study) in terms of its strengths and weaknesses (see Appendix: 19). It 

was considered essential to analyze the responses to these questions 

together, by juxtaposing the responses with the question that sought to find out:  
““If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum (where you are given the scope and sequence, the course 

material and the books/resources) and a curriculum framework such as 

the one in the current school which is more flexible what would you 

prefer? Why?” (see Appendix: 19).  

First cycle-coding highlighted phrases that indicated strengths/weaknesses of 

the Conceptual Curriculum as described by the teachers and the related 

choice/preference of teachers as to whether they preferred a prescriptive 

curriculum having a flexible framework. Second-cycle coding aimed at 

identifying emerging themes from the highlighted phrases in the first-cycle 

coding and these themes were noted down below each response. In the third-

cycle coding a separate list was created from the emerging themes/categories 

and tallied to identify the major themes emerging.  
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In terms of describing the strengths of the Conceptual Curriculum, teachers 

again used phrases such as “promotes higher order thinking skills” and “critical 

thinking skills”; thereby indicating that the Conceptual Curriculum encourages 

students to think and “makes the quality of learning greater”. For instance, one 

respondent noted: 

“I think that it encourages students to continually be thinking about 

something while they are working on diverse aspects of learning. 

Students should always be questioning things and that is very critical 

especially when it comes to their learning”.  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school) 

Another teacher pointed out that the Conceptual Curriculum enabled her to 

develop a programme that was tailor-made to suit the needs of the students: 

 “The one created in the school is aided by our varied experiences with 

 best practices in other schools, curriculums, and is designed for our 

 particular students and their path... We are able to adjust as needed 

 to cover a gap from the previous quarter or year”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school, emphasis my own) 

Another teacher echoed the above sentiment by stating: 

“We recognize the larger ideas (Enduring Questions) and relevant "big 

picture" skills - holistic thinking and writing, inter-disciplinary 

connections, various methods and styles of effective communication, 

and cultivating the INDIVIDUAL voice of each student - these are the 

real endgames of the year. The links to IB and the CC break these 

abstract goals into tangible steps.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school, emphasis in 

original). 
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Teachers also expressed the notion that the school-created Conceptual 

Curriculum enabled them to cater to the needs of the students: 

“It is flexible and adaptable enough to be used with any group and 

level. It allows for differentiation within a level.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 3 years in the school, emphasis my 

own). 

Teachers also mentioned “flexibility” and “freedom” of teachers in choosing the 

content as strengths of the Conceptual Curriculum. This, however, is a key 

point to note because, when asked about the weaknesses of the Conceptual 

Curriculum, “lack of consistency/lack of clarity” was a recurrent theme that 

evolved, as 12 out of 41 teachers who responded highlighted this as a concern. 

The “proficiency of teachers in being curriculum developers” and the resultant 

“impact this would have on student learning” was again the next recurrent 

theme that was raised: 

“When I first came to this school I would have definitely wanted a 

prescriptive curriculum. I appreciate the freedom and flexibility of our 

current curriculum but I sometimes wonder if there are not many gaps 

in the courses. How do we find out where the gaps are and how do we 

know that we are, in fact, meeting the needs of the students? I wonder 

how good our curriculum is. I have "pride" in it because we have all 

created it, but I also doubt how good it is because I know just how 

unqualified I am to write an official curriculum document.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 6 years in the 

school; emphasis my own) 

Thus, here, the impact of the “flexibility and freedom” enjoyed by the teachers 

in working with the flexible Conceptual Curriculum framework and the resultant 

impact on student learning outcomes is being questioned.  

As another teacher mentioned:  
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“As teachers we are sometimes unable to make the right choice of 

whether this concept or topic needs to be included/excluded so some 

sort of framework that articulates some non-negotiable would be very 

helpful, as in the PYP. The conceptual curriculum is quite broad in that 

everything is left to the teacher's choice. I may think I am doing a great 

job, someone else may come along after a year and think 'this teacher 

had no clue what she was doing' and change everything. How this will 

impact student learning is what we need to see”. 

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 4 years in the school, emphasis my 

own). 

Another teacher reinforced the above sentiment by saying that: 

“Teachers are creating the curriculum, and that should be done by 

someone who has 25 years plus experience in the field.” 

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 5 years in the school) 

Other teachers also pointed out the lack of proficiency and expertise of 

teachers in curriculum development by saying that:  

“No one seems to really know what it is. We have adopted our own 

version of a program… we should have just used in total, as it is 

complete. We are not adept at informing the staff, logically and timely, as 

to what is happening and what should be happening”.  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 3 years in the 

school) 

 “Why are we creating all of this work when a very well researched and 

established program - that directly leads into our grades 11 and 12 - 

such as MYP already exists?”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 2 years in the school) 
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The practical difficulty of taking the time and effort to understand the model of 

curriculum philosophy as proposed by Erickson (2007) in the beginning stages 

and the need for sufficient training and support was also pointed out by the 

former Director who had initiated the Conceptual Curriculum program: 

“The most critical aspect of the implementation of the conceptually-

based curriculum was the training of teachers to understand and 

appreciate the subtlety and nuances of this model. In this domain, more 

needed to be done and more time was needed than was given for this 

critical phase. As a result the buy-in from teachers was less than hoped 

for and in some instances there was confusion that was detrimental to 

progress. Attempts were made to band-aid these problems but this did 

not yield anticipated results”  

(e-mail response, April 26th, 2013).  

This, perhaps, was the reason why some teachers were sharper in criticizing 

the Conceptual Curriculum by saying: 

 “Based on my subject, I have not experienced any strengths… 

 Frustrating...Give us a solid example of how a conceptual curriculum in 

 languages is taught in other schools (not just on paper, but in actual 

 practice) and you will make believers out of us. After four years of  

 working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still unsure of how to teach 

 a grade 7 student who is learning numbers, colors, school subjects, and 

 conjugating verbs how that is all tied in to their “identity”, or 

 "relationships" or "connections". Again, on paper, it all looks and sounds 

 great. But in reality, I have yet to see a solid, convincing example of how 

 this is done in the foreign languages”.  

 (Questionnaire response,  Teacher, 3 years in the school) 
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One teacher also mentioned that the fact that the Conceptual Curriculum 

restricts the learning of students to what is needed for the IB as opposed to  

learning a wider range of topics is a weakness of the Conceptual Curriculum: 

“Students are learning concepts that are preparing them for an IB 

course instead of studying a broader range of topics.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school) 

This reinforced the earlier point that was recurrent on how the IB DP program 

predominantly influences the choices made by teachers when choosing the 

course content for the Conceptual Curriculum and how teachers align more 

towards the “strongly classified” IB DP curriculum versus the “weakly classified” 

IB PYP curriculum.  

The other recurring themes in terms of the weaknesses of the Conceptual 

Curriculum were: the “need for more training”, “need for more accountability” 

and the need for “more collaborative efforts” between departments as well as 

between elementary and secondary teachers teaching the IB PYP and the 

Conceptual Curriculum programmes.  

!
!
!
!
!
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CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSION 

International schools that adopt broad curricular frameworks such as the IB 

programmes, often enjoy considerable freedom to “try out new educational 

ideas…making them ideal educational laboratories” (Hill, 2003, p.48). Utilizing 

Bernstein’s theoretical framework, this singular case study set out to 

investigate teacher perceptions about the development of a concept-based 

curriculum programme, in one international school in the UAE and the intended 

and unintended outcomes of such curriculum recontextualization.  

It has been noted earlier that Bernstein (1971) developed his theories to argue 

about the relationship between education and social class, and did not develop 

his theories in relation to the IB programs or concept-based curriculum. 

However, the theory of “classification and framing” (Bernstein 1971, p.49) and 

curriculum “recontextualization” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 47), has particularly been 

useful in unpacking and understanding the curriculum design of the IB 

programs as well as the Conceptual Curriculum developed by the school in this 

study.  

The preliminary stage of the study explored the reasons why the school did not 

adopt the IB MYP, in spite of having adopted the IB PYP and the IB DP. This 

prelude to the inquiry helped in the process of understanding the 

recontextualization principles (Bernstein 1971) involved in the development of 

the Conceptual Curriculum - the reasons why the school decided to create the 

Conceptual Curriculum (the intended outcomes) and what essentially 

happened when the same was recontextualized (unintended outcomes).  

Thus Bernstein’s theories have provided an interesting perspective to analyze 

what in effect comes into play through curriculum recontextualization when 

curricular discourses are moved from the ORF to the PRF(Cause, 2010, p.4). 

As a researcher, I also believe that Bernstein’s theories have offered the 

required analytical framework and the rigor to explore complex and intricate 

curriculum issues that may not necessarily be obvious to the casual observer.  
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!
6.1 Teacher Perceptions of Developing the Conceptual Curriculum 
Program 

The following sub-sections explain the key themes emerging from the study in 

terms of how teachers perceive the experience curriculum recontextualization, 

through the process of developing the Conceptual Curriculum program in the 

school.   

6.1.1 Teachers Questioning their Proficiency in being Curriculum 
Developers 

Findings revealed that the creation of the Conceptual Curriculum in the school 

to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP has provided the school with sufficient 

opportunities to develop a program that is specifically tailor-made to suit the 

requirements of the school. Teachers agreed that they enjoy the freedom and 

flexibility in developing the Conceptual Curriculum program. Some teachers 

also perceived the experience of building the curriculum as a positive 

experience, by noting that it “allows teachers to be pedagogical leaders”; and 

the experience of being “collegiate - it challenges teachers to grow…”, for 

instance. 

In terms of describing the strengths of the Conceptual Curriculum, teachers 

again used phrases like “promotes higher order thinking skills”; “critical thinking 

skills”; thereby indicating that the Conceptual Curriculum fosters student 

thinking and “makes the quality of learning greater”. For instance, one 

respondent noted that: 

“I think that it (the Conceptual Curriculum) encourages students to 

continually be thinking about something while they are working on 

diverse aspects of learning. Students should always be questioning 

things and that is very critical especially when it comes to their learning”.  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school).  
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Findings also revealed that, though teachers expressed the experience of 

creating and delivering the Conceptual Curriculum as sometimes being 

challenging and frustrating, a vast majority of the teachers prefer a flexible 

curriculum framework versus a prescriptive curriculum.  

Findings also indicated that while teachers definitely enjoy the freedom of 

working with flexible curriculum frameworks made available through curriculum 

recontextualization, teachers also seem to question their proficiency in being 

curriculum developers. Some teachers seemed to express the notion that the 

Conceptual Curriculum is merely “a mish-mash of well meaning curriculums” 

and a “hodge-podge of different ideas…that looked good on paper but really 

didn’t do much for the students”, thereby highlighting some significant issues 

that school-based curriculum development initiatives and curriculum 

recontextualization can raise. More importantly, teachers also question the 

impact this would have on consistent student learning outcomes as indicated 

by the responses below: 

 “I guess I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you to 

really custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more 

work, and often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. The 

one we have now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss the 

comfort of using someone who has advanced degrees in 

curriculum design's work, as I'm sure they're better at it than I 

am.” (Questionnaire response, teacher, 4 years in the school; emphasis 

my own) 

“On a whole school planning level I feel most staff were unsure of what 

the Conceptual Curriculum was... I am far more confident now than I 

was a couple of years back… the delivery of content was never an 

issue, but always second guessing if I was building the curriculum 

correctly was a hovering thought.”  
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(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 5 years in the school; emphasis 

added) 

Thus, while teachers do seem to value the underpinning philosophy of teaching 

for conceptual understanding, as well as the freedom in curriculum planning 

through curriculum recontextualization (Bernstein 1971), teachers also seem to 

require adequate benchmarks and assurances to ensure that they are doing it 

right. This sentiment was expressed by one respondent, as follows: 

“I enjoy the freedom, but this is coupled with the responsibility of 

ensuring it is being delivered at the appropriate level/complexity. In a 

national system this would all be decided, which is restricting, but the 

responsibility is also removed. I find that many teachers find this quite 

difficult to deal with.”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 4 years in the 

school) 

Findings also revealed the lack of sufficient training and the need for more 

resources to develop the Conceptual Curriculum. It is to be noted that these 

outcomes that were evident in the findings in this study are common in other 

studies involving most school-based curriculum development initiatives, and 

may seem to be issues at the “superficial level”. However, Marsh and Willis 

(2007) warn that such issues (though they appear superficial) have to be given 

due consideration as most often, they turn out to be the very cause for schools 

to abandon school-based curriculum initiatives:  

“Some such projects are abandoned; others continue over time, with 

participants becoming increasingly frustrated by the lack of hoped-for 

changes or increasingly satisfied with the changes they believe are 

occurring but, in fact, are not.” (Marsh and Willis 2007, pp. 147-148). 

!
!
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6.1.2 Incorrect Interpretations when Recontextualizing Curriculum  

The underpinning philosophy as proposed by Erickson (2007) is that: “teachers 

usually do not give away generalizations at the beginning of a lesson…they 

teach inductively to develop students’ abstract thinking” (Erickson 2007, p.39, 

emphasis my own). Erickson (2007) further argues that stating the concepts 

up-front when the unit begins “robs the students of the experience” of having to 

construct conceptual understanding through their learning experiences. This, 

however, demands specific skills and ability on the teachers’ part to handle the 

discussions and keep the learning focused and engaged, thereby necessitating 

teachers to “think on their feet” (Erickson 2007, p.39).    

Analysis of the responses, however, indicated that with a few exceptions, 

teachers often state the concepts that their units are going to address at the 

beginning of the lesson, thereby replacing “concepts” with “topics”. This is a 

very important point to note, as it also brings under question the terms that 

teachers use to describe the Conceptual Curriculum in the classroom, by 

saying that it: “promotes critical thinking”; “enable students to make 

connections” and so on. Though teachers seemed to use appropriate 

terminology to describe their understanding of the Conceptual Curriculum, 

whether the philosophy of the Conceptual Curriculum as understood and 

perceived by teachers gets translated into effective everyday practice comes 

under question. This was highlighted in a comment made by a teacher, when 

questioned about the Conceptual Curriculum:  

“Learning about the concept of it and attempting to implement it in the 

classroom are two drastically different things”.  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 1 year in the school) 

The philosophy of teaching for conceptual understanding can be explained by 

emphasizing that teaching and learning needs to go beyond the regurgitation of 

factual content and that students need to be able to make patterns and 

connections using big ideas that transfer across disciplines (Erickson, 2007, p. 
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22). Though the philosophy can be articulated in this way, how each teacher 

interprets the philosophy and more importantly puts the philosophy into 

practice is highly ambiguous and subjective. In practice, this makes arriving at 

a universally used definition or description of the Conceptual Curriculum 

programme, highly challenging.  

The concept-based philosophy as proposed by Erickson’s (2008) model of 

Conceptual Curriculum requires curriculum planning to move away from a 

prescriptive curriculum framework to a more flexible framework that inspires 

deeper thinking for conceptual understanding. However, teacher perceptions 

reveal the clear opposite, as teachers seem to view this as a “compliance 

exercise” and replace “topics” with “concepts”. As mentioned by a teacher:  

“The Conceptual Curriculum looks good in practice but I can cover an 

entire unit without actually incorporating what is in the planning 

document…”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 6 years in the school) 

Such inherent weaknesses or challenges of the “process model” of curriculum 

(Stenhouse, 1975) have been noted earlier (in the Literature Review chapter), 

with regard to the fact that the strength of such models eventually rests with the 

quality of teachers. The processes based on “meaning making” can have 

severe limitations on educational outcomes “when teachers are not up to 

it” (Smith, 1996, 2000) and the danger of “processes being replaced with the 

product” (Grundy 1987, p.77) have also been noted earlier in the literature 

review. Attempts to provide teachers with teaching materials and curriculum 

packages that focus on the “process of discovery” or “problem-solving”, where 

processes often get reduced to a set of skills and “whether or not students are 

able to apply the skills is somewhat overlooked” (Grundy 1987, p.77).  

The objective of teaching for conceptual understanding through concept-based 

teaching as proposed by Erickson (2002, p.67) aims to promote the ability of 

students to “assimilate, sort and pattern information”, thereby enabling students 
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to make connections with prior knowledge to generate new knowledge and 

newer concepts. However, the contested notion of “what is a concept?” and the 

inherent tension in identifying appropriate concepts by itself seems highly 

contestable and debatable.  

Since concepts are “highly contextual and subject to change through time”, 

choosing which concepts are appropriate requires a “value judgment” on the 

part of teachers (Milligan and Wood 2010, p.492). This is particularly 

challenging in international school settings, where teachers are often from 

different cultural and geographical backgrounds, which makes the whole notion 

of a concept highly debatable. 

With regard to putting the philosophy of teaching for conceptual understanding 

into practice, Milligan and Wood (2010) draw attention to the fact that when 

conceptual understanding is not viewed as “transition points as opposed to 

learning destinations” (Milligan and Wood 2010, p.488) it simply leads to facts 

being replaced with concepts, thereby becoming synonymous with teaching for 

factual understanding. In doing so, the authors warn that there is a possibility of 

missing out on the whole point of teaching for conceptual understanding. 

Milligan and Wood (2010) also warn that there is a danger of teachers and 

students depending largely on a “prescriptive checklist of conceptual 

understandings that the learners and teachers must arrive at”; something that 

is forcibly incorporated versus something that should naturally emerge 

(inductive process as noted by Erickson) from learning (Milligan and Wood 

2010, p.496; emphasis my own). As a teacher in this study noted: 

“Since I was developing the Grade 9 Life Science program at the time, 

sometimes a new concept would come up or I would have to take out a 

concept. Students were given advance warning and an updated unit 

sheet with objectives and concepts would be given to the students 

before the test   
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(Questionnaire Response- Teacher - 1 year in the school: emphasis my 

own).  

Thus, here, the teacher apparently finds it an obligation to let the students 

know “what concepts would be assessed in the test”, instead of seeing 

teaching for conceptual understanding as an exercise to provide students with 

the strategies and skills for applying their understanding in new situations. This 

also raises questions in terms of the risks associated with the level of teacher 

autonomy exercised in school-based curriculum development initiatives. Due to 

the danger of teachers misinterpreting broad curriculum frameworks resulting 

in paying mere lip service to high ideals, classroom practices have been 

reduced to “technical tasks associated with compliance” (Morrison 2003, p.

280).  

6.1.3 Teachers self-prescribing the curriculum  

“I have never taught somewhere that I have felt so stifled to teach math 

in a limited fashion (excepting inescapability of external exam groups) - 

as our curriculum is prescribed (by ourselves)  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 6 years in the school) 

The fundamental idea as proposed by Erickson’s (2007) model of Conceptual 

Curriculum requires that curriculum planning and development move away 

from prescriptive curriculum to a more flexible framework that inspires deeper 

thinking for conceptual understanding. This was the intention of the school’s 

decision to create its own concept-based curriculum to bridge the IB PYP and 

the IB DP. However, findings revealed that teachers often identify a few 

concepts and stick with it more like a “menu of concepts to be covered”. For 

instance, to the question “How does the Conceptual Curriculum look in your 

classroom?” a teacher responded by saying that: 

“Grade 9-Change; Grade 10 Systems and Relationships”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 2 years in the school) 
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Here, the teacher is “listing” the curriculum of a whole year in one/two 

“concepts”. It becomes evident here that the “concepts” (that are transferable 

and hence at a higher level of abstraction) are thus merely replacing “topics” or 

“titles for content” (that are non-transferable and hence not abstract), so as to 

keep the scope of the lesson within the parameters of a few identified concepts 

(again retaining the “strong classification” by way of a following a prescriptive 

list of concepts). As noted by some of the respondents:  

“The conceptual curriculum will be a prescriptive one because it is 

so difficult to change units, scope and sequence. .... every year. It’s  

good to have a constant framework but adjustable units”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 7 years in the school, emphasis my 

own) 

“I do not agree with some of it but changing one aspect will have a ripple 

effect down to Gr 7 and up to Gr 10 curriculum so it is very hard to 

change and because all resources are there - there is a reluctance to 

change as specific people worked so hard to have at least something 

we can work with  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 3 years in the school, emphasis my 

own).  

“It was frustrating at first, because it was so prescriptive in the 

concepts that we were given to work with. We didn't have a choice 

and the concepts were driving the curriculum and didn't always fit with 

the topics”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher, 2 years in the school, emphasis my 

own).  

On the one hand, the frustration of teachers in having to deliver a curriculum 

that mandates “on September 10th we should be in page number 69” has 

metaphorically been compared to a “butterfly under a pin” (Craig, 2012, p.90). 
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On the other hand, findings in this study suggested that when teachers are 

offered the possibility of working with flexible curricular frameworks, realities of 

everyday practice take over and often lead to teachers “self-prescribing” the 

curriculum, thereby making the process self-mandated. This, in effect, defeats 

the very purpose of the school-based curriculum initiative and the intended 

purpose of curriculum recontextualization undertaken by the school in this 

study.  

Thus, though findings revealed that the teachers were able to explain their 

perception of the Conceptual Curriculum (thereby the intended outcomes of 

recontextualizing the curriculum) in positive ways by saying that it “fosters 

critical thinking”, promotes “higher-order thinking skills” and so on, how 

effectively these notions transpire into actual practice becomes questionable, 

particularly highlighting the unintended outcomes of such curriculum 

recontextualization. 

How ideals such as teaching for conceptual understanding can merely remain 

in theory, while every day practices can be the clear opposite becomes evident.  

This brings into focus the inherent danger of teachers being unable to 

accurately comprehend and put into practice abstract curriculum philosophies, 

when curriculum is recontextualized from the “Official Recontextualization 

Field” (ORF) to the “Pedagogic Recontextualization Field” (PRF) (Bernstein 

1990, p.192). 

6.1.4 Lack of Consensus on what Counts as Essential Knowledge 

Findings also revealed that when broad curricular frameworks are 

recontextualized, the lack of consensus amongst teachers on what counts as 

essential knowledge is often a matter of concern. Along with questioning how 

pedagogical knowledge is constructed, questions were also raised with regard 

to the dynamics of the power relations embedded within such decision-making 

processes, since it  enabled those in key decision-making positions (such as 

Curriculum Leaders) to sway the process towards “what they are more 
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comfortable with”. For instance, concerns were raised about a particular course 

that currently features certain topics more heavily than the others, with no clear 

rationale except that it seemed that those who were in decision-making 

positions at the time of developing the curriculum seemed to be more 

comfortable teaching those topics versus other topics. As noted by one 

respondent: 

“Previously (before the arrival of the respondent) the curriculum would 

be based on what the teachers' strengths were e.g. more chemistry 

based and thus a lot of detail and topics that is not necessary even for 

HL Biology and it was focused on their area of expertise (the teachers 

who taught here before). Some areas e.g. plant sciences were totally 

ignored and not taught at all …”. 

“Too much freedom….Some teachers go off on topics that they find 

interesting without sticking to what actually needs to be covered for 

students to be successful in the IB.”  

(Questionnaire response, teacher and Curriculum Leader, 4 years in 

school, emphasis my own) 

Such a situation takes us back to the questions raised by curriculum scholars 

in the 1970s, such as for instance Kliebard (1970) who argued that the 

fundamental question for any curriculum theory is: “What should we teach?”, 

and the related fundamental questions as noted earlier (in the literature 

review), as raised by Scott (2008, p. 141): 

• “What items of knowledge should be included in a curriculum and what 
items excluded? 

• What reasons can be given for including some items of knowledge and 
excluding others? 

• How should those items of knowledge be arranged in the curriculum?” 

!
These are fundamentally important questions that need to be clearly articulated 
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and agreed upon before schools embark on such curriculum development 

initiatives through curriculum recontextualization. Though valuing the 

philosophy of teaching for conceptual understanding, curriculum scholars such 

as Marzano (2003) vehemently oppose the choice and arrangement of 

curricular content being left in the hands of individual teachers. Craig (2003) 

argues that this will result in “curriculum anarchy”: 

“Decisions about what to teach in each grade are left up to schools, 

many of which pass the choice on to teachers. The result is an uneven 

hodgepodge of instructional aims and subject matter, with content and 

expectations varying sharply from classroom to classroom and from 

school to school. [This is] curriculum anarchy” (Craig, 2003, p.13) 

Craig (2003, p.13) further recalls a similar situation through the account of a 

school principal who reported curriculum anarchy becoming a major stumbling 

block to school improvement efforts: 

“While teachers in one grade emphasized multiculturalism, teachers in 

the next grade judged students on their knowledge of traditional history 

facts. While one teacher focused on grammar and spelling, another 

cared deeply about style and voice. . . . These ragged “hand-offs” were 

a frequent source of unhappiness” (cited in Gordon, 2003, p.59).  

In this regard, Westerberg (2009, p.29) argues that “teachers are not self-

employed” when it comes to curriculum development and unless the need to 

focus on learning goals that are collaboratively determined is emphasized, 

schools will simply become a “collection of educational entrepreneurs held 

together by a common parking lot” (Westerberg, 2009, p.29).  

Findings in this research inquiry also revealed that, though teachers seem to 

enjoy the freedom and flexibility of working with broad curricular frameworks as 

opposed to prescriptive curricula, there seem to be some fundamental 

questions pertinent to curriculum recontextualization remaining unanswered, 
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for which perhaps teachers seek answers from qualified curriculum 

development personnel.  

Findings from the study have thrown light on the tension involved in school-

based curriculum development initiatives, in terms of deciding what is deemed 

worthy of learning when Erickson’s model of curriculum philosophy has been 

recontextualized by the school and what transpires when further interpreted by 

the teachers.  

Thus, though the initial analysis of teacher responses revealed results that are 

not uncommon in school-based curriculum initiatives, deeper analysis in the 

light of Bernstein’s theoretical framework revealed some significant issues that 

may not be readily visible to the casual observer. For instance, at the 

superficial level, findings revealed that teachers are concerned about the lack 

of sufficient time, resources and training to engage in the school-based 

curriculum development initiative of developing the Conceptual Curriculum. 

Deeper analyses of teacher responses indicated that within the practical issues 

of school-based curriculum development initiatives, teachers in the study 

question their ability, proficiency and accuracy in interpreting and putting into 

practice abstract curricular frameworks.  

Findings also reveal that when developing the Conceptual Curriculum program, 

teachers align more towards a “strongly classified curriculum” (such as the IB 

DP) rather than a “weakly classified curriculum” (such as the IB PYP). This 

brings under focus the recontextualization rules that come into play when 

curricular discourses are appropriated from the ORF to the PRF (Bernstein 

1990). 

!
!
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6.2.Intended and Unintended Outcomes in Curriculum 
Recontextualization 

Findings revealed that key decision-makers in the school, who made the 

decision not to adopt the IB MYP, condemned the program for its “lack of rigor 

and structure” and the “inherent flaws in design” as a preparation for the IB DP. 

However, analysis of curriculum documents and the various components of the 

Conceptual Curriculum as developed by the school revealed that the 

Conceptual Curriculum program seems to have retained most elements of the 

IB MYP program (under different titles), while the elements requiring 

investment of time and collaborative planning (like the Global Contexts and the 

Approaches to Learning components of the IB MYP) were discarded.  

For instance, elements of the IB MYP “Personal Project” have been retained in 

the “Grade 10 Individual Investigation Project” (though not as rigorously as the 

former) component of Conceptual Curriculum. Also, the emphasis on 

community service in the IB MYP has taken the form of the “Grade 8 Service 

Learning Project” and the fostering of international-mindedness as emphasized 

in the IB MYP has been incorporated through the “Experiential Learning 

Project” in the Conceptual Curriculum. Thus, whether school-based curriculum 

initiatives undertaken in privately-owned, profit-making international schools 

offer a convenience strategy in terms of the school being able to pick and 

choose elements from various best practices, so as to create models of 

curriculum that satisfy its functional requirements and practical day-to-day 

agendas, is the first point that comes under question. Picking and choosing 

elements of best practices is not problematic per se, but doing the same simply 

for the sake of functional advantages is questionable.  

The Conceptual Curriculum as created by the school is claimed to be based on 

the concept-based teaching philosophy as proposed by Erickson (2008). It is 

significant to note that the concept-based curriculum model that stresses the 

importance of teaching for conceptual understanding as proposed by Erickson 

(2008) is intended to be a curriculum philosophy that aims to foster inter-
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disciplinary teaching that is more applicable to “weakly classified” curricular 

frameworks. However, analysis of the data gathered in this study revealed that 

the Conceptual Curriculum does not require fostering of the inter-disciplinary 

approach, though emphasis is laid on teaching for conceptual understanding 

as mentioned by one respondent: 

“Though the conceptual curriculum requires us to teach beyond the facts 

and foster teaching for conceptual understanding, this effort has 

remained much within each of the disciplines as there is never enough 

time to plan collaborative units in the middle school... In reality we as 

teachers focus more towards getting our 11 and 12th graders ready for 

the IB (DP examinations)…” 

(Interview response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader). 

This, however, seems far from what was intended when the original plans were 

laid for the Conceptual Curriculum, as stated by the former Director who 

initiated the Conceptual Curriculum programme: 

“It is conceivable that in the implementation of the conceptually-based 

design over time there has been a more disciplinary focus but this is 

far from what was intended as the concepts provide explicit 

opportunities for links to be made within and among disciplines. It was 

expected that while Historians were discussing relationships in the 

context of cross-cultural conflicts across borders, Mathematicians would 

be discussing relationships in the context of independent and dependent 

variables and Scientists would be discussing relationships in the 

periodic table”  

(e-mail response - former Director - dated: April 26th, 2013, emphasis my 

own) 

Thus, even though the school decided to create its own curriculum to bridge 

the IB PYP and the IB DP, the Conceptual Curriculum model seems to foster 
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more of a disciplinary focus than an inter-disciplinary focus (thereby aligning 

more towards a “strongly classified curriculum” (such as the IB DP) rather than 

a “weakly classified curriculum” (such as the IB PYP), in spite of seeking 

continuity from a highly inter-disciplinary weakly classified curriculum program 

such as the IB PYP. Findings revealed that though the original intention of the 

school was to foster inter-disciplinary teaching as in the IB MYP program, the 

Conceptual Curriculum as created by the school is more disciplinarily focused 

for grades 7-10, as the school has created a “strongly classified” Conceptual 

Curriculum programme in place of a “weakly classified” IB MYP programme, to 

bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP.  

Also, the concept-based curriculum philosophy that fosters inter-disciplinary 

teaching through “weak classification” has been transformed into a disciplinary 

focused approach that fosters “strong classification” when it has been 

appropriated by the school. In terms of the reasons for the Conceptual 

Curriculum retaining a disciplinary focus, the Secondary school Principal cited 

“lack of opportunities for collaborative planning” and “time constraints” as the 

main reasons. According to the secondary school Principal: 

“It was a very positive and energetic spirit that guided the whole 

initiative. Eventually however, the practical difficulties such as the lack of 

time, proper training and lack of staff expertise all added up to the 

tension and the first year saw an exodus of teachers from the school...”  

(Interview response, secondary Principal, Dated: April 15th, 2013: see 

Appendix: 6) 

Analysis of the curriculum documents indicated that the Conceptual Curriculum 

framework adopted by the school has been modified and adapted to suit 

everyday requirements and practical agendas. For instance, though the former 

Director who initiated the Conceptual Curriculum expressed the notion that the 

framework was adopted to foster inter-disciplinary thinking and planning, actual 

practice indicates the clear opposite. 
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Table 10 offers a summary of the key differences between the intended ideal 

curriculum philosophy as proposed by Erickson (2007) and the resultant 

philosophy/practice as it was transformed when appropriated by the school, 

thereby highlighting the intended outcomes when engaging in developing the 

Conceptual Curriculum and the unintended outcomes when appropriated by 

the school: 

Table 10: Summary of the key differences between the curriculum philosophy as proposed by 
the PRF and the resultant philosophy/practice as it was transformed when appropriated by the 
ORF 

Erickson’s intended model 
of Conceptual Curriculum

Appropriated model of 
Conceptual Curriculum created by 

the school
Emphasis on teaching for 
conceptual understanding

Emphasis is on teaching for 
conceptual understanding in 
philosophy, but practice 
indicates it a ‘compliance 
exercise’.

Interdisciplinary approach- 
weakly classified

Disciplinary approach – strongly 
classified. 

Teachers and students co-create 
knowledge- possible in weakly 
classified curricula through weak 
pacing

 Teachers not inclined to give up 
‘power and control’ in the 
classroom – challenging in 
strongly classified curricula that 
is strongly paced

Inductive teaching for 
conceptual understanding that 
promotes deep understanding 

Teachers directly giving out the 
concepts at the beginning of the 
lesson and thereby superficial 
engagement in concept-based 
teaching

Factual knowledge forms the 
base for teaching for conceptual 
understanding

Teachers express concern over 
the lack of sufficient emphasis 
on factual knowledge (because 
of misinterpreting the philosophy 
of teaching for conceptual 
understanding) 
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Thus, findings reveal that during curriculum recontextualization the practical 

agendas of the school, in terms of working around time and staffing issues, 

have become the default-deciding factor in shaping the Conceptual Curriculum 

program. The fact that school-based curriculum development initiatives allow 

sufficient flexibility for schools to adapt to meet everyday demands becomes 

evident, thereby pointing out that school-based curriculum initiatives lose rigor 

and form in the cracks of everyday practice.  

In terms of the factors that teachers consider when choosing the curriculum 

content for the Conceptual Curriculum programme, the most recurring theme 

was: “what is needed for the IB DP” programme. Findings revealed that the IB 

DP has thus been given more weightage than the IB PYP in developing the 

grades 7-10 Conceptual Curriculum, as indicated by the following response:  

“IB preparedness is the main component in establishing our 7-10 

program - it is a “crystal-clear” benchmark”  

(Questionnaire response, Teacher and Curriculum Leader, 3 years in the 

school) 

The above sentiment was also reflected in the words of the current Director 

who stated “preparation for IB DP” as being the reason that the Conceptual 

Curriculum has retained a disciplinary focus: 

“The middle school clearly needed a robust curriculum that fed into the 

IB program which is highly disciplinary focused (except for TOK and 

Extended Essay which gives students an opportunity to make 

connections) and hence there was no point in mandating a ‘forced inter-

disciplinary’ teaching. After all, the challenge was to prepare students for 

the breadth and rigor of the IBDP program and within that teaching for 

conceptual understanding, application skills etc”  

(Interview response dated: April 15th , 2013 ) 
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Thus, when having to negotiate between a “multiplicity of pedagogic 

fields” (Cambridge, 2011, b) teachers seem to be inherently aligning to 

something that is a “crystal clear benchmark” as opposed to something that is 

more flexible and open-ended. The disciplinary focus of the Conceptual 

Curriculum and the tendency of teachers to align more towards the IB DP 

rather than the IB PYP (even in lower grades such as 7 and 8) has thus 

resulted in a quick transition from the weakly classified inter-disciplinary IB PYP 

curriculum to a strongly classified Conceptual Curriculum with disciplinary 

focus.  

This also brings under question why teachers align more towards a “ strongly 

classified curriculum” such as the IB DP, rather than a “weakly classified 

curriculum” such as the IB PYP, when they have the freedom to choose. While 

keeping the IB DP in mind can be considered appropriate in developing the 

curriculum for grades 9 and 10 (the pre-IB DP years), the fact that teachers 

mentioned that they often do not keep the IB PYP program in mind even when 

developing the course content for grades 7 and 8 is a matter of concern.  

Thus here, the degree of autonomy exercised by teachers in the creation of 

pedagogic knowledge through the process of selection of course content 

comes under question. Findings reveal that in such a situation, teachers 

automatically align towards a “strongly classified collection code type” of 

curriculum wherein control and power rests more with the teachers than with 

the students as would be necessitated by a weakly classified integrated type 

curriculum.  

In this context, it also becomes essential to ask: “in whose interest is the 

apartness of things, and in whose interest is the togetherness?”, as Bernstein 

(1996, p.11) points out, “when classification becomes weaker (or stronger), we 

must have an understanding of the recontextualization principles which 

construct the new discourses and the ideological bias that underlies any such 

recontextualizing” (Bernstein 1996, pp. 9-11). Here, the recontextualization 
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principles and ideological biases (Bernstein 1996, pp. 9-11) that have resulted 

in the stronger classification have come under question. 

Thus, the ideal intention as proposed by the ORF (i.e. IB and Erickson) is 

evident; the same philosophy being ambitiously adopted by the school is also 

evident. However, what happens when teachers appropriate it and when it is 

impacted by the realities of everyday practice raises some areas of concern. 

Bernstein’s theory has been applied to offer clarification on the contradictory 

practices that exist between the school that has fostered school-based 

curriculum development initiatives and the key institutions (ORF) that define or 

shape curricular practices in IB schools (PRF).  

Findings revealed that while teachers seem to enjoy the freedom to work with 

flexible curricular frameworks, teachers also see curriculum development as a 

“task that needs to be completed”, rather than viewing it as an opportunity for 

continuous ongoing reflection and development. As one teacher succinctly put 

it: 

“The building and rebuilding of the curriculum has been a long road. I 

am happy to have been involved in it, but also to be finished with it!”  

(Questionnaire response, teacher, 6 years in school, emphasis my own) 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!  152



6.3 Reflections on the study 

I shall begin by reflecting on some of the things that I am pleased with, with 

regard to my thesis work, before moving on to discussing some of the 

apprehensions and challenges I faced during the study. There are two things 

that I am particularly pleased with, in terms of the preparations that happened 

before embarking on the final thesis. Firstly, the fact that I spent a significant 

amount of time before embarking on the study, to brainstorm, evaluate, discuss 

and finally decide on my topic of study (July 2011 to July 2012 : see Appendix: 

20 for the complete timeline of the study). 

Once I began my thesis work, I am pleased to say that I not only set my 

personal targets of reporting to my supervisors between the 25th and 30th of 

every month, but also that I met this target almost every single month (except 

December). It has certainly been challenging to meet this commitment, 

considering that I also work full-time, but doing so has helped me stay both 

focused and connected with my ideas and writing and to approach the task that 

seemed formidable, in small steps. Whether every Ed.D student would be lucky 

enough to have supervisors as supportive and patient as mine, to read and 

reply to my reports every month (that sometimes grew more and more 

confusing as I produced subsequent drafts), is another story altogether.  

In terms of the challenges that I faced, my “insider researcher” status brought 

about some interesting dilemmas. Initially, I struggled with making explicit to 

myself and in my writing that it was not my “insider knowledge” that was being 

used to drive my data analysis. I ensured that this did not happen by making 

sure that any claim that I made was supported by substantial evidence, by 

including verbatim quotes and also by constantly referring back to the coding 

sheets. Ensuring that cyclical coding was adopted also enabled the emerging 

themes to speak for themselves. I also needed to make sure that I struck a 

clear balance between maintaining insider relationships and striving for 

distance in order to make sense of the data (Breen, 2007).  
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At one point, I was seemingly guilty of “using my colleagues” to provide me 

with data for my inquiry. Interestingly, Brown (2004) points out that novice 

researchers who seek to attain higher education degrees through such insider 

research are often confronted with such situations, as at the outset it is 

apparent that the most benefited party/person through such research projects 

is the researcher himself/herself. However, as one colleague of mine noted, 

teachers in international schools are often engaged in furthering their studies 

and it is not unusual to receive e-mails and requests as a matter of routine to 

take a questionnaire/interview to provide data towards masters or doctoral 

degrees, or even maybe towards completing assignments for retaining their 

teaching licenses. Due to this, teachers are often supportive and understanding 

of each others’ situations, as this eventually turned out to be true in my 

experience as well.  

In terms of my apprehensions, there were two major fears that kept me very 

nervous for a long time. One, that my study would turn out to be very 

uninteresting for the participants and thereby result in participants not being 

engaged or willing to provide data. However, approaching the study in a step-

by-step manner helped reinforce at each step that the study is interesting and 

meaningful to the participants and that participants willingly contributed to the 

data collection process. Once I overcame the fear that the study would be 

uninteresting, I worried that my data collection and analysis would produce 

trivial data and those reading my paper would say “you spent all that time and 

energy collecting and analyzing data for two years to tell us this??”. This was a 

fear that I lived with for many months.  

However, here’s where I believe that the complex theoretical framework that I 

adopted in the study added value. Analyzing the data through Bernstein’s 

theoretical framework helped me justify not only the complexity of the findings, 

but also in relating the findings to wider educational debates in terms of what 

happens when curricular discourses are recontextualized from the ORF to the 

PRF and the resultant intended and unintended outcomes. From an insider 
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researcher perspective, Bernstein’s theoretical framework also enabled me to 

maintain an “analytical versus normative” (Labaree, 2003, p.14) approach to 

the research.  

Having said that, I also have to acknowledge the challenges faced in using 

Bernstein’s theories as an analytical framework, particularly since Bernstein’s 

theories have been critiqued for being “virtually unreadable, the complexity 

such that the original illuminative nature of the concepts has been 

obscured” (Walford, 1994). However, as Cause (2010, p.4) points out, although 

Bernstein’s (1971,1975) intention was not to provide theory that researchers 

could use as a framework to describe practice, his theories do provide a sound 

basis to analyze what goes on in educational settings, particularly with 

curricular orientations and what rules in effect come into play through 

recontextualization and when curricular discourses are moved from the ORF to 

the PRF. As a researcher, I believe that Bernstein’s theories offer the required 

analytical framework and the rigor to explore complex and intricate curriculum 

issues that may not necessarily be obvious to the casual observer.  

Bernstein (1971) has not written specifically in relation to IB World schools, and 

utilizing Bernstein’s (1971,1975) theoretical framework in this context has been 

a steep learning curve, but a valuable experience indeed. What I would have 

certainly liked to do better if I could do the same study again is to have been an 

active participant in many of the online research communities that come 

together to discuss and debate Bernstein’s theories.  

The purpose of qualitative inquiry that is based on “informational and not 

statistical considerations” is to “maximize information and not to facilitate 

generalization” (Lincoln et al, 1985, p.202). It is thus acknowledged that the 

purpose of this study has not been to generate generalizable outcomes, though 

case studies that utilize a previously developed theory as a theoretical 

framework or as an interpretive lens can be considered to qualify for “analytical 

generalization” (Yin 1989).  
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Thus, though I acknowledge that the purpose of the study has not been to 

generate generalizable outcomes, some of the outcomes of this study may 

seem applicable to the wider circles of IB World schools that choose to adopt 

broad curricular frameworks rather than prescriptive curricula. It is certainly 

worth exploring in a future study how such curriculum initiatives impact student 

learning as the question is also relevant in the context of schools that choose, 

for instance, the IB MYP programme. Even here, the curricular framework is 

quite broad and requires teachers to be active agents in the recontextualization 

of curriculum.  

The burning question that motivated this piece of research is what, in effect, 

happens when curriculum discourses that are proposed by institutions such as 

the IB and by text book authors (such as Erickson in this case) are adopted 

and appropriated by schools wherein teachers have to play a major role of 

interpreting the broad frameworks? It is a matter of pride for the school that, in 

spite of the frustrations and challenges teachers express in dealing with the 

school-based curriculum development initiative of developing the Conceptual 

Curriculum, the majority of the teachers still seem to prefer a flexible framework 

to work with rather than a prescriptive curriculum. This is certainly reason to 

believe that teachers see the value and purpose in being active agents in 

curriculum recontextualization and that teachers do value the notion of 

teaching for conceptual understanding. However, this, when coupled with 

having to choose the curriculum content and developing a coherent curriculum, 

has made the experience both challenging and burdensome for the teachers.  

I conclude my reflections by saying that, regardless of the frustrations and 

challenges encountered in the journey of developing the Conceptual 

Curriculum, the school needs to celebrate the fact that its decision to 

emphasize the value of teaching for conceptual understanding (based on 

Erickson’s model of concept-based instruction) in as early as 2006, has indeed 

been visionary and proactive. Particularly considering that the IB, in 2012, has 

redesigned its program models to emphasize the value of concept-based 
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teaching. As the former director noted, “It is more than coincidental that even 

the IB MYP has turned to Lynn Erickson to assist in shaping the MYP to be 

more conceptual in design”.  

I conclude this thesis, convinced that there is a significant meaning and value 

in teacher voices and perceptions that have been expressed through this study. 

The study has also helped in identifying some potential areas of future 

research. A recommendation for a future study would be to juxtapose the 

findings emerging from this study with classroom observation that analyses 

practice, so as to see how they correlate. The consistency and coherence 

offered by non-IB programs that bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP also seem 

useful areas that merit further investigation.  

!
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Appendix 2: The IB PYP Trans-disciplinary themes 

The following six transdisciplinary themes have provided teachers a framework 

to develop programmes of inquiry that seek to foster in-depth investigations 

into important ideas: 

• Who we are 

• Where we are in place and time 

• How we express ourselves 

• How the world works 

• How we organize ourselves 

• Sharing the Planet.   
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Appendix 3: IB Learner Profile 

!
!

ATTRIBUTES STANDARD

Inquirer They develop their curiosity.  They acquire the skills necessary to conduct inquiry and research and show 
independence in learning.  They actively enjoy learning and this love of learning will be sustained throughout 
their lives. 

Knowledgeable They explore concepts, ideas and issues that have local and global significance.  In doing so, they acquire in-
depth knowledge and develop understanding across a broad and balanced range of disciplines. 

Thinkers They exercise initiative in applying thinking skills, critically and creatively, to recognize and approach complex 
problems, and make reasoned, ethical decisions. 

Communicators They understand and express ideas and information confidently and creatively in more than one language 
and in a variety of modes of communication.  They work effectively and willingly in collaboration with others. 

Principled They act with integrity and honesty, with a strong sense of fairness, justice and respect for the dignity of 
individuals, groups and communities.  They take responsibility for their own actions and the consequences 
that accompany them. 

Open-Minded They understand and appreciate their own cultures and personal histories, and are open to the perspectives, 
values and traditions of other individuals and communities.  They are accustomed to seeking and evaluating a 
range of points of view, and are willing to grow from the experience. 

Caring They show empathy, compassion and respect towards the needs and feelings of others.  They have a 
personal commitment to service, and act to make a positive difference to the lives of others and to the 
environment. 

Risk-Takers They approach unfamiliar situations and uncertainty with courage and forethought, and have the 
independence of spirit to explore new roles, ideas and strategies.  They are brave and articulate in defending 
their beliefs.

Balanced They understand the importance of intellectual, physical and emotional balance to achieve personal well-
being for themselves and others. 

Reflective They give thoughtful consideration to their own learning and experience.  They are able to assess and 
understand their strengths and limitations in order to support their learning and personal development. 
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Appendix 4: Journal entries 

Journal entry # 1: Interview dilemmas  

The following are some interview situations that posed considerable challenges 

because participants were not able to distinguish between my role as a 

researcher and as a colleague.  

“ You know me Sudha…I take these things (Conceptual Curriculum) very 

seriously and do the right thing…and of course you can correct me if my 

answer is wrong..” 

“ Well…I can talk about XXX because she has left the school now…and as a 

curriculum leader, I am not sure she actually understood how the actual 

philosophy of the Conceptual Curriculum works…” 

Possible concerns: 

• Danger of becoming a sounding board.. 

• Don’t want to get into irrelevant details 

• Funnel questions? 

• How do I gear participants back to focus on the interview? 

• Will participants withdraw totally if I try to gear them back? 

“Sudha, you have been out there in the trenches with us when we were initially 

struggling with this whole idea of a concept-based curriculum philosophy…and 

I am glad you have taken yourself and all of us on board with such enthusiasm, 

and more importantly, I know you will understand our feelings and what we are 

saying much more than an outsider researcher…” Possible concerns: 

!
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Possible concerns I have from the above: 

• Will much go unsaid as participant feel I know the “answer”? 

• Reinforcement before interviews? 

• Reiteration where necessary? 

• Maybe structured interviews will eliminate all of the above threats 

• …so that respondents will only answer to the specific questions..?  

Possible solutions to overcome the above:  

Remind participants that: 

• There are no right or wrong answer when collecting data 

• Participants should not expect me to “correct” the responses 

• Participants should be able to differentiate between my two roles… 

• Reiterate the duality of my roles and  

• …the importance of distinguishing between them.  

Journal Entry # 2: Interview location 

I feared that if some discomfort is caused to participants early in the study, 

participants may totally withdraw from participating and the word will spread all 

too quickly and my inquiry will suffer.  

Possible Solution to overcome the above:  

• Find a quite place, perhaps early morning interviews before too many staff 

arrive? 

• Certainly not during the work day…but after school is also an option, but then 

again school is busy at those times with tutoring and after school activities…? 
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I decided on conducting the interviews in a private place so as to ensure that 

the interviews were not interrupted and the participants were not put to any 

discomfort in having to answer other colleague questions on “what is going 

on…”  

Journal Entry # 3: Recording interviews 

Given that a voice-recorder is often considered an “indispensable tool for 

capturing data” (see Patton, 1990, p.348) and the possibility it would offer to 

capture the exact words of the respondents, I was intending to use a recording 

device to gather data for the semi-structured interviews. I also had some 

experience in collecting data by using a voice-recorder for one of my previous 

EdD assignment. Though researchers such as Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.241) 

do not recommend this approach to collect data due to its vulnerability of 

technical failure, I had found collecting of data for my one of my EdD 

assignment this way to be quite useful since it helped me play the responses 

as many times as I wanted to, so as to ensure that I was deriving the true 

meaning from the response while coding.  

However, much to my disappointment, participants requested that interview 

data be recorded by taking notes versus being recorded on tape. This request 

from participants had to be complied with in order to make participants 

comfortable, though it made the data collection take much longer time than 

anticipated.  

Journal Entry # 4: Research Ethics not just ticking the box! 

Situation: Once while using the ladies restroom, I overheard two teachers 

discussing how frustrating it was to having this X person as their Curriculum 

Leader and his unreasonable demands on developing the Conceptual 

curriculum. I was unable to see them (although being an insider, I could 

recognize their voices and knew who they were) but the conversation seemed 

to be an “interesting piece of information’ for my research. I however had to 
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resist my temptation to “use” this for my study, as I would not be able to justify 

this as “data collection”. Moreover, regardless of how well I would manage to 

mask their identities, from what was exchanged in the conversation, it would 

easily be able to recognize who had said what, particularly when drafts of the 

report were made available for review to the respondents. Thus, this situation 

called for to adhere to “rigor” (BERA 2011) in research. 

I also ensured that I adhered to the “three Rs”: “Responsibility, Rigor and 

Respect”, right through the research according to the guidelines recommended 

in the “Research Ethics Guidelines for EdD students” (University of Bath, Post 

Graduate Skills Record (on-line), as set by BERA, 2011): 

“Respect: Stick to the law. Treat all subjects including people, animals, 

plants or the environment as humanely as possible”.  

Rigor: Recall that research is academically based systematic enquiry & 

that you must act with sufficient skill and care to justify the claims you 

make” 

Responsibility: You must communicate your results honestly and 

accurately. You should ALWAYS be aware that your work will have an 

impact on society” 

Journal Entry #5: Personal Motivation for my study: 

Being enrolled in the EdD program as a part-time student and working full time 

in an IB World school, which has potentially become my research site for all of 

my EdD assignments as well as this study, my research inquiry. For my first 

assignment “Educational Research: philosophy and practice”, I explored the 

challenges I encountered in transitioning from a national system of education to 

an international school, and how through “action research” (Mc Niff and 

Whitehead 1992, pp 22) I overcame the challenges. For my second 

assignment on “Education Policy: theory and practice”, I explored the 

domination of anglo-saxon teachers in international education in the UAE 
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(drawing on the school where I worked as a typical example) and its 

implications in the light of the receding global economy towards Asia. For my 

third assignment on “Educational Management, Leadership and 

Administration”, I explored distributive leadership practice (Gronn, 2000) 

through the leadership model as practiced in the IB where I was employed. And 

for my fourth assignment on “International Education: philosophy and practice”, 

I explored the issue of transition challenges of  “Third Culture Kids” (Pollock 

and Van Reken, 1999, p 20) in international schools.  

Each of the above topics that I explored through my assignments has helped 

me become a better practitioner. Also, as noted earlier, given the time 

constraints of having to juggle a full-time job and part-time doctoral studies, it is 

no surprise that I drew these topics from my work site. I also believe that for 

students like myself who self-fund their doctoral studies, the cost factor of 

conducting extensive research in a different research site adds another level of 

complexity, which is why students to look into their work sites to identify topics 

worth pursuing in their study. Thus while trying to identify a suitable topic for my 

research inquiry, I naturally turned to my work site to draw upon a research 

topic worth pursuing. 

Journal entry # 6: Action Research or Case Study? 

In terms of the research methodology, though the article from Labaree (2003) 

did not deter my interest in choosing a topic of study within my work site, I did 

disregard the option of doing this study as an “action research” project (Mc Niff 

and Whitehead 1992, p.22) as I believed that by doing so it would in fact turn 

out to be a “unrealistically optimistic personal success story” (Labaree, 2003, p.

14), of how I began my journey in teaching for conceptual understanding, the 

challenges I encountered in that journey (given my previous background in rote 

teaching and learning approaches), how I overcame the challenges and then to 

being certified and becoming a consultant for concept-based teaching! Though 

the reality is far from a success story (however that may be defined) and I 
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continue to encounter challenges and raise questions about this approach to 

curriculum and instruction, to a first time reader I feared this will look more like 

a personal “success story” narrative (Labaree, 2003, p.14). 

Journal entry # 7: Notes on methodology and epistemology 

I kept these notes for ready reference purposes:   

Cohen et al (2011, p.31) notes that the positivist and interpretivist approach to 

research strives to understand phenomena through two different lenses: 

“Positivism strives for objectivity, measurability, predictability, 

controllability, patterning, the construction of laws and rules of behavior, 

and the ascription of causality; the interpretive paradigms strive to 

understand and interpret the world in terms of its actors. In the former, 

observed phenomena are important; in the latter, meanings and 

interpretations are paramount…thus the positivists view the world as 

“orderly, controllable, predictable, and standardized…which can be 

studied straightforwardly through the empirical means of the scientific 

method”, while the post-positivist challenge such a view of the world and 

view the world as “conjectural, falsifiable, challengeable, and changing” . 

Opie (2007, pp. 21-22) explains how ontology and epistemology influence the 

choice of methodology and methods with the following example:  

“In terms of research design and choice of procedures, if the assumption 

is that knowledge is real, objective, and out there in the world to be 

captured, researchers can observe, measure and quantify it.  However, 

if it is assumed to be experiential, personal and subjective, they will 

have to ask questions of the people involved.  These differences are 

much the same as those identified with regard to ontological 

assumptions. Research which proceeds from the epistemological 

assumption that knowledge is experiential and subjective will usually 

place considerable emphasis on the accounts given by informants- 
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either verbally in interviews or written and in response to 

questionnaires.”  

Each of the above paradigms demand different types of data, and in this regard 

Newby (2010, p.142, emphasis in original) points out that two sources of data 

give us access to different types of information: qualitative and quantitative 

data: 

• Qualitative data are often described as referring to people’s feelings and 

thoughts (for example the reasons students give for their choice of 

institution). These are things that are valid only in terms of an individual’s 

representation of reality.  

• Quantitative data have a numerical value, for example the number of 

students who apply to an institution or the percentage of students from an 

area who go on to higher education.  The implication of this is that 

quantitative data exist in a common world, are collectively understood and 

can be externally verified.  

JOURNAL ENTRY # 8: FOUR DOMAINS OF MIXED METHODS 

Greene (2008, pp. 8-10) organized mixed methods research into four domains: 

1. Philosophical assumptions and stances (assumptions about ontology – the 

nature of the world and epistemology – how we understand and research 

the world; and the warrants we use); 

2. Enquiry logics (e.g purposes and research questions, designs, 

methodologies or research, sampling, data collection and analysis, 

reporting and writing) 

3. Guidelines for practice (how to mix methods in empirical research and in 

the study of phenomena); 
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4. Sociopolitical commitment (what and whose interests, purposes and 

political stances are being served). 
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Appendix 5: Copy of e-mails sent to seek permission for research 

Copy of e-mail send to director and secondary Principal of school seeking 

permission to do research 

To            

The Director, 

GAIS School 

Dubai, UAE. 

From, 

Ms. Sudha Govindswamy  

Part time EdD Student (Student Number: 079053460) 

University of Bath, UK.  

Subject: Request to conduct a Case Study research at your school.  

Date: 24th October, 2012 

Dear Dr. Sir, 

Further to our initial discussions (May 2012), I,  Ms. Sudha Govindswamy, part-time EdD 
student at the University of Bath UK, wish to seek your permission to conduct a Case Study 
research at your school. I understand your school is a IB World School that offers the IB PYP 
and the IB DP and has a conceptually based model of curriculum developed by the school to 
bridge the two programs. In this research inquiry I wish to explore how a non-IB curriculum 
bridges the IB curriculum in philosophy and practice. In this context, I intend to look at your 
school as a case study. (Proposal attached). 

At this stage I am seeking permission to access curriculum documents of the school that may 
help support/validate my research aim and purposes as well as helping me understand the 
model of curriculum developed by your school. Data collection instruments and methods have 
not been finalized at this stage and I shall share the same with you at the appropriate time. I 
shall at all times ensure I adhere to ethical guidelines of research and maintain utmost care 
and caution in terms of maintaining confidentiality of research participants. Eventually I hope to 
share the findings with you and your staff. 

Many thanks for your cooperation and support.  
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Kind regards,  

Ms. Sudha Govindswamy (Sunder). 24/10/2012 

Appendix 5 (contd…) 

Copy of e-mail response from the Director for research approval 

Dear Sudha, 

 With this note I want to confirm that GAIS has no objection to your research 

project which includes a case study of the GAIS Conceptual Curriculum. I wish 

you success with this important undertaking and look forward to seeing some 

of your findings as your work progresses. 

Best regards, 

XXXX 

!
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Appendix 6: Why not the MYP? 

Interview Question: 

What were the reasons for GAIS deciding not to adopt the IB MYP program in 

spite of adopting the IB PYP and the IB DP?  

Interview Respondent: 

Current Secondary Principal: Chosen because she has served in the 

school since 2006 and is also a key person to initiate and drive the 

Conceptual Curriculum. 

Interview response : Secondary Principal:  

“It was a very positive and energetic spirit that guided the whole 

initiative. Eventually however, the practical difficulties such as the lack of 

time, proper training and lack of staff expertise all added up to the 

tension and the first year saw an exodus of teachers from the 

school...there were also considerable issues of staffing, and time-tabling 

in relation to the everyday life of the school. The same teachers were 

teaching the middle school programs as well as the IB DP. Finding 

sufficient time for teachers to engage continually in collaborative 

planning as required in the MYP program was seen as a practical 

difficulty given that the essential core of the MYP program requires 

much of such collaborative planning. Though collaborative planning and 

allocated time to foster curriculum discussions and development were 

also intended for the conceptual curriculum, the demands of the MYP 

program seemed far too heavier…” (Interview notes, dated: April 15th, 

2013) 

!
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(Appendix 6 contd…) 

Questionnaire to the current secondary school Principal and 
response : Why not the MYP? 

Dear Madam,  

The purpose of this questionnaire is to gather data for my doctoral dissertation.  

I am exploring how teachers perceive their role in curriculum development in 

the school, particularly in relation to the conceptual curriculum program the 

school has developed in order to bridge the IB Primary Years Program (IB 

PYP) and the IB Diploma Program (IB DP). 

I understand that in your role as the Secondary Principal of the school, you 

have been highly instrumental in launching, supporting and nurturing the 

development of the conceptually based program model the school has adopted 

to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP.  

Why the school has not adopted the IB Middle Years Program (IB MYP) is one 

of the key questions that leads further into my main research question.  

Your input is valuable and much appreciated. I am happy to share the findings 

of this study with you when the study is complete.  

Many thanks, 

Sudha Govindswamy Sunder  

Contact: ssunder@GAISdubai.ae 

Date: 23rd May 2013.  

1. What are the factors you believe that influenced the decision of 

the school in not adopting the IB MYP? 
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The senior management and ESOL board members felt that the MYP 

was a difficult program to manage and develop. There are restrictions 

and requirements which other schools have expressed concern about. It 

is generally felt that the MYP does not have enough structure and does 

not really prepare students for the IBDP. While the philosophy and ideas 

behind the MYP are excellent, it was felt that we could create a 

curriculum that would bridge the PYP and DP and be specific and 

unique to GAIS. 

2. What are the factors that influenced the decision of the school in 

adopting the conceptual curriculum to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP? 

(in the sense why not some other curriculum model than the conceptual 

curriculum?) 

The senior management and IBDP coordinator at the time felt that there 

was nothing already created that would completely meet the needs of 

our school so they decided to use current research and other curriculum 

as the founding structure for our curriculum. 

At the time, the evidence from many educational research papers and 

studies indicated that conceptually-based programs engaged and 

motivated students into critical thinkers and discerning learners. The 

work of Dr Lynn Erikson and Jay McTighe and grant Wiggins’ 

Understanding by Design was used extensively during the development 

phases. 

3. As an experienced educator who has worked in other international 

schools, particularly in key leadership roles to deliver the MYP program, 

what would you describe as the major challenges and shortcomings of 

the IB MYP? 

The MYP is particularly difficult to implement in a school that is already 

established with a curriculum. Integrating the Areas of Interaction, 
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meeting the requirements for integrated units and course requirements 

can mean extensive work and a shift in paradigms for some teachers. It 

requires a whole school approach and needs faculty buy-in. 

4. The conceptual curriculum model as developed in the school has 

more of a ‘discipline focus’ compared to the IB PYP model of inter-

disciplinary focus. What was the reason behind this decision? 

I don’t know if this was a conscious decision or whether it came about 

via the manner in which the initial planning took part. Planning was done 

primarily by departments independently. Had there been a more 

collaborative approach to deciding concepts and central ideas there may 

have been a greater focus on interdisciplinary units. 

5. How would you describe your role and experiences as an 

administrator in developing and delivering the conceptual curriculum? 

Initially it was more of a guidance role such as giving examples and 

showing sample unit plans. There was a lot of confusion to begin with as 

to what a concept is and how to then narrow from the big picture to the 

content. There are still aspects of this now (6 years down the track) with 

new teachers. Teachers who have been here a while I believe have a 

good understanding of our philosophy. Now we are more at the phase of 

ensuring that what is on paper is evident in the classroom. 

6. How would you describe teacher experiences in developing and 

delivering the conceptual curriculum? 

This depends largely on their previous experiences and the types of 

educational systems teachers come from. Some still have the very 

traditional textbook based experience. Some teachers have a 

conceptual approach to teaching but may not know it. It is not a big leap 

for most teachers to grasp this concept but ensuring that it is 

implemented in the classroom takes planning. 
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For some subjects conceptual thinking and teaching is a natural 

approach, for some subjects it is more complicated such as in math or 

PE. Here teachers need to be more creative and need to think beyond 

‘content’. 

7. Anything else that you may wish to add: 

I believe that GAIS has come a long way in developing a conceptually-

based curriculum. More needs to be done. It is a continuous process 

and curriculum development is a cyclical process. Curriculum should 

always be reviewed and updated. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
!200



!!
Appendix 7 –Initial and follow-up e-mail to the former director  

Questionnaire and response: Why not the MYP? 

Dear Sir,  

The purpose of this questionnaire is to gather data for my doctoral dissertation.  

I am exploring how teachers perceive their role in curriculum development in 

the school, particularly in relation to the conceptual curriculum program the 

school has developed in order to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP programs. 

I understand that in your previous role as the Director of the school, you have 

been highly instrumental in the shaping and initiating the conceptually based 

program model the school has adopted to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP.  

Why the school has not adopted the IB Middle Years Program (IB MYP) is one 

of the key questions that leads further into my main research question.  

Your input is valuable and much appreciated. I am happy to share the findings 

of this study with you when the study is complete.  

Sudha Govindswamy Sunder  

Contact: ssunder@GAISdubai.ae 

1. What are the factors you believe that influenced the decision of 

the school in not adopting the IB MYP? The IBMYP has not enjoyed 

credible success in the context of being a superior preparation for 

students preparing for the IB Diploma Program. Those of us at GAIS with 

IBMYP experience, at the time of deliberations about how to bolster the 

preparation of students in grades 7-10, were far from convinced the 

IBMYP would provide the necessary conceptual understanding and 

meaning making skills and strategies required for students to be 

successful in the IB Diploma. Having read and reviewed the work of Lynn 

Erickson on conceptually-based learning the committee assembled at 
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GAIS to design and implement a new curriculum model set about using 

Erickson’s work to design a curriculum framework. The model was 

progressively enhanced to include supporting materials and 

assessments aimed at ensuring all learning activities would oblige in 

depth analysis  of concepts, big ideas and enduring understandings that 

would make connections in learning across disciplines and within 

disciplines meaningful, while making sure assessments were measuring 

demonstrated understanding in performance based contexts. It is more 

than coincidental that the IBMYP has turned to Lynn Erickson to assist in 

shaping the MYP to be more conceptual in design. Sadly it seems the 

MYP people responsible for making the changes needed have not 

understood Erickson’s work well at all and as a result the new look 

IBMYP is now a more confusing hybrid of various influences in 

curriculum design that will ensure, students, teachers and parents will be 

more confused than ever about this needlessly complex program. 

2. What are the factors that influenced the decision of the school in 

adopting the conceptual curriculum to bridge the IB PYP and the IB DP? 

(in the sense why not some other curriculum model than the conceptual 

curriculum?) 

The XXX Superintendent was very interested in making sure the new 

curriculum adopted at GAIS would be superior to the IBMYP, as he was 

underwhelmed by this program as it has been reported to him by many 

XXX Heads with IBMYP experience and had made it clear this was not a 

program he wanted in XXX schools. 

The design of the IBPYP lends itself very well to articulating with a 

conceptually-based curriculum design. The IBPYP obliges students to 

develop an understanding of big ideas through investigation and 

meaning making tasks and exercises that are aimed at deeper levels of 
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understanding. Performance based assessments are commonplace in 

the IBPYP. 

Alternative curriculum offerings such as the IGCSE apply to grades 9 

and 10 only. It was considered essential at GAIS to ensure there were 

four years of preparation in place for the IB Diploma program given that 

students at GAIS were typically lacking in higher order thinking skills, 

advanced investigation skills and strategies aimed at complex problem 

solving. 

3. As an experienced educator who has lead various other 

international schools, particularly also in some instances the MYP 

program, what would you describe as the major challenges and 

shortcomings of the IB MYP? The IBMYP lacks the simplicity and 

elegance in design any effective curriculum model should have in place 

to be readily understood by students, teachers and parents. So much of 

the design, as in the case of the Areas of Interaction, is contrived rather 

than allowing for understanding to emerge naturally from well planned 

and executed learning activities that oblige higher levels of cognitive 

engagement. In the assessment domain there could not be more 

confusion created as in each subject area the criteria are different, the 

scores are different and there is no correlation to the subsequent 7 point 

assessment scale of the IB Diploma.  The IBMYP in its new format is 

now a grander mess.  

4. The conceptual curriculum model as developed in the school has 

more of a ‘discipline focus’ compared to the IB PYP model of inter-

disciplinary focus. What was the reason behind this decision? It is 

conceivable that in the implementation of the conceptually-based design 

over time there has been a more disciplinary focus but this is far from 

what was intended as the concepts provide explicit opportunities for links 

to be made within and among disciplines. It was expected the while 
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Historians were discussing relationships in the context of cross-cultural 

conflicts across borders, Mathematicians would be discussing 

relationships in the context of independent and dependent variables and 

Scientists would be discussing relationships in the periodic table. 

5. How would you describe your role and experiences as an 

administrator in developing and delivering the conceptual curriculum? It 

was a privilege and pleasure to be one of a think tank team at GAIS 

designing and developing the conceptually-based curriculum model. I 

was just one of a team of professional educators sharing thoughts and 

ideas as we shaped a model consistent with Erickson’s work and what 

we believed students in grades 7-10 would need to be able to 

accomplish and master to be ready for success in the IB Diploma 

program. We looked in detail at the cognitive demands of the IB Diploma 

program to inform our backwards by design curriculum model.  

6. How would you describe teacher experiences in developing and 

delivering the conceptual curriculum? The most critical aspect of the 

implementation of the conceptually-based curriculum was the training of 

teachers to understand and appreciate the subtlety and nuances of this 

model. In this domain more needed to be done and more time was 

needed than was given for this critical phase. As a result the buy in from 

teachers was less than hoped for and in some instances there was 

confusion that was detrimental to progress. Attempts were made to band 

aid these problems but this did not yield anticipated results. At two other 

schools I have worked with to implement the same model there has been 

a much more successful implementation, especially at the American 

International School in XXX where they have in place in grades Pre-K to 

10 the conceptually-based model that is working brilliantly. It is 

interesting to note that at this school participation in the full IB Diploma 

Program has risen from 30% to 80% since this preparation program was 

implemented with success rates well above world means. 
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7. Anything else that you may wish to add: 

 It is my belief that the conceptually-based curriculum model provides an 

easy to understand frame of reference for students, parents and 

teachers and provides a wealth of opportunities for students to develop 

understandings, strategies and skills that prepare them very well for the 

IB Diploma program. Lynn Erickson was at XXX recently presenting 

workshops on the conceptually-based curriculum model. Her 

suggestions and ideas for refinements were outstanding. It was very 

disappointing that nobody from GAIS attended this XXX sponsored 

event. Lynn Erickson was immensely impressed by what she saw in 

place at XXX and inspired more purposeful professional learning to 

make more of this model. She noted that the IBMYP was using her work 

to inform their curriculum design but she was less than optimistic about 

how this would eventually be interpreted by those responsible. From 

what I have read her pessimism was well founded. 

________ 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
!205



!!
Appendix 8 - Teacher Interviews- “Why not the MYP?” 

Interview Question: 

What were the reasons for GAIS deciding not to adopt the IB MYP program in 

spite of adopting the IB PYP and the IB DP?  

Interview Respondents: 

3 teachers who have served in the school since 2006, when the decision 

to  not adopt the IB MYP had been made.  

Interview Response # 1: teacher:  

 “The senior management and board members felt that the MYP was a 

difficult program to manage and develop. There are restrictions and 

requirements which other schools have expressed concerns about. It is 

generally felt that the MYP does not have enough structure and does not 

really prepare students for the rigorous exam oriented IBDP. While the 

philosophy and ideas behind the MYP are excellent, it was felt that we 

could create a curriculum that would bridge the PYP and DP and be 

specific and unique to Global American International School.”(Interview 

Response dated: April 20th 2013) 

Interview Response # 2 : teacher  

“I came to this school from an MYP school and was not surprised at the 

decision of the school to drop the IB MYP…this program (IB MYP) 

confuses everyone who tries to work with it, especially students and 

parents who are the primary audience…thought I hear it is now likely to 

be reformed to soon include examinations, something that is believed to 

be the best preparation for the Diploma, in which 80% of the 

assessments are based on examinations… currently something as 

amorphous as the Personal Project though  one of the strengths of the 

IBMYP as a preparation for the Extended Essay,  has no benefit for 
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students who struggle with examinations…”(Interview Response, dated: 

April 22nd, 2013). 

Interview Response # 3 : teacher  

(served as a member of the Curriculum Committee in 2007) 

“…why not the MYP? This is the question I have been asking all the 

while I have been here at GAIS! I think we are simply reinventing the 

wheel by not adopting the IB MYP…I am not saying this is the best bet 

in preparing students for the IB DP, but all the same it has to be far more 

closer than anything else available…after all, it is a part of the 

continuum of the IB programs…” 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Appendix 9 – Preliminary Interviews:  Conceptual Curriculum 

Structured Interviews:  Robson’s (2011, pp. 281-284) five-part model was 
adopted: 

1. Introductions (introducing the interviewer, the purpose of the study, 
agreeing confidentiality and seeking permission to record the interview); 

2. ‘Warm-up’ questions (straightforward, non-threatening questions to get 
the interview flowing); 

3. Main body of the interview (questions covering the main aims of the 
study, including ‘high risk’ questions which might provoke the 
interviewee’s withdrawal);  

4. ‘Cool-off’ questions (lower risk, straightforward or reflective questions to 
draw the interview to a natural conclusion); 

5. Closure (thanking the interviewee and saying goodbye) and also 
including the “sweeper question” (Drever, 2003, p.27) to give the 
interviewee an opportunity to express any other point that may occur to 
them before closure.  

!
Interview Schedule:  

1. Introduction:  

Introducing myself, the purpose of the study, agreeing confidentiality and 

seeking permission to record the interview. Also to read out aloud to 

participants: “You will now be talking to Sudha the researcher and not Sudha 

your colleague and you will kindly need to explain all that you are saying in 

detail as if you were talking to a stranger…”  

a. Grades you teach:  

b. Subjects/languages you teach: 

c. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader) 
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2. ‘Warm-up’ questions (straightforward, non-threatening questions     to get 

the interview flowing);  

 a. Number of years you have taught the grades 7-10 curriculum  

     in this school”. 

 b. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence  

    do you have in the choice of what is taught to your students in      

     the classroom?” 

 c. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the  

     course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades –     

     7-10?” and; 

 d. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the  

     course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10 

3. Main body of the interview (questions covering the main aims of the 

study, including ‘high risk’ questions which might provoke the 

interviewee’s withdrawal. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean to 

you/can you describe it”. 

a. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 

enables teachers to make the choice of which concepts and 

topics to include in teaching. What factors do you consider to 

decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard for a particular 

grade level?”  

b. What are your experiences in developing and delivering the 

grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  

d. What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum 

created by the school?” and “ What do you think are the 

weaknesses of the conceptual curriculum created by the school?”  
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4. Cool-off’ questions (lower risk, straightforward or reflective questions to draw 

the interview to a natural conclusion); 

If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 

which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why? 

5. Closure (thanking the interviewee and saying goodbye) and also 

including the “sweeper question” (Drever, 2003, p.27) to give the 

interviewee an opportunity to express any other point that may occur to 

them before closure.  

          Do you wish to add anything more?” 

Interview Responses : Respondent 1: 

1. Introductory questions: 

a. Grades you teach: 7-8 and 11 and 12 

b. Subjects/languages you teach: Social Studies 

c. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader): Teacher 

and CL. 

2. Warm-up’ questions 

a. Number of years you have taught the grades 7-10 curriculum in this school”: 

    Answer: 6 years 

b. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence do you have 

in the choice of what is taught to your students in the classroom?” 

    Answer: I do think I have a lot of choice, but also wonder if it is too much 

choice is a good thing afterall… 
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c. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10?” and; 

    Answer: yes…sort of…I have not taught the PYP but do understand and 

apply its principles in a broad way..not that we plan a unit after we have met 

with the PYP teachers or anything like that…but I do keep in mind that students 

coming from the PYP are more used to a hands-on approach versus 

everything being teacher directed… 

d. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

 Answer: definitely! At the end of the day IB DP is the goal post…we 

cannot afford to lost sight of that. And we plan backwards from the IB DP…and 

in all reality what happens is that we as teachers focus more towards getting 

our 11 and 12th graders ready for the IB…at the end of the day IB DP is the 

only priority as it is an externally marked examination which clearly prescribes 

what needs to be covered. ”(Teacher and curriculum leader). 

3. Main body of the interview  

a. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean to you/can you describe it”.  

Answer: I would say student-centered, inquiry-based learning whenever 

possible as sometimes the teacher has to teach some information before 

getting into making it student-centered.. 

b. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 enables teachers 

to make the choice of which concepts and topics to include in teaching. What 

factors do you consider to decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard 

for a particular grade level?”   

Answer: I don’t think there is a specific rubric we use to identify these 

concepts…we identify some common themes as a group and then come up 
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with concepts…if that makes sense…sometimes if we think it is too far-fetched 

for our students then we keep it for the next year level and so on… 

c.  What are your experiences in developing and delivering the grades 7-10 

conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  

Answer: I totally enjoy the flexibility and freedom to experiment and try out new 

ideas and when teaching is not mandated by a single text book…it is great to 

get students to start thinking of how they can apply what they learn in the 

Science class to their Social Studies lessons and vice versa…having said that, 

I would say that though the conceptual curriculum requires us to teach beyond 

the facts and foster teaching for conceptual understanding, this effort has 

remained much within each of the disciplines as there is never enough time to 

plan collaborative units in the middle school... 

d.  What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum created by 

the school?” and “ What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school?”  

Answer: In terms of the strengths I would say it allows teachers to be creative 

and try out new ideas…and the weakness of this would be the same if over 

used- too much of anything is too bad isn’t it..? at the end of the day there 

needs to be some level of consistency in what happens in different classrooms 

where the same subjects are being taught…and honestly I have absolutely no 

experience in writing curriculum…it is always this uneasy feeling of “am I doing 

this right..?” 

4. Cool-off’ questions 

a. If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 

which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why? 
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Answer: Definitely a flexible framework…but again I sometimes miss being told 

by an expert that I am doing the right thing for my students and that I have 

taught them what is needed…I sometimes wonder if my 9th graders are 

equally well prepared as 9th grades in some other school in some other part of 

the world… 

5. Closure 

Do you wish to add anything more?  

Answer: Good luck in your dissertation! 

!
Respondent 2: 

1. Introductory questions: 

a. Grades you teach: 8-12 

b. Subjects/languages you teach: English 

c. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader):Teacher 

2. Warm-up’ questions 

a. Number of years you have taught the grades 7-10 curriculum in this school”: 

 Answer: 4 Years 

b. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence do you have 

in the choice of what is taught to your students in the classroom?” 

Answer: I do have sufficient influence, though the concepts for our subject 

areas were identified the year before I arrived…so we just had to run with it for 

a couple of years… 

c. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10?”  
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Answer: No 

d. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

Answer: Definitely!  

3. Main body of the interview 

a. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean to you/can you describe it”. 

Answer: We have certain key concepts such as Relationships, Conflict, 

Emotion etc through which we view each of the piece of literature that students 

are expected to read…maybe like a “lens” through which we would then 

discuss for example Romeo and Juliet? 

b. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 enables teachers 

to make the choice of which concepts and topics to include in teaching. What 

factors do you consider to decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard 

for a particular grade level?”   

Answer: The concepts were identified before I came to this school.. 

c.  What are your experiences in developing and delivering the grades 7-10 

conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  

Answer: While I have no qualms about the quality of teaching happening in the 

school, I always worry about the repercussions of having to relocate my son 

back to the United States… I don’t think there is any way except for school 

based curriculum documents to say that “we have covered this and we have 

covered that” but the reality is that in such a model there is no certain way to 

ensure what content is actually being covered in the classrooms… 

d.  What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum created by 

the school?” and “ What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school?”  
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Answer: It is like telling the teachers here are the students from the PYP and 

we need to get them ready for the DP, so go and do everything needed 

between the PYP and the DP to get them ready for the DP…this is far too 

much a demand to be placed on the teachers…especially subjects like Science 

and Math..” (Teacher (and parent) 4 years in the school). 

4. Cool-off’ questions 

a. If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 

which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why? 

Answer: A prescriptive one with some degree of flexibility like the IB DP!  

5. Closure 

Do you wish to add anything more? 

Answer: No…nothing! good luck! 

!
Respondent 3: Teacher 

1. Introductory questions: 

a. Grades you teach: 7-9 and 11 (this year) 

b. Subjects/languages you teach: Science 

c. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader) 

2. Warm-up’ questions 

a. Number of years you have taught the grades 7-10 curriculum in this school”: 

Answer: 6 years 

b. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence do you have 

in the choice of what is taught to your students in the classroom?” 
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Answer: Not much I’d say…our curriculum leader is quite prescriptive in what 

he wants to happen in the classroom, so all of this conceptual thing is just on 

paper…a prescriptive curriculum prescribes what to do by prescribing the 

content, here in the Conceptual Curriculum we are prescribed in terms of what 

concepts to “cover”, so I don’t think it is any different from a text book 

prescribed curriculum except that here we have to go and search for the 

content. 

c. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10?” and; 

Answer: I should I suppose as I teach grade 7..but to be honest, not really! 

d. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

Answer: I think our CL has backward mapped all of our curriculum from the IB 

DP so that would make it so I suppose… 

3. Main body of the interview 

a. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean to you/can you describe it”. 

Answer: It all sounds good in philosophy… I totally am a believer that teaching 

needs to go beyond drilling factual content…we have to teach using real world 

scenarios and for overarching conceptual understanding etc…but here there is 

no way we can ensure what is happening in one classroom is the same as in 

the other (classroom) even when two teachers are teaching the same course…

and more importantly to ensure we are covering the required content and skills 

for a particular grade level.. 

b. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 enables teachers 

to make the choice of which concepts and topics to include in teaching. What 

factors do you consider to decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard 

for a particular grade level?”   
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Answer: I suppose my CL would know..? 

c. What are your experiences in developing and delivering the grades 7-10 

conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  

Answer: umm…teachers simply go off on a tangent and teach what they find 

interesting and easy to cover…I had one teacher in my department who taught 

some topics simply because she had the resources for it and not the other…tell 

me, where is the consistency? How are we ensuring all students are dipping 

into the same content that is vertically and horizontally articulated to draw on 

the overarching enduring understandings or conceptual ideas..?  

d. What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum created by 

the school?” and “ What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school?”  

Answer: As I mentioned in the previous question, consistency is the biggest 

issue that I see and without consistency, we cannot say who is doing a great 

job and who is not! 
4. Cool-off’ questions 

a. If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 

which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why? 

Answer: I’d say flexible curriculum with some clear-cut benchmarks like          

the IB DP 

5. Closure 

Do you wish to add anything more? 

Answer: Just a thought that I have always had while at XXXX(GAIS)..: why 

can’t we have textbooks and then teach that content conceptually?  

!
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Respondent 4: 

1. Introductory questions: 

a. Grades you teach: I teach 10-12, but as a CL it is my duty to 

oversee the curriculum 7-12, so I’d say pretty much all year 

levels… 

b. Subjects/languages you teach: Foreign Languages 

c. Your role in the school: (Teacher/Curriculum Leader): CL 

2. Warm-up’ questions 

a. Number of years you have taught the grades 7-10 curriculum in this school”: 

 5 Years 

b. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence do you have 

in the choice of what is taught to your students in the classroom?” 

Answer: Depends on how we look at it…at the end of the day in the foreign 

languages classroom students level of the language prescribes what needs to 

be taught … 

c. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10?” and; 

Answer: For languages…no! there is no Foreign language department here in 

the elementary so we begin in middle school 

d. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the course content 

for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

Answer: Of course! We have get students ready for higher level French and 

Spanish… 

3. Main body of the interview 
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a. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean to you/can you describe it”. 

Answer: I think it is great to relate everyday teaching to real life “big ideas”, but 

I also think it does not always happen that easily…so we have the bid ideas 

and the critical thinking and all of that, but we also want to make sure our 

students can actually communicate in the language class and before we get to 

all of that they need to have the basic vocabulary and the grammar in place…

so for foreign languages I’d say the conceptual curriculum is a mixture of 

teaching both basic language skills and for advanced learners maybe some 

conceptual thinking is possible, but not for the beginners… 

c.  What are your experiences in developing and delivering the grades 7-10 

conceptual curriculum program at the school?”  

Answer: It is one thing to talk about these things and a totally different thing to 

practice it in the classroom…there are some of who discuss, debate and argue 

about this philosophy (teaching for conceptual understanding), while there are 

others who simply say ,”yes, we totally get it”, but just go into the classroom 

and do their own thing…often they deliver the concepts for a unit like topics 

and simply “cover” the concepts as they would teach a specific topic just so 

that the teaching remains within the scope of what they have planned for the 

unit. The generalizations are given away right at the start of the lesson like any 

other factual statement and this is totally against the entire philosophy of 

teaching for conceptual understanding…is anyone checking how effectively (or 

ineffectively) the philosophy is getting transpired into practice..?” 

d.  What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum created by 

the school?” and “ What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school?”  

Answer: Looks great on planning documents, not happening in the 

classrooms… 

4. Cool-off’ questions 
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a. If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 

curriculum and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 

which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why? 

Answer: Like I said before…I think any curriculum can be made conceptual…

we can teach even a prescriptive curriculum in a conceptual way if the teacher 

so desires. At the end of the day this is what good teaching is all about… 

5. Closure 

Do you wish to add anything more? 

Answer: I hope my answers made sense…thanks Sudha for taking the time to 

listen to me! 

!
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Appendix 10: Web-Based Questionnaire- Original draft 

Dear Teachers 

The purpose of this questionnaire is to gather data for my doctoral dissertation 

that is seeking to explore “Teacher perceptions about the development of a 

conceptually based curriculum program” in particular relation to the conceptual 

curriculum program the school has developed in order to bridge the IB PYP 

and the IB DP programs. Your input is valuable to this study and I much 

appreciate your time on this. I shall be more than happy to share the findings of 

this study with you when complete.  

Sudha Govindswamy Sunder 

Preliminary Questions: [Introductory/warm-up questions] 

1. How many years have you taught in this school? 

2. Which grades do you teach? 

3. Which subjects/languages do you teach? 

4. Are you familiar with the IB PYP program? 

5. Are you familiar with the IB MYP program? 

6. Are you familiar with the IB DP program? 

7. Did you have experience in teaching the IB program before 

coming to this school? 

Conceptual curriculum questions: [Main body of interview Part A] 

8. Do you agree that the grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program 

offers a smooth transition from the PYP program? Why? 
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9. Do you agree that the grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program 

prepares students for the IB DP program? Why? 

10. How often do you meet with teachers in the elementary school to 

discuss alignment of the curricular programs ? 

11. What are your experiences in developing and delivering the 

grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program at the school?  

Recontextualization questions: [Main body of interview part B] 

12. How much influence do you have in the choice of what is taught 

to your students in the classroom? 

13. What factors do you consider when deciding to choose or discard 

some topics from the curriculum in the grades you teach? 

14. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

15. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

16. What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum 

created by the school? 

17. What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school? 

18. If you were given a choice to choose between a prescriptive 

curriculum (where you are given the course material and the books/

resources) and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current 

school what would you prefer. Why?  

Cool-off questions and Closure (including “sweeper question: is there 
anything else you would like to add?) 
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Appendix 11: Web-Based Questionnaire- Final Draft  

Dear Teachers: The purpose of this questionnaire is to gather data for my 

doctoral dissertation that is seeking to explore “Teacher perceptions about 

being agents of school based curriculum development” in particular relation to 

the conceptual curriculum program the school has developed in order to bridge 

the IB PYP and the IB DP programs. Your input is valuable to this study and I 

much appreciate your time on this. I shall be more than happy to share the 

findings of this study with you when complete.  

Preliminary  Questions: [Introductory/warm-up questions] 

1. Grades do you teach: 

2. Subjects/languages you teach: 

3. Your role in the school: 

4. Number of years you have taught the 7-10 curriculum in this 

school: 

Conceptual Curriculum questions (Unit of Analysis): [Main body of 
interview part B] 

5. When you teach the grades 7-10 program do you state upfront 

the concepts you will be addressing when teaching a particular unit? 

6. When you teach the grades 7-10 program do new concepts that 

you have not planned for emerge as you are teaching a unit? And if so 

how do you handle them?  

7. When you teach the grades 7-10 program, how much influence 

do you have in the choice of what is taught to your students in the 

classroom? 
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8. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

9. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing the 

course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 7-10? 

10. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean/look like in your 

classroom?> 

11. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 

enables teachers to make the choice of which concepts and topics to 

include in teaching. What factors do you consider to decide which 

concepts and topics to adopt/discard for a particular grade level? 

12. What are your experiences in developing and delivering the 

grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program at the school?  

13. What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum 

created by the school? 

14. What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school? 

15. If you were given a choice to choose between a prescriptive 

curriculum (where you are given the course material and the books/

resources) and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current 

school what would you prefer. Why?  

16. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

!
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Appendix 12: Grade 8 Service Learning project, Experiential Learning 

Project and Grade 10 individual investigation project 

As per the Student Handbook, the Grade 8 Service Learning Project is a:  

“… Quarter-long project in which students identify needs within the local 

community to provide service. Once a need has been identified, 

students work individually or in small groups to organize a project that 

will allow them to actively participate in addressing this need. At the end 

of the project, students are also required to critically analyze and reflect 

on their experience.” (Student handbook: pages 56-65). 

The Grade 8 Service Learning Project Coordinator was interviewed in order to 

understand the relevance of the project within the Conceptual Curriculum. 

According to her: 

“this project can be seen as a “baby CAS” (Community Action Service 

component of the IB DP) program if I may say so; something that 

prepares students for the “Community” component of the IB CAS 

program. Also, it is never too early to incorporate the value of community 

service among students. There is no number grade allotted to the 

project, but it is qualitatively evaluated with students receiving 

‘outstanding’,  ‘good’ or a ‘satisfactory’ as a grade”. 

The school also has in place the Experiential Learning program that is intended 

to prepare students for the “Action and Service” components of the Community 

Action Service (CAS) program of the IB DP. The importance of the Experiential 

Learning program in the school is stressed as follows:  
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“The positive impact of experiential education is evident on curriculum, 

adventure and service trips. Students have an incredible opportunity to 

be actively and closely involved with other countries whose residents 

are not as fortunate as ours. Or to cement their understanding of the 

curriculum through first hand experiences.”(Source: school website) 

!
In terms of the Individual Investigation Project, the Curriculum Handbook 

explains that the topic/goal for the investigation is decided according to the 

choice of the student. This project is however not linked to a specific taught 

subject and requires that each student produce a finished product, supported 

with documentation (in the form of a report) that has recorded the creation of 

the finished product. The Individual Investigation Project is to be completed 

outside of class time, with the assistance of a supervisor (teacher) and the 

project culminates in an “Individual Investigation Fair”, where all the products 

investigated/created by students would be on display. According to the 

Individual Investigation coordinator who was interviewed:  

“The Individual investigation project is an extended project of the 

students’ choice that students undertake in grade 10, which is research 

oriented designed to prepare students to explore a topic in-depth under 

the guidance of a supervisor, and is aimed at preparing students for the 

r i g o r s o f t h e E x t e n d e d E s s a y a n d t h e I B D i p l o m a 

Programme.” (Interview response dated: April 25th, 2013) 

The Individual Investigation coordinator noted that the Individual Investigation 

project does not by any means compare to the MYP Personal Project either in 

magnitude or in rigor 

“I suppose the idea of initiating the Individual Investigation Project was 

to re-create the MYP Personal Project...I do not know much about it 

(MYP Personal Project), but do know that it is a culminating experience 

!
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!!
for the whole MYP program just like the PYP exhibition. The Individual 

Investigation project however seems to have become ‘yet another 

project initiative’ wherein students begin with highly ambitious ideas like 

building a computer etc, but finally end up doing “easier” things like 

baking a cake as they understand this is just a minor part of their whole 

grade for the year…the project has lost its intended philosophy and form 

and we are even considering scraping it and creating a research 

assignment type of project that mirrors the depth and rigor of the IB DP 

Extended Essay..” (Interview response dated: April 25th, 2013) 

!
!

!
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Appendix 13: Plan for coding 

This document was created as a preparation for coding, for the 

following specific purposes: 

• to identify the purpose of each of the questions within the 

teacher questionnaire; 

• to identify the ‘start-list’ of codes where applicable. 

!
Introductory questions to set the scene: 

1. Grades you teach: 

2.   Subjects/languages you teach: 

3. Your role in the school: 

!
4. “Number of years you have taught (and developed) the 

 Conceptual Curriculum, program in this school” 

 Purpose: To ascertain staff experience in developing the 

 conceptual curriculum 

 Quantitative date: No Coding.   

!
5. “When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program, do 

 you state upfront the concepts you will be addressing  

 when teaching a particular unit?” 

 Purpose: To explore how correctly/incorrectly teachers 

 interpret the framework 

  Codes: 

• Inductive and Investigative-correct- 

• Interpretation Correct – IN CR/Less Teacher 
Control-LTC 
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• Front loading and non-investigative- 

• Interpretation Incorrect – IN IC/More Teacher 
Control-MTC 

6. “When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum   

 program do new concepts that you have not planned  for 

 emerge as you are teaching a unit? And if so, how  do 

 you handle them? 

        Purpose #1: To explore how correctly/incorrectly 

  teachers interpret the framework 

  Codes: 

• Interpretation Correct - IN CR 

• Interpretation In-correct - IN IC 

  Purpose #2:To explore whether teacher orient towards 

  strong or weak classification 

  Codes: 

• Orienting towards Strongly Classified 
Curriculum- SC 

• Orienting towards Weakly Classified 
Curriculum- WC 

  Purpose #3: To explore how comfortable teachers are 

   with weak pacing in the lesson as new concepts 

   emerging from teaching will require weak pacing 

   weak classification 

  Codes: 

• Orienting towards Strong Pacing-SP 

• Orienting towards Weak Pacing- WP 

!
!
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7. “When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program, 

 how much influence do you have in the choice of what is 

 taught to your students in the classroom?” 

 Purpose#1: To explore to what extent teachers are  

 willing to negotiate ‘power’ in the classroom 

  Codes: 

• Very much influence-More Teacher Power- MTP 

• Sufficient Influence- Sufficient Teacher Power- 
STP 

• Not much Influence- Less Teacher Power- LTP 

!
  Purpose# 2:To evaluate how strongly/weakly the  

   curriculum is  classified 

  Codes: 

• MTP- SC 

• STP-combination of SC &WC 

• LTP-WC 

!
8. Do you keep the IB PYP program in mind when choosing 

the course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 

7-10? 

        Purpose: To assess what teachers prioritize on when        

 choosing curriculum content 

• Quantitative data- no coding. 

!
9. Do you keep the IB DP program in mind when choosing 

the course content for the conceptual curriculum of grades – 

7-10? 

!
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       Purpose: To assess what teachers prioritize on when     

 choosing curriculum content 

•  Quantitative data- no coding. 
!

10. What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean/look like in 

your classroom? 

!
      Purpose: 

• To give teachers the opportunity to express their 

classroom experience with the conceptual curriculum 

• To assess if the themes emerging are positive, 

negative or neutral experiences 

       Codes: 

• Positive Experience- PE 

• Negative Experience-NE 

• Neutral Experience- NUE 
!

11. The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 

enables teachers to make the choice of which concepts and 

topics to include in teaching. What factors do you consider to 

decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard for a 

particular grade level? 

!
       Purpose: To explore what factors teachers consider    

 important when choosing curriculum material. 

• Codes to be developed after responses are generated 

!
12. What are your experiences in developing and delivering 

the grades 7-10 conceptual curriculum program at the school? 

!
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!
Purpose: To gather teacher experiences and perceptions and to 

see if the emerging themes represent positive/neutral/negative 

experiences 

 Codes: 

• Positive Experience- PE 

• Negative Experience-NE 

• Neutral Experience- NUE  

!
13. What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school? 

Purpose: 

• To gather teacher experiences and perceptions and 

to see what are the positive emerging themes  

• Codes to be generated after responses are collected 

!
14. What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual 

curriculum created by the school? 

Purpose: 

• To gather teacher experiences and perceptions and 

to see what are the positive emerging themes  

• Codes to be generated after responses are collected  

15. If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a 

prescriptive curriculum (where you are given the scope and 

sequence, the course material and the books/resources) and a 

!
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curriculum framework such as the one in the current school which 

is more flexible what would you prefer? Why?  

 Purpose: To ascertain which options teachers prefer based  on 

 the experiences generated above and why 

Codes: 

• Prescriptive curriculum- PC 

• (Broad) Curriculum Framework- CF 

• Combination- PCCF 

• No Preference-NP 

!
16. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

!
 Purpose: Sweeping/closure question so as to provide teachers 

an opportunity to express any other points they may wish to 

express.  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
!233



! 234!

             Appendix 14: Coding Sheets for question 6 
 

QUESTION 6: FIRST CYCLE CODING 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. It is great to see students coming up with new concepts related to 

the units, this will lead to a deeper thinking in the class and will give the 

opportunity to students and teachers work together to develop conceptual 

questions, a new enduring understanding .......etc 

2. I constantly respond to student need and teachable moments - 

when an incidental idea arises or when I note student(s) with an 

underdeveloped conceptual grasp, I will integrate a focus on that in a 

connected fashion - i.e. I will construct an example in a context that 

motivates curiosity about that concept and highlights a misunderstanding 

to first get the student to realize where there may be a gap in 

understanding. Then I will draw out/guide the students to a an elucidation 

and possible formalization (as far as is deemed appropriate for the 

students' levels). Unplanned diversions are daily - this is teaching the 

students rather than just teaching the curriculum. 

3. I go back to test their general knowledge and understanding and 

then work from there, teaching the unknown and making sure they do not 

have misconceptions or misunderstood the idea. Then I will link it with the 

current known or recently taught concept. ONE 

4. If a new concept arise, I just incorporate it into the lesson. As long 

as it is relevant to the lesson for the day. 

First Cycle Coding Process!
Question 6.  “When you deliver the Conceptual Curriculum program do new concepts that you 
have not planned for emerge as you are teaching a unit? And if so, how do you handle them? 

 

Process: Highlighting the phrases that teachers use to describe their actions when new 
concepts emerge.  !
!
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5. On the most part, I welcome new thoughts or ideas on how to deal 

with a subject matter - it indicates to me that the kids are thinking and are 

engaged - that's the thing about literature, there is more than only one 

theme or idea or concept that one can explore in the text. Often times I will 

jot down the new concept and create a lesson that combines or relates the 

new concept to the one that we have built the unit around. 

6. Again, training? My students can't even read music, are expected 

to participate in IB in a few short years and we're worried about this? I 

don't see my students enough to have them understand the basic 

fundamentals, we shouldn't be worried about these things if they can't 

even do the basics. 

7. Discuss the incident with colleagues, identify the concept, look for a 

smooth way to cover this concept using as many of the planned materials 

as possible. If a "mini-lesson" or "mini-unit" needs to be developed, we 

address it, create resources (again, trying to create as little deviation from 

the flow as possible) and teach students the emergent concept. 

8. It is easy for us to be flexible in our lessons, and the point of the 

lesson is to encourage these new concepts to emerge and explore them 

even more deeply. 

9. Whenever new/relevant concepts emerge throughout my lessons I 

always try explore these with my class and students. 

10. I/we try to incorporate them as we can throughout the unit - we 

usually bring these ideas up in departmental or group meetings and then 

decide how to handle them, how relevant they are, and whether we want 

to change the unit at all for the following year. 

11. Run with it, I love it when students make a connection to another 

similar or related concept. If we are pressed for time I will often have that 

student do some research on it at home and report back to the class the 

next day. 

12. Not always, because I find with semester based courses the class 

has to go at such a pace that we often don't have time to digress, 
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13. I do not teach 7-10 

14. Often in Physical Education and Health classes new concepts 

emerge in open discussion and I encourage class discussion and then 

make notes on the units and use that information to help planning for the 

next time we teach that unit. 

15. When it comes to English Lit, it is impossible to expect students to 

only focus on one particular concept. We might have several surface 

through writing activities or class discussions. I encourage students to 

work through making connection from one concept to the one we are 

supposed to be focused on. 

16. as best I can given time constraints and the need to post everything 

ahead of time (assessment calendar, etc.) 

17. Since I was developing the Grade 9 Life Science program at the 

time, sometimes a new concept would come up or I would have to take 

out a concept. Students were given advance warning and an updated unit 

sheet with objectives and concepts would be given to the students before 

the test. 

18. I try and discuss them with the students, but I try and find ways to 

tie it back in with the overall concepts. 

19. Briefly touch upon the subject, but at times I wish I could spend 

more time. However, that being said, it is difficult to deviate away from the 

curriculum because we are all expected to cover certain material within a 

specific time frame. 

20. I prepare new research and resources. 

21. One tries to relate the new concepts to those already being 

addressed and to fit them into the overall structure. 

22. Sometimes there will be a concept which relates to part of a unit, 

and then I will just introduce it briefly at the beginning of the lesson in 

which we cover it. 

23. work with the students and reflect to include or change the unit for 

next time. 
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24. I wish I could answer not applicable 

25. We talk it over. 

26. Address them as they arise. Things move very organically in an art 

room. 

27. As new concepts arise they are generally addressed in class at the 

time and then discussed further during a grade meeting. 

28. You have to be flexible to promote student understanding. 

29. Sometimes we will address them during the lesson, however we 

usually do not have time to explore further. 

30. In context with current events regarding science and application of 

science. 

31. I either address them as they emerge or, if they are too complex or 

important, I will make time to explain them later on. I explain to the 

students why I'll explain later though. 

32. We will take sometime to discuss the concepts and see how it is 

related to the concepts we are dealing with. 
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QUESTION 6: SECOND CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

work together to develop conceptual questions, a new enduring understanding 

I constantly respond to student need and teachable moments - when an 

incidental idea arises or when I note student(s) with an underdeveloped 

conceptual grasp, I will integrate a focus on that in a connected fashion - i.e. I will 

construct an example in a context that motivates curiosity about that concept and 

highlights a misunderstanding to first get the student to realize where there may 

be a gap in understanding. Then I will draw out/guide the students to an 

elucidation and possible formalization (as far as is deemed appropriate for the 

students' levels). Unplanned diversions are daily - this is teaching the students 

rather than just teaching the curriculum 

making sure they do not have misconceptions or misunderstood the idea. 

I just incorporate it into the lesson 

I will jot down the new concept and create a lesson that combines or relates the 

new concept to the one 

My students can't even read music, are expected to participate in IB in a few 

short years and we're worried about this? I don't see my students enough to have 

them understand the basic fundamentals, we shouldn't be worried about these 

things if they can't even do the basics. 

Second-Cycle Coding Process 

Process: A list of actions highlighted above to be created and emerging categories to be 
tabulated  
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look for a smooth way to cover this concept using as many of the planned 

materials as possible. If a "mini-lesson" or "mini-unit" needs to be developed, we 

address it, create resources (again, trying to create as little deviation from the 

flow as possible) 

1. explore them even more deeply. 

2. always try explore these with my class and students. 

 

Run with it 

that we often don't have time to digress 

and use that information to help planning for the next time we teach that unit. 

I encourage students to work through making connection from one concept to the 

one we are supposed to be focused on. 

time constraints and the need to post everything ahead of time 

Students were given advance warning and an updated unit sheet with objectives 

and concepts would be given to the students before the test. 

 

discuss them with the students, but I try and find ways to tie it back in with the 

overall concepts. 

 

Briefly touch upon the subject, but at times I wish I could spend more time. 

However, that being said, it is difficult to deviate away from the curriculum 

because we are all expected to cover certain material within a specific time 

frame. 

 

I prepare new research and resources 

One tries to relate the new concepts to those already being addressed and to fit 

them into the overall structure. 
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Sometimes there will be a concept which relates to part of a unit, and then I will 

just introduce it briefly at the beginning of the lesson in which we cover it. 

 

work with the students and reflect to include or change the unit for next time. 

 

I wish I could answer not applicable 

 

We talk it over. 

 

Address them as they arise. Things move very organically in an art room. 

 

As new concepts arise they are generally addressed in class at the time and then 

discussed further during a grade meeting. 

 

You have to be flexible to promote student understanding. 

 

Sometimes we will address them during the lesson, however we usually do not 

have time to explore further. 

 

In context with current events regarding science and application of science. 

 

I either address them as they emerge or, if they are too complex or important, I 

will make time to explain them later on. I explain to the students why I'll explain 

later though. 

 

We will take sometime to discuss the concepts 
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QUESTION 6: TABULATION OF CODING 

Emerging categories from coding Number of responses in each category 

Will incorporate the new concepts in 

teaching 

23 

Negative stand- lack of time; 

assessment constraints 

5 

Use the opportunity to reflect and plan 

further 

2 

Check for “misunderstanding” of 

concepts 

2 

Make connections with other related 

knowledge and concepts 

3 
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Appendix 15: Coding Sheets for question 10 

QUESTION 10- FIRST CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1)It is un umbrella guide which shades my design lessons. 

 

2)It should be an active way of learning however being in a second language 

class with non native Arabic speakers is not helping that much in using the 

conceptual curriculum to its full "capacity"!! I am not sure if a made this point 

clear 

 

3)More challenge questions More enjoyable classroom 

 

4)- More challenge questions for students. Higher order thinking skills. 

 

5)- 

 

First Cycle Coding Process!
!
Question 10.  What does the “conceptual curriculum” mean/look like in your classroom?!
!
Process: Highlighting the phrases that teachers use to describe the conceptual curriculum. 
[Highlight in YELLOW to denote teachers express their experience in a positive way and in 
RED to denote that teachers have taken a negative stand/limiting experience in describing the 
conceptual curriculum]!
!
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6)Students are peppered with thinking-inducing questions, and guided to 

elucidate and communicate the underlying mathematical ideas and relationships 

- this is simply what I believe the focus of mathematics learning should be. Work 

is frequently posed in an investigative fashion - devised to provide the 

opportunity to generalize and to draw out the connection of mathematical ideas in 

the students' minds. Even skills repetition is framed in a way to enable 

recognition of patterns in ideas. This is how I have always taught as this is where 

the beauty of mathematics lies - I have never taught students to memorize 

formulas and I will never focus on factual recall - it will always be about structural 

connection (and abstract analogy). 

 

7)Concepts like "Change" is covered in all 3 parts of Science 

 

8)To be able to be a well-rounded student that can think critically is a skill. The 

only way to do that is to extend students knowledge by giving examples of life 

(think it is easy in Biology) and from there the student can form their ideas and 

base their general knowledge on unknown or more challenging concepts. Learn 

by experience is a key word, and what is going on in the world and how do we 

apply it to our current topics 

 

9)It means that instead of having a specific text or type of text as the central 

guide of the classroom, I have an idea or concept that drives student learning. It 

helps students to relate the text to the world outside of the classroom, not just 

focus on the text in and of itself. The conceptual curriculum opens up the text for 

a whole new level of interpretation and analysis 

 

10)Probably a hodgepodge of different ideas. 

 

11)- 
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12)We recognize the larger ideas (Enduring Questions) and relevant "big picture" 

skills - holistic thinking and writing, inter-disciplinary connections, various 

methods and styles of effective communication, and cultivating the INDIVIDUAL 

voice of each student - these are the real endgames of the year. The links to IB 

and the CC break these abstract goals into tangible steps 

13)Teaching students how to move from one level to another level in thinking. 

And encouraging students to demonstrate different learning skills and styles 

 

14)Teaching students concepts other than knowledge. Teaching students in easy 

to difficult levels. Demonstrating the lessons in a way that is more applicable and 

understandable to students Use mind mapping to ease the contents 

 

15)- 

 

16)Units that are based upon broad concepts but that are made more specific 

with regards to texts/themes/etc - this works well as English is theoretical in 

nature and there cannot be a definitive focus/answer through discussion of 

broader issues of human nature, conflicts, etc. 

17)The "conceptual curriculum" means flexibility and opportunities to explore 

ideas and concepts within a framework that is not "set in stone". 

 

18)That is still something, as language teachers, that we struggle with. It does 

not look like what I can imagine it does in the social sciences. The conceptual 

curriculum, as it is "implemented" in the languages, is just on paper, and not 

necessarily in practice (at least from my understanding of it). 

 

19)- 

 

20)Broad based thinking / theories from regional / global issues; applied to 

specific countries and case studies. Then applying what we learnt our what 
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works well and evaluating whatever that can be applied on a regional / global 

scale 

 

21)- 

 

22)The IBDP operates on the  conceptual base as well. If one looks at the over-

reaching objectives of any course, they are conceptual, not content-based, in 

nature.??? 

 

23)Each unit of instruction has a concept. That particular concept generates 

questions which then inspires lessons. 

 

24)In the classroom , It looks like organization for the ideas of the lesson. 

 

25)It is the blue print for what happens in the classroom, enduring understands 

are discussed an compelling questions are the back ground focus of my lessons 

 

26)Student-centered activities where the students need to take in different 

concepts and relate them to an overall concept. Examples are creating 

skits/models which relate organelles to the entire cell, and relating them to 

interdependence, and doing the same for an ecosystem project and how all of 

the biotic and abiotic factors are interdependent. 

 

27)The conceptual curriculum allows the teacher to plan a series of units around 

specific concepts. For example in mathematics, we have designed curriculum to 

follow units like Change, Shape, and Relationships. 

 

28)Like an IBDP training program 

 

29)It is sometimes hard to apply since we switch topics so often in the middle 

school curriculum. However, some concepts would be that the universe is 
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conservatory even though things change all the time. I'm still trying to grasp the 

conceptual curriculum, to be honest. 

 

30)Starting the unit with a guiding question, a question that will guide your unit. 

 

31)It pretty much is a main focus for what we're learning. We focus a lot of our 

questions and ideas around what that concept may be. At times we deviate away 

from that, but we try our best to go back and address those concepts. There are 

times it's difficult when we are wanting to cover other forms of English, but have 

to continually refer back to the concept. 

 

32)Most often as discussion of compelling questions and of comparing 

ideas/concepts from history to current events. 

 

33)- 

 

34)It means, how the classroom looks, feels and sounds like. I feel that the 

conceptual approach although good still only works with a back ground in the 

subject matter. when it comes to sport or to activities that have a set of rules or 

laws. it is difficult to teach conceputally. I feel that you have an over all theme but 

it still needs to be taught in a manner that gives the students the information to 

the play the game or do the activity in they way they so chose under the rule or 

laws of the activity or sport. 

 

35)We talk about big ideas a lot to make sure that students can understand why 

the do their studies, but they tend to just want strategies and support.?? 

 

36)Conceptual curriculum is the core concept. 

 

37)To be honest not much different as it has been very superficial with regards to 

how the conceptual curriculum and be integrated with the IB program. 
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38)Grade 9 - Change Grade 10 - Systems and Relationships 

 

39)- 

 

40)Math is a conceptual language by nature so it really is the same for me as it 

has always been. 

 

41)- 

 

42)Working around themes. Having guiding questions. Building toward the 

eventual DP curriculum and structure. 

 

43)Concept curriculum is not meant to be at the front of your curriculum. It is not 

"a look" in my classroom. Instead it is what students are learning, and applying 

facts to. 

 

44)Students asking questions while they learn A basis for understanding and 

analyzing news articles An introductory to understand the command terms of the 

IB. 

 

45)- 

 

46)It is the basis of my teaching. The bread crumbs I use to bring the student 

where they need to be by quarter 4. At the same time I am flexible enough to add 

to it or review previous concept if need be. 

 

47)- 
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QUESTION 10- SECOND CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

Phrases used to describe the 
conceptual curriculum in a limiting 
and negative perspective 

Phrases used to describe the 
conceptual curriculum in a positive 
perspective 

Grade 9 - Change Grade 10 - Systems 

and Relationships 

umbrella guide 

is difficult to teach conceptually More challenge questions More 

enjoyable classroom 

 

 More challenge questions for the 

students Higher order thinking skills. 

still trying to grasp the conceptual 

curriculum, to be honest 

Higher order thinking skills. 

just on paper, and not necessarily in 

practice 

peppered with thinking-inducing 

questions; devised to provide the 

opportunity to generalize and to draw 

out the connection of mathematical 

Second-Cycle Coding Process 

Process: Remove the key phrases highlighted above and present in a tabular form to 
distinguish responses indicative of a positive tone versus those who have indicated a 
negative/limiting tone 
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ideas 

 

Probably a hodgepodge of different 

ideas. 

 

to extend students knowledge by giving  

not helping that much in using the 

conceptual curriculum in a second 

language class 

that drives student learning. 

very superficial with regards to how the 

conceptual curriculum and be 

integrated with the IB program. 

relate the text to the world 

 opens up the text for a whole new level 

of interpretation and analysis 

 holistic thinking and writing, inter-

disciplinary connections 

 demonstrate different learning skills 

and styles 

 more applicable and understandable to 

students 

 discussion of broader issues of human 

nature 

 opportunities to explore ideas 
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 Broad based thinking 

 objectives of any course, they are 

conceptual, not content-based 

 organization for the ideas  

 blue print for what happens 

 Student-centered activities 

 a guiding question, a question that will 

guide your unit. 

 discussion of compelling questions 

 Working around themes 

 Students asking questions while they 

learn 

 The bread crumbs I use …flexible 

enough 
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Appendix 16: Coding Sheets for question 11 

QUESTION 11- FIRST CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) With the updated scope and sequence curriculum in FL teachers are quite 

happy because it works well. 

2) Units/Concepts should be related to: Long life learners Common things among 

all core subjects Units and concepts reflect the need for IBDP curriculum 

3) Curriculum contents, students' level, resources 

4) - Level of students - Curriculum contents. 

5) The 4 language skills, the topics interested to students 

6) I don't drop concepts - Obviously prescribed content dictates important related 

concepts - however I believe in responding to students' conceptual needs - and 

there are hundreds of these - again teaching the students, not just the 

curriculum. 

First Cycle Coding Process: 

Question 11: The model of curriculum the school follows for grades 7-10 enables teachers 
to make the choice of which concepts and topics to include in teaching. What factors do 
you consider to decide which concepts and topics to adopt/discard for a particular grade 
level? 

Process: Highlighting phrases than indicate “factors” teachers consider in deciding which 
concepts and topics to include or discard for a particular grade level. Different colors used as 
new themes or factors emerge so as to be able to identify the most common factor to the least.  
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7) What they need to know for the IB program Basic concepts they need to know 

when going to College or University 

8) As we are preparing our students to be IB savvy - we will have to look at what 

is the background knowledge students will need to succeed and even if they do 

not take this specific subject, still have a good general knowledge to make them 

well-rounded conversationalists and knowledgeable to discuss and draw on their 

experience. 

9) These decisions have already been made in past years, so we do not decide 

the concepts as it has been done already. If a particular unit does not work very 

well, we will revamp it, but that has not happened very often. 

 

10) Skills for that particular age level, based on what they need to be able to do, 

given our time constraints, and quite honestly as the IB music program is 

essentially A Levels using British resources to get our students ready for IB. 

11) The results of the needs assessment that was given to parents in the past 

year. We also rely on teacher and student feedback regarding the given lessons. 

12) Degree of creative and critical thinking inspired by the concept and topic 

(often, this is discussed in regards to learning materials designed to explore 

these concepts and topics) Available reading material and technology Links to 

"endgame" skills identified above Links to tangible IB tasks and skills. Student 

interest Variety of knowledge demonstration Differentiation for culture, ability, etc. 

13) 1 - Students levels. 2 - What they need in their daily life that fits specific 

occasions. 3 - Curriculum contents. 

14) 1. Curriculum contents  2. grade level 3. students abilities 

15) Our conceptual curriculum for my department has been created before I 

arrived at GAIS. The concepts and topics for Grade 7-10 haven't been modified 

since. 
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16) -what they've done in previous grades  

- texts/assessments/topics/etc - which assessments are necessary for that grade 

level to best prepare them for upcoming grades  

- which texts (both literary and non-literary) and issues that we would like to 

explore  

- which units need to be adapted/changed for the upcoming grade levels and 

how  

- if a unit has become redundant due to the ever-evolving curriculum, we usually 

replace it with something more relevant (and at times more rigorous) for the 

coming year 

17) -Concepts covered in previous years  

-Concepts that will be covered in future years 

 -Concepts covered in DP program 

 -Appropriateness of concepts to student age and ability 

18) In languages, it is all about preparation for the IB. A student who starts a 

language in grade 7 and progresses in the same language until he reaches 

grade 10, should ideally be prepared to take language B. Therefore, concepts 

and topics are chosen with that goal in mind. 

 

19) For PE its a bit different, but we generally look at making sure there is 

progression each year, and different concepts per unit (ie cooperative games, 

invasion, individual. ) and how they can use these sports and concepts in their 

everyday life. 

20) Wwe backward map from IB, so yes we do choose very carefully what goes 

into 7-10. 
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21) We look at the skill and concepts required in grade 11 and then ensure that 

the concepts and topics are designed to be appropriate for the grade level but 

also build their content knowledge and skill base to ensure they are well 

prepared for the IB 

22) Again, I am not a 7-10 teacher, but the concepts SHOULD directly link to the 

concepts/topics in the IBDP - scaffolded through 7-10. 

23) The concepts were already chosen before I started teaching here. 

24) yes, it enable teachers to make the choice of topics and concept 

25) I look at the four main units to be covered in IB diploma and scaffold 

backwards to grade 10, using real world examples for the region to deliver the 

course. 

26) 1. What is needed in regards to vertical alignment to IB. 2. What is needed to 

meet New York State Standards. 

27) I take into consideration what knowledge students should have acquired from 

their previous year and what knowledge they would need to have to be ready for 

the upcoming year. 

28) I don't know- the choices for concepts were made prior to my arrival. (not a 

criticism, just a fact) 

29) For science, the content is preset by the standards, but we can choose how 

and when they are addressed. I attempt to group things so that they are 

conceptually easy to understand and associate with each other. 

30) What concept topics are taught the previous year and for the next year. 

31) I think the literature makes a huge difference for what we want to cover as 

well as the age range that is suitable for all that we will cover. Questions that 

come up may be what kinds of literature will we be able to include for this 

concept, and will we have/do we have the literature to cover that? 
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32) I choose the concepts based on which ones fit best with the topic at hand, 

and the topics are chosen based on preparation for the IB diploma program. 

 

33) The topics to "skip", if necessary, would be those least relevant as building 

blocks for the following year(s). 

34) what is most appropriate for the age group and what they will be able to 

comprehend based up experience. we then try to reflect on the unit and make 

sure that it has been successful or not. 

35) I think whether it is very important for them. 

36) vertical alignment 

37) The ones that are most general and easily adapted to multiple areas such as 

relationships and change lens. However it is never focused on specifically. 

38) Our curriculum is chosen already. We adapt, change, and rewrite each 

semester. 

39) Everything is covered throughout grades 7-10 that students will need later 

when completing the IB program. 

40) Common core standards and IB Standards 

41) These are based on IBDP and on grade level skills. 

42) Both teacher and student interest as well as addressing needs for a student 

leading into IB art. 

43) IB program and what is needed by the time they get to grade 11. 

44) Some topics directly lend itself to specific concepts  

Some topics touch relate to more than one concept, in this case, in class we 

choose the concepts we didn't cover before.  
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Some concepts are recognized by students much easier than others, students 

can apply it better.  

Variety is key. 

45) I see what IB requires and go from there. 

46) We have a choice for topics, not concepts.  

We consider as a group which general topics to use,  

We are quite free in their interpretation though. Factors considered are : - 

suitability for age group / culture of the country 

 - Relevance to the concepts  

- Difficulty  

– Flow from one level to the next 

47) Age appropriateness, relevance, how it adds onto the grade 11 and 12 

syllabus. 
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QUESTION 11- SECOND  CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

1) With the updated scope and sequence curriculum in FL teachers are quite 

happy because it works well. 

2) Units/Concepts should be related to: Long life learners Common things among 

all core subjects Units and concepts reflect the need for IBDP curriculum 

3) Curriculum contents, sudents' level, resources 

4) - Level of students - Curriculum contents. 

5) The 4 language skills, the topics interested to students 

6) I don't drop concepts - Obviously prescribed content dictates important related 

concepts - however I believe in responding to students' conceptual needs - and 

there are hundreds of these - again teaching the students, not just the 

curriculum. 

7) What they need to know for the IB program Basic concepts they need to know 

when going to College or University 

8) As we are preparing our students to be IB savvy - we will have to look at what 

is the background knowledge students will need to succeed and even if they do 

not take this specific subject, still have a good general knowledge to make them 

well-rounded conversationalists and knowledgeable to discuss and draw on their 

experience. 

Second Cycle Coding Process: 

Tally each factor indicated by a different color and arrive at final numbers.  

!
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9) These decisions have already been made in past years, so we do not decide 

the concepts as it has been done already. If a particular unit does not work very 

well, we will revamp it, but that has not happened very often. 

10) Skills for that particular age level, based on what they need to be able to do, 

given our time constraints, and quite honestly as the IB music program is 

essentially A Levels using British resources to get our students ready for IB. 

 

11) The results of the needs assessment that was given to parents in the past 

year. We also rely on teacher and student feedback regarding the given lessons. 

12) Degree of creative and critical thinking inspired by the concept and topic 

(often, this is discussed in regards to learning materials designed to explore 

these concepts and topics) Available reading material and technology Links to 

"endgame" skills identified above Links to tangible IB tasks and skills. Student 

interest Variety of knowledge demonstration Differentiation for culture, ability, etc. 

13) 1 - Students levels. 2 - What they need in their daily life that fits specific 

occasions. 3 - Curriculum contents. 

14) 1. Curriculum contents  2. grade level 3. students abilities 

15) Our conceptual curriculum for my department has been created before I 

arrived at GAIS. The concepts and topics for Grade 7-10 haven't been modified 

since. 

16) -what they've done in previous grades  

- texts/assessments/topics/etc - which assessments are necessary for that grade 

level to best prepare them for upcoming grades  

- which texts (both literary and non-literary) and issues that we would like to 

explore  
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- which units need to be adapted/changed for the upcoming grade levels and 

how  

- if a unit has become redundant due to the ever-evolving curriculum, we usually 

replace it with something more relevant (and at times more rigorous) for the 

coming year 

17) -Concepts covered in previous years  

-Concepts that will be covered in future years 

 -Concepts covered in DP program 

 -Appropriateness of concepts to student age and ability 

18) In languages, it is all about preparation for the IB. A student who starts a 

language in grade 7 and progresses in the same language until he reaches 

grade 10, should ideally be prepared to take language B. Therefore, concepts 

and topics are chosen with that goal in mind. 

19) For PE its a bit different, but we generally look at making sure there is 

progression each year, and different concepts per unit (ie cooperative games, 

invasion, individual. ) and how they can use these sports and concepts in their 

everyday life. 

 

20) We backward map from IB, so yes we do choose very carefully what goes 

into 7-10. 

21) We look at the skill and concepts required in grade 11 and then ensure that 

the concepts and topics are designed to be appropriate for the grade level but 

also build their content knowledge and skill base to ensure they are well 

prepared for the IB 

22) Again, I am not a 7-10 teacher, but the concepts SHOULD directly link to the 

concepts/topics in the IBDP - scaffolded through 7-10. 
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23) The concepts were already chosen before I started teaching here. 

24) yes, it enable teachers to make the choice of topics and concept 

25) I look at the four main units to be covered in IB diploma and scaffold 

backwards to grade 10, using real world examples for the region to deliver the 

course. 

26) 1. What is needed in regards to vertical alignment to IB. 2. What is needed to 

meet New York State Standards. 

27) I take into consideration what knowledge students should have acquired from 

their previous year and what knowledge they would need to have to be ready for 

the upcoming year. 

28) I don't know- the choices for concepts were made prior to my arrival. (not a 

criticism, just a fact) 

29) For science, the content is preset by the standards, but we can choose how 

and when they are addressed. I attempt to group things so that they are 

conceptually easy to understand and associate with eachother. 

30) What concept topics are taught the previous year and for the next year. 

31) I think the literature makes a huge difference for what we want to cover as 

well as the age range that is suitable for all that we will cover. Questions that 

come up may be what kinds of literature will we be able to include for this 

concept, and will we have/do we have the literature to cover that? 

32) I choose the concepts based on which ones fit best with the topic at hand, 

and the topics are chosen based on preparation for the IB diploma program. 

33) The topics to "skip", if necessary, would be those least relevant as building 

blocks for the following year(s). 
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34) what is most appropriate for the age group and what they will be able to 

comprehend based up experience. we then try to reflect on the unit and make 

sure that it has been successful or not. 

 

35) I think whether it is very important for them. 

36) vertical alignment 

37) The ones that are most general and easily adapted to multiple areas such as 

relationships and change lens. However it is never focused on specifically. 

38) Our curriculum is chosen already. We adapt, change, and rewrite each 

semester. 

39) Everything is covered throughout grades 7-10 that students will need later 

when completing the IB program. 

40) Common core standards and IB Standards 

41) These are based on IBDP and on grade level skills. 

42) Both teacher and student interest as well as addressing needs for a student 

leading into IB art. 

43) IB program and what is needed by the time they get to grade 11. 

44) Some topics directly lend itself to specific concepts  

some topics touch relate to more than one concept, in this case, in class we 

choose the concepts we didn't cover before.  

Some concepts are recognized by students much easier than others, students 

can apply it better.  

Variety is key. 

45) I see what IB requires and go from there. 
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46) We have a choice for topics, not concepts.  

We consider as a group which general topics to use,  

We are quite free in their interpretation though. Factors considered are : - 

suitability for age group / culture of the country 

 - Relevance to the concepts  

- Difficulty  

– Flow from one level to the next 

47) Age appropriateness, relevance, how it adds onto the grade 11 and 12 

syllabus. 

Summary of Code Tallies: 

Preparation for the IB DP-  20 

Students’ level/grade level/Age Appropriateness – 12 

Progression from other grade levels/Vertical alignment-  9 

Prescribed content- 5 

Made before arrival- 6 

Pre-set Standards-2 

Other factors mentioned – each one time 

• Topic Interested to Students/teachers 
• What is needed in daily life 
• Creativity inspired by concept 
• Relevance 
• Easily adaptable 
• Variety 
• Culture of the country  
• Evolve from Students 
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Appendix 17: Coding Sheets for question 12 

QUESTION 12: FIRST CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Responses : 

1. I think the conceptual curriculum model gives teacher enough 

autonomy in deciding what to include and what not to and how to go about 

teaching and learning. Having said that most of the times it does leave us 

with a feeling of 'are we doing it right'? It is also quite difficult to make 

parents understand how this model works as they always want text books 

and chapter number identified for a 'unit. –[SOME NEW CODES 

EMERGING] 

2. Our conceptual curriculum follows most of what the current 

language book do. There is a logical scaffolding to teaching a language 

that we also apply in our curriculum. Pretty good experience so far after a 

little bit of adapting to the "no-book" rule. ++ 

3. It's basically forcing something that should not be there. -- 

4. Some topics are easier to link to some concepts while others can 

be challenging. Not all students can grasp the concept as quickly as 

others Some students get confused as whether they need to learn the 

Question:!

What are your experiences in developing and delivering the grades 7-10 conceptual 
curriculum program at the school? 

Codes available in “start-list”: !

1. “Positive experience” indicated as ++!
2. “Negative experience ” indicated as –!
3. “Incorrect interpretation” indicated as IN!

Process: Highlight words that indicate experience as expressed by teachers. Assign the 
codes as identified above. !

!



! 264!

concept or the topic. They don't realize that topics fit under the "umbrella" 

of a particular concept.[NO CODE AVAILABLE] 

5. Highly experienced from previous school. Do it instinctively.[IN] 

6. PD last year.[IN] 

7. The building and rebuilding of the curriculum has been a long road. 

I am happy to have been involved in it, but also to be finished with it. Each 

unit is reviewed yearly.-- 

8. Not everyone is on board with the conceptual curriculum. Other 

school districts hire professionals to develop curriculum for them. I do not 

think that most teachers at this school have the experience to develop a 

curriculum on their own.—[SOME NEW CODES EMERGING] 

9. Seems to be very structured and has little room for change.[NO 

CODES AVAILABLE] 

10. The curriculum is repeatedly written and rewritten.[NO CODES 

AVAILABLE] 

11. Limited to what was expected of us when given time. [NO CODES 

AVAILABLE] 

12. Its okay[NO CODES AVAILABLE] 

13. Great, but I don't actually develop or deliver it in any normal way. 

[++ AND NEW CODES EMERGING] 

14. it has been a massive frustration and at times a waste of time. 

when many schools have built and used a PE curriculum with great 

success for many years.-- 

15. Very little.[IN] 

16. It was frustrating at first, because it was so prescriptive in the 

concepts that we were given to work with. We didn't have a choice and the 

concepts were driving the curriculum and didn't always fit with the topics. 

Now since redoing the history curriculum we have been given more 

flexibility in which concepts we want to use with the content which we feel 

is important to prepare kids for the DP program, and that has been easier 

to work with.—[NEW CODES EMERGING] 



! 265!

17. I haven't had much experience with the program considering I am 

new, but we have tried to make it a little more focused on some of the 

concepts when they deviate too far. [NO CODES EMERGING] 

18. Time consuming. When I taught in Canada the curriculum is set out 

for you, and you can still choose your own concepts, but over all, I think 

the school asks too much from the teacher to plan curriculum. People who 

plan curriculum are "masters" of their specialty, and plan for a province or 

a state as a whole.—[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

19. Not very much as I have only been here for a year. I have found 

what I have encountered difficult to implement effectively, especially when 

working as part of a team.-- 

20. We adapt it continually so I feel like it is constantly being 

developed.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

21. I find it really difficult to organize mathematical concepts around a 

logical unit or under terms like change, shape and relationships. Math is 

usually taught in a sequence of concepts.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

22. I have been involved in the development of it every year.[NEW 

CODES MERGING] 

23. The initial period where the CC was introduced was quite difficult. 

On a whole school planning level I feel most staff were unsure of what a 

CC was. The last two years I have gained a lot more clarify on what a CC 

should look like and contain. I am far more confident now that I was a 

couple of years back. The delivery of content was never an issue but 

always second guessing if I was building the curriculum correctly was a 

hovering thought.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

24. One year working with GAIS was a start to understand the idea and 

try to practice it in my teaching style.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

25. The experiences vary; the variables include each student I teach. 

Since students have such diverse learning styles and abilities, student 

receive concept based instruction differently. Most of my experiences 

have been positive and even liberating.++ 
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26. I was Department Head in English when we introduced the CC. It 

took some time to get my head around the principles and construction. 

Atlas helps to clarify expectations.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

27. Little - I've only taught one year of middle school in the 4 years I've 

been here. The conceptual curriculum is similar to the philosophy of my 

home country curriculum though - it can be a little airy fairy at times, I 

worry that not all. [NEW CODES EMERGING] 

28. I enjoy the freedom, but this coupled with the responsibility of 

ensuring it is being delivered at the appropriate level / complexity. In a 

national system this would all be decided, which is restricting, but the 

responsibility is also removed. I find that many teachers find this quite 

difficult to deal with.++ 

29. Each year we re-evaluate the lessons, create new ones, and 

expand on what we taught the year before.++ 

30. Frustrating. Give us a solid example of how a conceptual 

curriculum in languages is taught in other schools (not just on paper, but in 

actual practice) and you will make believers out of us. After four years of 

working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still unsure of how to teach a 

grade 7 student who is learning numbers, colors, school subjects, and 

conjugating verbs how that is all tied in to their "identity," or "relationships" 

or "connections". Again, on paper, it all looks and sounds great. But in 

reality, I have yet to see a solid, convincing example of how this is done in 

the foreign languages.-- 

31. I have been involved in developing and implementing conceptual 

curriculum for a number of units and grade levels both as a team and 

individually. In addition, I have attended a number of PD sessions about 

developing and implementing c.c.[IN] 

32. When I started at GAIS there WAS no English curriculum and so 

we had to build it entirely from scratch. It was definitely a learning 

experience in terms of organizing assessments, topics, outcomes and 

texts - having to think both horizontally and vertically at the same time was 
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a bit challenging. But over the years we have streamlined our curriculum 

to be both rigorous and competitive - it is one that prepares students well 

for the difficulties of both the IB and university level. It does not lend itself 

to "gimme" marks - students have to put the effort in to succeed.++ 

33. After 4 years at the school, I feel very confident in the way I deliver 

the program. I constantly change my content in order to cater to all 

students.++[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

34. Good. This is my second year applying this program++ 

35. Good it make the subject more interesting for teachers and 

students as well. It teaches students how to be critical thinkers.++ 

36. collegiate - it challenges teachers to grow++ 

37. Since the advisory program relies mainly on developing skills and 

awareness to be successful in an academic and social/personal setting, it 

has been a challenge in keeping the lessons attractive and meaningful to 

all.[NEW CODES EMERGING] 

38. Not good! It' a frustrating experience when it seems as if you're 

constantly shooting at a moving target.- [added from last question- I guess 

I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you to really 

custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more work, and 

often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. The one we have 

now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss the comfort of using 

someone who has advanced degrees in curriculum design's work, as I'm 

sure they're better at it than I am.-- 

39. The development of the curriculum has been a journey of confusion 

and frustration, if I'm honest. I don't think that I have had enough training 

to develop a curriculum and having only a couple of workshops about the 

conceptual curriculum does not replace a fully trained and qualified group 

of professionals who know exactly what they are doing creating and 

developing a functioning, reasonable and logical curriculum. With this 

being said, however, our department (English) has done a pretty good job 

of developing some curriculum. As far as the delivery goes, though, 
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sometimes I can go through an entire unit without even really considering 

the written curriculum. We have the broad ideas at the beginning of the 

unit but the follow through and day to day of the delivery sometimes 

obscures the concept and we forget about it.-- 

40. None - as I did not develop anything yet as it is first year teaching 

Life Science. [IN] 

41. When changing the curriculum , we sometime experience the fact 

that we do not have the practical equipment for experiments for THAT 

year, as orders need to be done the previous year.[NEW CODES 

EMERGING] 

42. What we call the 'conceptual curriculum' is about how we teach - 

not what we teach. The very nature of mathematics is conceptual and it 

does not fit neatly into a small(or even large) collection of 'concepts' - 

They are also all interrelated and connections should be drawn wherever 

students are able to see them (without overload) - this should not be 

determined by trying to fit mathematics into limited set of 'conceptual foci'. 

Any lesson on any day can draw on many, many concepts. This is not to 

say there isn't some curriculum model that increases its conceptual focus - 

particularly for teachers more accustomed to an algorithmic approach - 

that could work for Mathematics - I believe in an investigative approach 

and if I ever had the time, I would build this more concretely into our 

collective programme - however sufficient time to make any real progress 

with this is never available - the 'conceptual curriculum' is an idea that is 

not 'fully-baked' in regards to mathematics- and no evidence that anyone 

on this planet has it 'fully-baked' To structure mathematics into a 

conceptual model in any comprehensive and effective programme would 

take a huge allocation of resources - without it we are just pretending. In 

the meantime, we have to prioritize mathematics learning.-- 

43. Establishing Arabic Conceptual curriculum using Ministry topics, 

with full influence 
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44. We have learned about it last year and we started applying it.[NEW 

CODES EMERGING] 

45. this is my first year applying it at school[IN] 

46. It was a great opportunity to experience how to create and develop 

curriculum program in general. I had experience in choosing concepts and 

units, developing scope and sequence, work on rubrics and assessments, 

for grades 7-10 for both regular Arabic and AFL. ++ 

47. You need teachers qualified and interested on Curriculum 

development. [NEW CODE EMERGING] 

Notes and Reflection on First Cycle coding: 
1. Coding revealed not all responses could be placed neatly into the 

three codes as identified in the start list. 

2. When responses indicated a new code emerging this was 

indicated next to the response during the first cycle coding.  

3. From the above , the following codes have been identified for the 

second-cycle coding: 

 

Response Indications Second-cycle coding  

Responses that indicate a clearly positive 

experience 

CP 

Responses that indicate a clearly negative 

experience 

CN 

For responses that indicate that teachers 

are challenged by the experience 

CH 

For responses that indicate respondent is 

taking a neutral experience 

NU 

Responses that indicate an incorrect 

interpretation 

IN 

Any other responses that do not fall in the 

above categories 

OTH 

 

 



! 270!

QUESTION 12- SECOND CYCLE CODING 

CODES IDENTIFIED FOR SECOND CYCLE CODING: 

Response Indications Second-cycle coding  

Responses that indicate a clearly positive 

experience 

CP 

Responses that indicate a clearly negative 

experience 

CN 

For responses that indicate that teachers 

are challenged by the experience 

regardless of it being positive or negative  

CH 

For responses that indicate a neutral 

experience through a statement  

NU 

Responses that do not have a relevant 

code 

NC 

Any other responses that do not fall in the 

above categories 

OTH 

 

Responses : 

1. I think the conceptual curriculum model gives teacher enough 

autonomy in deciding what to include and what not to and how to go about 

teaching and learning. Having said that most of the times it does leave us 

with a feeling of 'are we doing it right'? It is also quite difficult to make 

parents understand how this model works as they always want text books 

and chapter number identified for a 'unit. --[CH] 

2. Our conceptual curriculum follows most of what the current 

language book do. There is a logical scaffolding to teaching a language 

that we also apply in our curriculum. Pretty good experience so far after a 

little bit of adapting to the "no-book" rule. ++[CP] 

3. It's basically forcing something that should not be there. --[CN] 

4. Some topics are easier to link to some concepts while others can 

be challenging. Not all students can grasp the concept as quickly as 
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others Some students get confused as whether they need to learn the 

concept or the topic. They don't realize that topics fit under the "umbrella" 

of a particular concept.[CH] 

5. Highly experienced from previous school. Do it instinctively.[NU] 

6. PD last year.[NC] 

7. The building and rebuilding of the curriculum has been a long road. 

I am happy to have been involved in it, but also to be finished with it. Each 

unit is reviewed yearly.++[CH] 

8. Not everyone is on board with the conceptual curriculum. Other 

school districts hire professionals to develop curriculum for them. I do not 

think that most teachers at this school have the experience to develop a 

curriculum on their own.[CH] 

9. Seems to be very structured and has little room for 

change.[NC]CN? 

10. The curriculum is repeatedly written and rewritten.[NC+CH]CN?  

11. Limited to what was expected of us when given time. [NC] 

12. Its okay[NU] 

13. Great, but I don't actually develop or deliver it in any normal way. 

++ [OTH] 

14. it has been a massive frustration and at times a waste of time. 

when many schools have built and used a PE curriculum with great 

success for many years.--[CN][CH] 

15. Very little.[NC] 

16. It was frustrating at first, because it was so prescriptive in the 

concepts that we were given to work with. We didn't have a choice and the 

concepts were driving the curriculum and didn't always fit with the topics. 

Now since redoing the history curriculum we have been given more 

flexibility in which concepts we want to use with the content which we feel 

is important to prepare kids for the DP program, and that has been easier 

to work with.—[CN][CH] 
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17. I haven't had much experience with the program considering I am 

new, but we have tried to make it a little more focused on some of the 

concepts when they deviate too far. [OTH] 

18. Time consuming. When I taught in Canada the curriculum is set out 

for you, and you can still choose your own concepts, but over all, I think 

the school asks too much from the teacher to plan curriculum. People who 

plan curriculum are "masters" of their specialty, and plan for a province or 

a state as a whole. –[CN][CH] 

19. Not very much as I have only been here for a year. I have found 

what I have encountered difficult to implement effectively, especially when 

working as part of a team. –[CN][CH] 

20. We adapt it continually so I feel like it is constantly being 

developed.[CH] 

21. I find it really difficult to organize mathematical concepts around a 

logical unit or under terms like change, shape and relationships. Math is 

usually taught in a sequence of concepts.[CH] 

22. I have been involved in the development of it every year.[NC] 

23. The initial period where the CC was introduced was quite difficult. 

On a whole school planning level I feel most staff were unsure of what a 

CC was. The last two years I have gained a lot more clarify on what a CC 

should look like and contain. I am far more confident now that I was a 

couple of years back. The delivery of content was never an issue but 

always second guessing if I was building the curriculum correctly was a 

hovering thought.[CH] 

24. One year working with GAIS was a start to understand the idea and 

try to practice it in my teaching style.[NC] 

25. The experiences vary; the variables include each student I teach. 

Since students have such diverse learning styles and abilities, student 

receive concept based instruction differently. Most of my experiences 

have been positive and even liberating.++[CP] 
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26. I was Department Head in English when we introduced the CC. It 

took some time to get my head around the principles and construction. 

Atlas helps to clarify expectations.[CH] 

27. Little - I've only taught one year of middle school in the 4 years I've 

been here. The conceptual curriculum is similar to the philosophy of my 

home country curriculum though - it can be a little airy fairy at times, I 

worry that not all. [NC] 

28. I enjoy the freedom, but this coupled with the responsibility of 

ensuring it is being delivered at the appropriate level / complexity. In a 

national system this would all be decided, which is restricting, but the 

responsibility is also removed. I find that many teachers find this quite 

difficult to deal with.++[CH] 

29. Each year we re-evaluate the lessons, create new ones, and 

expand on what we taught the year before.++ 

30. Frustrating. Give us a solid example of how a conceptual 

curriculum in languages is taught in other schools (not just on paper, but in 

actual practice) and you will make believers out of us. After four years of 

working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still unsure of how to teach a 

grade 7 student who is learning numbers, colors, school subjects, and 

conjugating verbs how that is all tied in to their "identity," or "relationships" 

or "connections". Again, on paper, it all looks and sounds great. But in 

reality, I have yet to see a solid, convincing example of how this is done in 

the foreign languages.--[CN][CH] 

31. I have been involved in developing and implementing conceptual 

curriculum for a number of units and grade levels both as a team and 

individually. In addition, I have attended a number of PD sessions about 

developing and implementing c.c.[IN] 

32. When I started at GAIS there WAS no English curriculum and so 

we had to build it entirely from scratch. It was definitely a learning 

experience in terms of organizing assessments, topics, outcomes and 

texts - having to think both horizontally and vertically at the same time was 
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a bit challenging. But over the years we have streamlined our curriculum 

to be both rigorous and competitive - it is one that prepares students well 

for the difficulties of both the IB and university level. It does not lend itself 

to "gimme" marks - students have to put the effort in to succeed.++[CP] 

33. After 4 years at the school, I feel very confident in the way I deliver 

the program. I constantly change my content in order to cater to all 

students.++[CH] 

34. Good. This is my second year applying this program++[CP] 

35. Good it make the subject more interesting for teachers and 

students as well. It teaches students how to be critical thinkers.++[CP] 

36. collegiate - it challenges teachers to grow++[CP] 

37. Since the advisory program relies mainly on developing skills and 

awareness to be successful in an academic and social/personal setting, it 

has been a challenge in keeping the lessons attractive and meaningful to 

all.[CH] 

38. Not good! It' a frustrating experience when it seems as if you're 

constantly shooting at a moving target.- [added from last question- I guess 

I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you to really 

custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more work, and 

often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. The one we have 

now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss the comfort of using 

someone who has advanced degrees in curriculum design's work, as I'm 

sure they're better at it than I am.—[CN][CH] 

39. The development of the curriculum has been a journey of confusion 

and frustration, if I'm honest. I don't think that I have had enough training 

to develop a curriculum and having only a couple of workshops about the 

conceptual urriculum does not replace a fully trained and qualified group 

of professionals who know exactly what they are doing creating and 

developing a functioning, reasonable and logical curriculum. With this 

being said, however, our department (English) has done a pretty good job 

of developing some curriculum. As far as the delivery goes, though, 
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sometimes I can go through an entire unit without even really considering 

the written curriculum. We have the broad ideas at the beginning of the 

unit but the follow through and day to day of the delivery sometimes 

obscures the concept and we forget about it.—[CN][CH] 

40. None - as I did not develop anything yet as it is first year teaching 

Life Science. [NC] 

41. When changing the curriculum , we sometime experience the fact 

that we do not have the practical equipment for experiments for THAT 

year, as orders need to be done the previous year.[CH] 

42. What we call the 'conceptual curriculum' is about how we teach - 

not what we teach. The very nature of mathematics is conceptual and it 

does not fit neatly into a small(or even large) collection of 'concepts' - 

They are also all interrelated and connections should be drawn wherever 

students are able to see them (without overload) - this should not be 

determined by trying to fit mathematics into limited set of 'conceptual foci'. 

Any lesson on any day can draw on many, many concepts. This is not to 

say there isn't some curriculum model that increases its conceptual focus - 

particularly for teachers more accustomed to an algorithmic approach - 

that could work for Mathematics - I believe in an investigative approach 

and if I ever had the time, I would build this more concretely into our 

collective programme - however sufficient time to make any real progress 

with this is never available - the 'conceptual curriculum' is an idea that is 

not 'fully-baked' in regards to mathematics- and no evidence that anyone 

on this planet has it 'fully-baked' To structure mathematics into a 

conceptual model in any comprehensive and effective programme would 

take a huge allocation of resources - without it we are just pretending. In 

the meantime, we have to prioritize mathematics learning.—[CN][CH] 

43. Establishing Arabic Conceptual curriculum using Ministry topics, 

with full influence[NC] 

44. We have learned about it last yes and we started applying it.[NC] 

45. this is my first year applying it at school[NC] 
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46. It was a great opportunity to experience how to create and develop 

curriculum program in general. I had experience in choosing concepts and 

units, developing scope and sequence, work on rubrics and assessments, 

for grades 7-10 for both regular Arabic and AFL. ++[CP] 

47. You need teachers qualified and interested on Curriculum 

development. [CH] 

 
 
Reflections on Second Cycle Coding: Some responses are statements that 

are neither positive/negative/or neutral and represent teachers personal 

statement in terms of how they interpreted the question. For eg: “little 

experience”/”PD last year”. Need to have a separate code for these responses in 

the next cycle coding. Also, some responses indicate frustration while others 

indicate that teachers are questioning their proficiency in being curriculum 

developers. This should need a separate category from being included in the 

“challenge category”.  
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QUESTION 12- THIRD CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

CODES IDENTIFIED FOR THIRD CYCLE CODING: 

Response Indications Third-cycle coding  

Responses that indicate a clearly 

positive experience 

CP 

Responses that indicate a clearly 

negative experience 

CN 

For responses that indicate that 

teachers are challenged by the 

experience regardless of it being 

positive or negative  

CH 

For responses that indicate a neutral 

experience through a statement  

NU 

For responses that question teacher 

proficiency to be curriculum 

developers  

QS 

Responses that indicate a personal 

statement of experience with neither 

positive or negative tone 

PST 

Responses that indicate frustration  FR 

Any other responses that do not fall 

in the above categories 

OTH 

 

** Challenge/Frustration/questioning proficiency can be one “category” 
that can be included within the “clearly negative” category as these do not 

Third Cycle Coding Process: 

Tally each factor indicated by a different color and arrive at final numbers.  

!
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indicate a positive experience. (unless and until these are indicated within 
a clearly positive response).  

Responses : 

1. I think the conceptual curriculum model gives teacher enough 

autonomy in deciding what to include and what not to and how to go about 

teaching and learning. Having said that most of the times it does leave us 

with a feeling of 'are we doing it right'? It is also quite difficult to make 

parents understand how this model works as they always want text books 

and chapter number identified for a 'unit. [QS] 

2. Our conceptual curriculum follows most of what the current 

language book do. There is a logical scaffolding to teaching a language 

that we also apply in our curriculum. Pretty good experience so far after a 

little bit of adapting to the "no-book" rule. ++[CP] 

3. It's basically forcing something that should not be there. --[CN] 

4. Some topics are easier to link to some concepts while others can 

be challenging. Not all students can grasp the concept as quickly as 

others Some students get confused as whether they need to learn the 

concept or the topic. They don't realize that topics fit under the "umbrella" 

of a particular concept.[CH] 

5. Highly experienced from previous school. Do it instinctively.[PST] 

6. PD last year.[PST] 

7. The building and rebuilding of the curriculum has been a long road. 

I am happy to have been involved in it, but also to be finished with it. Each 

unit is reviewed yearly.[PST][CH] 

8. Not everyone is on board with the conceptual curriculum. Other 

school districts hire professionals to develop curriculum for them. I do not 

think that most teachers at this school have the experience to develop a 

curriculum on their own.[QS] 

9. Seems to be very structured and has little room for 

change.[PST+CN] 
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10. The curriculum is repeatedly written and rewritten.[PST +FR] 

11. Limited to what was expected of us when given time. [PST] 

12. Its okay[NU] 

13. Great, but I don't actually develop or deliver it in any normal way.  

[PST] 

14. it has been a massive frustration and at times a waste of time. 

when many schools have built and used a PE curriculum with great 

success for many years.--[CN][FR] 

15. Very little.[PST] 

16. It was frustrating at first, because it was so prescriptive in the 

concepts that we were given to work with. We didn't have a choice and the 

concepts were driving the curriculum and didn't always fit with the topics. 

Now since redoing the history curriculum we have been given more 

flexibility in which concepts we want to use with the content which we feel 

is important to prepare kids for the DP program, and that has been easier 

to work with.—[CN][FR] 

17. I haven't had much experience with the program considering I am 

new, but we have tried to make it a little more focused on some of the 

concepts when they deviate too far. [PST] 

18. Time consuming. When I taught in Canada the curriculum is set out 

for you, and you can still choose your own concepts, but over all, I think 

the school asks too much from the teacher to plan curriculum. People who 

plan curriculum are "masters" of their specialty, and plan for a province or 

a state as a whole. –[CN][QS] 

19. Not very much as I have only been here for a year. I have found 

what I have encountered difficult to implement effectively, especially when 

working as part of a team. –[CN][CH] 

20. We adapt it continually so I feel like it is constantly being 

developed.[NU][FR] 
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21. I find it really difficult to organize mathematical concepts around a 

logical unit or under terms like change, shape and relationships. Math is 

usually taught in a sequence of concepts.[CH] 

22. I have been involved in the development of it every year.[PST] 

23. The initial period where the CC was introduced was quite difficult. 

On a whole school planning level I feel most staff were unsure of what a 

CC was. The last two years I have gained a lot more clarify on what a CC 

should look like and contain. I am far more confident now that I was a 

couple of years back. The delivery of content was never an issue but 

always second guessing if I was building the curriculum correctly was a 

hovering thought.[CH][QS] 

24. One year working with GAIS was a start to understand the idea and 

try to practice it in my teaching style.[PST] 

25. The experiences vary; the variables include each student I teach. 

Since students have such diverse learning styles and abilities, student 

receive concept based instruction differently. Most of my experiences 

have been positive and even liberating.++[CP] 

26. I was Department Head in English when we introduced the CC. It 

took some time to get my head around the principles and construction. 

Atlas helps to clarify expectations.[CH] 

27. Little - I've only taught one year of middle school in the 4 years I've 

been here. The conceptual curriculum is similar to the philosophy of my 

home country curriculum though - it can be a little airy fairy at times, I 

worry that not all. [PST] 

28. I enjoy the freedom, but this coupled with the responsibility of 

ensuring it is being delivered at the appropriate level / complexity. In a 

national system this would all be decided, which is restricting, but the 

responsibility is also removed. I find that many teachers find this quite 

difficult to deal with.[NU][CH] 

29. Each year we re-evaluate the lessons, create new ones, and 

expand on what we taught the year before.[PST] 
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30. Frustrating. Give us a solid example of how a conceptual 

curriculum in languages is taught in other schools (not just on paper, but in 

actual practice) and you will make believers out of us. After four years of 

working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still unsure of how to teach a 

grade 7 student who is learning numbers, colors, school subjects, and 

conjugating verbs how that is all tied in to their "identity," or "relationships" 

or "connections". Again, on paper, it all looks and sounds great. But in 

reality, I have yet to see a solid, convincing example of how this is done in 

the foreign languages.--[CN][FR] 

31. I have been involved in developing and implementing conceptual 

curriculum for a number of units and grade levels both as a team and 

individually. In addition, I have attended a number of PD sessions about 

developing and implementing c.c.[PST] 

32. When I started at GAIS there WAS no English curriculum and so 

we had to build it entirely from scratch. It was definitely a learning 

experience in terms of organizing assessments, topics, outcomes and 

texts - having to think both horizontally and vertically at the same time was 

a bit challenging. But over the years we have streamlined our curriculum 

to be both rigorous and competitive - it is one that prepares students well 

for the difficulties of both the IB and university level. It does not lend itself 

to "gimme" marks - students have to put the effort in to succeed.++[CP] 

33. After 4 years at the school, I feel very confident in the way I deliver 

the program. I constantly change my content in order to cater to all 

students.++[CP][after 4 years?] 

34. Good. This is my second year applying this program++[CP] 

35. Good it make the subject more interesting for teachers and 

students as well. It teaches students how to be critical thinkers.++[CP] 

36. collegiate - it challenges teachers to grow++[CP] 

37. Since the advisory program relies mainly on developing skills and 

awareness to be successful in an academic and social/personal setting, it 
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has been a challenge in keeping the lessons attractive and meaningful to 

all.[CH] 

38. Not good! It' a frustrating experience when it seems as if you're 

constantly shooting at a moving target.- [added from last question- I guess 

I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you to really 

custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more work, and 

often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. The one we have 

now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss the comfort of using 

someone who has advanced degrees in curriculum design's work, as I'm 

sure they're better at it than I am.—[CN][FR] 

39. The development of the curriculum has been a journey of confusion 

and frustration, if I'm honest. I don't think that I have had enough training 

to develop a curriculum and having only a couple of workshops about the 

conceptual curriculum does not replace a fully trained and qualified group 

of professionals who know exactly what they are doing creating and 

developing a functioning, reasonable and logical curriculum. With this 

being said, however, our department (English) has done a pretty good job 

of developing some curriculum. As far as the delivery goes, though, 

sometimes I can go through an entire unit without even really considering 

the written curriculum. We have the broad ideas at the beginning of the 

unit but the follow through and day to day of the delivery sometimes 

obscures the concept and we forget about it.—[CN][FR] 

40. None - as I did not develop anything yet as it is first year teaching 

Life Science. [PST] 

41. When changing the curriculum , we sometime experience the fact 

that we do not have the practical equipment for experiments for THAT 

year, as orders need to be done the previous year.[PST] 

42. What we call the 'conceptual curriculum' is about how we teach - 

not what we teach. The very nature of mathematics is conceptual and it 

does not fit neatly into a small(or even large) collection of 'concepts' - 

They are also all interrelated and connections should be drawn wherever 
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students are able to see them (without overload) - this should not be 

determined by trying to fit mathematics into limited set of 'conceptual foci'. 

Any lesson on any day can draw on many, many concepts. This is not to 

say there isn't some curriculum model that increases its conceptual focus - 

particularly for teachers more accustomed to an algorithmic approach - 

that could work for Mathematics - I believe in an investigative approach 

and if I ever had the time, I would build this more concretely into our 

collective programme - however sufficient time to make any real progress 

with this is never available - the 'conceptual curriculum' is an idea that is 

not 'fully-baked' in regards to mathematics- and no evidence that anyone 

on this planet has it 'fully-baked' To structure mathematics into a 

conceptual model in any comprehensive and effective programme would 

take a huge allocation of resources - without it we are just pretending. In 

the meantime, we have to prioritize mathematics learning.—[CN][CH] 

43. Establishing Arabic Conceptual curriculum using Ministry topics, 

with full influence[PST] 

44. We have learned about it last year and we started applying it.[PST] 

45. this is my first year applying it at school[PST] 

46. It was a great opportunity to experience how to create and develop 

curriculum program in general. I had experience in choosing concepts and 

units, developing scope and sequence, work on rubrics and assessments, 

for grades 7-10 for both regular Arabic and AFL. ++[CP] 

47. You need teachers qualified and interested on Curriculum 

development. [PST+QS] 

 

 

 

 

TALLYING OF CODES 
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CLEARLY POSITIVE [CP]   - IIII III  [8] 

CLEARLY NEGATIVE[CN]   - I [1] 

QUESTIONING PROFICIENCY[QS]  -II [2] 

CHALLENGING[CH]    -IIII [4] 

NEUTRAL[NU]     -I [1] 

PERSONAL STATEMENT[PST]   -IIII IIII  IIII II  [17] 

OTHER[OTH]    - 

TOTAL = 33 

RESPONSES THAT INDICATE COMBINATION OF THE ABOVE CODES 

ST+CH      -I [1] 

ST+CN      -I [1] 

ST+FR      -I [1] 

CN+FR      -IIII  [5] 

CN+QS      -I [1] 

CH+CH      -II [2] 

NU+FR      -I [1] 

CH+QS      -I [1] 

NU+CH      -I [1] 

TOTAL = 14 TEACHERS 
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Appendix 18: Coding Sheets for questions 13,14 and 15 

 
QUESTIONS 13, 14 AND 15- FIRST CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

•  

 

1. I think a curriculum that gives a good balance of both would be 

ideal. As teachers we are sometimes unable to make the right choice of 

whether this concept or topic needs to be included/excluded so some sort 

of framework that articulates some non-negotiable would be very helpful, 

as in the PYP. “The conceptual curriculum is quite broad in that everything 

is left to the teacher's choice. I may think I am doing a great job, someone 

else may come along after a year and think 'this teacher had no clue what 

she was doing' and change everything. How this will impact student 

learning is what we need to see then”. [did not answer 

strength/weakness2] 

2. It is flexible and adaptable enough to be use with any group and level. It 

allows for differentiation within a level. 

Question 13: What do you think are the strengths of the conceptual curriculum created 
by the school?!

Question 14: What do you think are the weaknesses of the conceptual curriculum created 
by the school?!

Question 15: If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 
curriculum (where you are given the scope and sequence, the course material and the 
books/resources) and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 
which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why?!

Coding Process: !

1. Juxtaposing “Strength”; “Weakness” and choice of “Prescriptive curriculum versus 
Flexible framework” . !

2. Highlight phrases that indicate strengths/weaknesses of the conceptual curriculum as 
described by the teachers and choice of teachers (prescriptive/flexible framework). !
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• A bit vague at time. Some concepts are difficult to fit with all 

the subjects (systems for instance). “A big deal is made out of it 

when it is just another type of curriculum, better than some, worse 

than others.” 

• There are good things in both. Using a book is easier for the 

teacher (documents and exercises are provided) and reassures the 

students and their family. On the other hand, most teachers will add 

to it just like for the conceptual one. I have taught with both 

curriculum and don't feel one is really better than the other in the 

end despite the slightly bigger amount of work for the conceptual 

curriculum, at least when it comes to languages.  

3. I do not like it at all. 

• It does noy make sense to have conceptual curriculum for 

certain subjects. It's like wanting to make something fit that will not 

fit, and doing just kills it's actually beauty. Conceptual curriculum is 

not a good idea for every subject. 

• The first because it makes more sense. The second requires 

administration that understands that conceptual curriculum is NOT 

for every subject.  

 

4. The questioning breakdown into factual, debatable and conceptual 

helps create structure to some non linear topics. 

• Different department should be encouraged to work on 

similar concepts to make more transferable for the students. Just 

like PYP work on themes. 

• I don't mind working on the conceptual curriculum provided 

that it is more unified among departments as I mentioned in the 

previous question.  

5. “No one seems to really know what it is.” We have adopted our own 

version of a program we should have just used in total, as it is complete. 
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We are not adept at informing the staff, logically and timely, as to what is 

happening and what should be happening. 

• A true concept-based curriculum, as designed by Erickson, 

is both! [respondent skipped strength]  

6. Few. I much prefer working directly with the MYP curricular 

framework. “Why are we creating all of this work when a very well 

researched and established program - that directly leads into our grades 

11 and 12 - such as MYP already exists?” 

• “Too many variances” by having too many different inputs. 

Lack of a clear leader with curriculum. 

• The latter. Already stated above.  

7. Standards based, conceptually minded, and scaffolded through 7-

10 to prepare the students for IBDP. 

• Clarity of what conceptual curriculum is. 

• I am pleased with the curriculum at GAIS. It allows for 

flexibility which is needed in an international school.  

8. I think math is very conceptual by nature. It has been difficult to get 

training in math. I think it is more suited for english and the social 

sciences. 

• Buy-in and the varying levels of expertise that teachers bring 

to the table. 

• Prescriptive curriculum like the IB.  

9. Gets students ready for the IB program. 

• Students are learning concepts that are preparing them for 

an IB course instead of studying a broader range of topics. 

• I have taught both ways and I enjoy the flexible of a concept 

curriculum, however, having too much freedom sometimes leaves 

gaps in students education. A prescriptive curriculum insures that 

students follow a strict program and leaves no gaps in their 

education.  
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10. A Teacher can easily relate subject material across time and region 

to discuss and make "real" the material. 

• There is too much time spent writing new curriculum. 

• Not sure.  

11. I feel that most teachers including myself in the science progam do 

not feel that it is particularly good with respect to grade expectations. 

• Too absract and cannot be connected easily to IB. 

• Prescriptive with some flexibility.   

 

12. It helps to integrate several topics 

• It doesn't prepare students very well towards traditional 

exams like SAT 

• It depends on the topic. In some cases prescriptive 

curriculum is better than conceptual curriculum.   

13. There is not much disagreement. 

• Maybe not much discussion about it. Kind of of the flip-side 

of its strength. 

• I think that this one is more constructive in the long-term.  

14. I think some of the strengths are the different ways students and 

teachers look at a problem or a task. it is no longer cookie cutter roles and 

assessments that give students the best chance to succeed. 

• too much choice can be difficult at a younger age. I think 

students still need a base in how to gain knowledge, how to apply it 

and how to analyze the information before we can ask them to do it. 

• I would rather have a scope and sequence. I enjoy having a 

program that fits the schools needs with it being revised on a 

continual basis. I think a mix of the two could be something that 

would be easier on the teachers so that there is ground work that 

they can spring board from.  

15. Flexibility is always appreciated, as long as the longer-term picture 

is kept in view.[skipped strength and weakness]  
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•  

16. I think the ideal curriculum is a combination of the two, and it's 

impossible to adequately prepare students to do the DP at the 11th and 

12th grade level without being somewhat prescriptive. I think the best 

course of action is to figure out what content needs to be covered and 

then teach it from a conceptual model. [skipped strength and weakness]  

17. I think that it encourages students to continually be thinking about 

something while they are working on diverse aspects of learning. Students 

should always be questioning things and that is very critical especially 

when it comes to their learning.  

• I think at times it can be a little constraining in that the 

students aren't able to learn more about a variety of information 

pertaining to the subject. 

• I would much prefer one that is more flexible in allowing us 

to choose what we want to teach. It can become very monotonous 

and constraining when you are only allowed to work with a set 

amount of materials. Having the free range allows us to be creative 

and work with what we have and know to do.  

•  

18. We can take it in any direction. 

• “Teachers are creating the curriculm, and that should be 

done by someone who has 25 years plus experience in the field.” 

• I would prefer a scope and sequence that is already set out. 

This way you know that all the students are receiving the same 

education.  

•  

19. It is a good idea, but there hasn't been much follow through in 

terms of showing explicit examples and helping actually use it in the 

classroom. Learning about the concept of it and attempting to implement it 

are two drastically different things. I think I would need to see it done in a 

science classroom/curriculum before I could attempt to do so myself. 
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• In terms of science, I think it could be used to combine 

concepts that shouldn't be and potentially confuse students. A lot of 

the topics we cover are very detailed, so attempting to categorize 

them by concept would inefficient. 

• I prefer the more flexible option as it provides more ways 

that an idea can be covered. Attempting to adhere to 

scope/sequence can be limiting when the students express interest 

in something other than what is in the current curriculum.  

 

20. Conceptual curriculum works easily for English instruction - it's all 

about themes and concepts. 

• The assessment protocols - too few, not enough 

transparency, BSP doesn't work, grading 1-7 is unwieldy, doesn't 

translate well. Even IB doesn't assign numbers of 1-7 until after all 

the components are complete, the various totals for criteria sheets 

added up, and a number out of 100 is reached 

• I am not sure I agree with the premise - a scope and 

sequence need not be prescriptive. If I know I need to teach 

Romanticism, that still gives leeway as to what I cover and how. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to each. 

• Our students do not learn enough content, for whatever the 

reasons may be. They are expected to reason their way through an 

inquiry approach when they might be missing the basics. It's 

frustrating - for them and for teachers. There must be a way to 

incorporate more content into the framework, more knowledge 

base. We seem to be discouraged from this, however.  

 

21. The weaknesses of the conceptual curriculum are that students 

don't relate to often to the themes of unit. It is sometimes challenging to 

creat one guiding question that will encompass all content for a given unit. 

[skipped strength] 
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• I would prefer a prescriptive curriculum under the 

assumption that adequate feedback and consideration has been 

given to the course with changes being made to meet the needs of 

the students.  

 

22. It is fairly well documented and “we have the tools to be able to 

vertically and horizontally align the curriculum.” 

• “Many teachers do not possess the skills to teach curriculum 

effectively” in a conceptually based format. 

• More flexible. We need to make it more flexible in order to 

build the bridge between PYP and IB, and take into account the 

overall strengths and weaknesses students have based on data 

and observations.[teachers 11 and 12; 1 year in the school]  

23. I think it alows teachers to be pedigogical leaders nd have a lot of 

freedom in terms of content. 

• “There needs to be significant teacher training envolved in 

writing it correctly and this is a very weak point for our school.” 

• AT this point in time I would choose CC but when it was 

introduced I would have chosen something more prescriptive 

because I didn’t feel support during the introduction and felt I didn’t 

have the skill necessary to develop curriculum on my own having 

just graduated from teacher college. It was a lot of responsibility to 

place of young inexperienced teacher and i felt this was very 

unfair.[ 10-12; 5 years in school]  

 

24. compelling questions help the students for the critical thinking. 

• curriculum frame work. [skipped strength] [ 7-8; 1 year in 

school]  

 

25. Both should be adopted. School systems always wish to limit their 

options as though they can find a magic wand that can solve every issue. 
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Why not allow your teachers to utilize the model that fits the particular 

class?[skipped both strength and weakness] [7-11; 1 year in school]  

 

26. From Harvard’s' Project Zero to Gardner to Wiggins to Ericson, the 

CC is the way forward in education (but to succeed there needs to be 

common, agreed upon, assessments). 

• Teachers have to authentically buy-in to the CC. If not, it is 

an exercise in filling out forms. We NEED a full time curriculum 

coordinator who keeps tabs on the progress being made in 

departments. 

• I prefer a prescriptive curriculum in most cases. The IB is 

ultimately prescriptive (with conceptual underpinnings), and the 

system simply works.[ 11-12; 5].  

 

27. The quality of the learning is greater 

• “Teachers aren't as accountable for what they're teaching. 

No matter what, they must arrive in Grade 11 with a specific skill 

set and content knowledge if they are to succeed. This takes time - 

the conceptual curriculum involves more time consuming learning 

experiences/activities than a more prescriptive curriculum would. 

Don't get me wrong I think the quality of learning is much better but 

often the time restraints are an issue. [11 -12; 4] 

• A flexible framework - you have to able to be given the room 

to adapt to the needs of the students.  

 

28. Being able to focus on skills that are transferrable and multi 

departmental. 

• too much freedom. Some teachers go off on topics that they 

find interesting without sticking to what actually eeds to be covered 

for students to be successful in the IB. 
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• A mixture, As stated before having the scope and sequence 

and complexity of skills required mapped out by a ministry of 

education is a very helpful thing. It ensures that all students are 

roughly on the same path. many students that transition in and out 

of GAIS have a hard time. That being said I’d really enjoy the 

freedom to at it gives teachers and students in deciding where a 

topic or unit might go. This can also be achieved in national 

curriculums and the L.Os are becoming increasingly generic and 

able to be applied to multiple topics etc. [10-12; 4]  

 

29. We NEED to and DO NOT have enough communication with 

elementary for gr 5-6 coming up into gr 7-8. The curriculums are SO 

VERY different, More accountability from department heads/admin? I think 

the workshops/information are great and it gets our department thinking 

about CC and we work hard developing, (but then there isn’t much 

motivation to continue and complete what we start, until the next 

workshop/meeting.) 

• I prefer our conceptual curriculum, and choice in teaching, 

Although, sometimes I feel like in our department we are "re-

creating the wheel" I love the idea of teaching through lenses, but 

for the basics it would be nice to follow a structured plan.[7-11; 4]  

 

30. Based on my subject, I have not experienced any strengths. 

• “Frustrating. Give us a solid example of how a conceptual 

curriculum in languages is taught in other schools (not just on 

paper, but in actual practice) and you will make believers out of us. 

After four years of working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still 

unsure of how to teach a grade 7 student who is learning numbers, 

colors, school subjects, and conjugating verbs how that is all tied in 

to their "identity," or "relationships" or "connections". Again, on 

paper, it all looks and sounds great. But in reality, I have yet to see 
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a solid, convincing example of how this is done in the foreign 

languages”.[ see ans for no 12] 

• Both. Speaking solely on behalf of my subject, a curriculum 

framework works once students have acquired enough language 

skills to tackle a conceptual curriculum. But until that happens, a 

prescriptive curriculum sure would make new, incoming teachers' 

lives a lot easier.[7-12; 4].  

•  

31. -Flexiblity -Adaptability -Relevant/Up to date Material 

• -Material may be delivered differently to students through 

differing instruction. -Developing of curriculum is time consuming 

and is always a work in progress -Concepts need to be developed 

thoroughly and require constant changes 

• Both approaches definitely have benefits and drawbacks. 

Therefore, I think that a combination of both would be 

ideal.[8,10,12; 2].  

32. Not all the departments see the value in it or use it. While it works 

well for English, it is not as user friendly for other departments.[skipped 

positive] 

• Flexible. I like having the ability to adapt to the 

classroom/students and even teacher interests. I don't believe 

English is a subject that lends itself to prescribed curriculum as 

there is no definitive right/wrong answer.[9,11,12; 5]  

 

33. Not much coloboration between departments.[skipped positive] 

• I don't think prescriptive curriculum is beneficial for all 

students. Especially the fact that we are an international and all 

leaners come from different backgrounds, flexibility is important. 

Teachers need to be culturally responsive.[9-12; 4]  

•  
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34. Information are better reach to students. Students understand 

better Students are to be longlife learners 

• More sessions are required in Islamic studies, since there is 

no examples. 

• Both are good to me. It is good to have enough resources 

and materials, and at same time to be flexible for change if 

needed[7-9; 3]  

•  

35. - It teaches students the higher order thinking skills. 

• We need more sessions especially in Islamic Studies since 

that all samples is for other subjects. 

• I prefer to use both depending on the topics. [9-12; 3]  

•  

36. timeliness, flexibility, 

• Lack of basic skills/objective assessments - lots of project-

based assessments would be better crafted if the basic concepts 

were "drilled" skill acquisition of basic concepts should be a focus 

of lower grades (7/8/9) - their "creative" work is often uninspired 

and undisciplined due to a lack of structured skill building 

• The one created in the school is aided by our varied 

experiences with best practices in other schools, curriculums, and 

is designed for our particular students and their path. We are able 

to adjust as needed to cover a gap from the previous quarter or 

year - it allows for us to create a timetable for authentic tasks 

relevant for our students, and it allows us to "diagnose" areas for 

growth and design lessons accordingly. We don't create in a 

vacuum, we use resources from the internet, each other, USA 

curricula, the IB - we're not reinventing the wheel, but we're building 

a vehicle that our own students can operate. [7-12; 1]  

•  
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37. It links all subjects and gives a holistic approach to learning. It also 

allows for scaffolding to take place as the students go to higher grades 

because it builds on their previous knowledge. 

• Even though it has come a really long way, there are still a 

few gaps that need to be filled, in order to maintain this smooth 

upward transition. 

• Conceptual curriculum, as it allows for growth and 

development of the program. Scope and sequence would be too 

rigid, and does not allow for enough flexibility to differentiate.[10-12; 

1]  

 

38. Students excel in talking one on one about 'big picture' ideas. 

• Very weak in skills/facts. 

• I guess I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it 

allows you to really custom tailor lessons to each individual student. 

It's a lot more work, and often it feels as if things go missing in the 

overall picture. The one we have now is definitely more flexible, but 

sometimes I miss the comfort of using someone who has advanced 

degrees in curriculum design's work, as I'm sure they're better at it 

than I am. [7-12;4]  

39. People who don't really know what they are doing are writing 

curriculum [skipped positive] 

• When I first came to this school I would have definitely 

wanted a prescriptive curriculum. I appreciate the freedom and 

flexibility of our current curriculum but I sometimes wonder if there 

are not many gaps in the courses. How do we find out where the 

gaps are and how do we know that we are, in fact, meeting the 

needs of the students? I wonder how good our curriculum is. I have 

"pride" in it because we have all created it, but I also doubt how 
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good it is because I know just how unqualified I am to write an 

official curriculum document. [9-12; 6]  

•  

40. no communication with the PYP and High School teachers of what 

is required. We have certain expectations of what the students should 

know and they arrive with too much knowledge in certain areas and NO 

KNOWLEDGE about other aspects. Also there is no communication 

between the Geography and Sciences - there is Earth Science that is 

overlapping and thus a waste of time or they can work half and half and 

not giving students the same work in two subject areas. [skipped positive] 

• Prescriptive - then we can measure our students and our 

standards with the rest of the students in the world that is taking 

that curriculum. It mean we can then spend more time in making 

our lessons more interesting and challenging and we can 

differentiate more with our upper and lower students. That also 

mean we will cover in depth how much is needed for each level and 

then from year to year we can improve our teachings and will be 

able to gauge must more how our students are doing. Even 

prescriptive curriculums give you enough degrees of freedom and 

you can still use the teaching methods you prefer. That will 

eliminate the problem where the PYP develop their own 

programme without knowing what students should know by the time 

they arrive in Gr 7. At this moment they just decide and just teach 

what they are comfortable with without finding out what we need to 

have the students understand and be able to know when arriving in 

Gr 7. 

• Thanks for having a place to say this as I feel there is no 

way to say this without "hurting" feelings. Which I understand as 

some teachers been here longer have worked very hard to 

establish what we have on G-drive etc. I just think the turn-over of 

teachers as it is a young school and the youngish teachers that was 
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left in charge just did not get to that level yet to see the whole 

picture. [9,11,12; 1] 

•  

41. There needs to be a better connection between Elemetary and 

Middle school, when planning their curriculum. Concepts that students 

NEED to know when they enter Gr 7 is sometimes to just not up to 

standard.... [skipped positive] 

• I'll prefer a scope and sequence as two teachers, teaching 

the same concept, concentrate on different parts. That makes it a 

huge problem when writing exams of tests, since you constantly 

have to change the marks scheme if a teacher did not cover a 

particular part of the chosen concept. [7, 8.10; 2]  

 

42. The philosophy of writing conceptual focus into the curriculum is 

great - again this could be established by an investigative approach (which 

it the route I have always looked to take without time to implement 

anything broadly and formally - it should also not be taken for granted that 

all teachers clearly understand what constitutes good investigation). 

• Insufficient allocation of resources - development time, 

inadequate training (very rudimentary - even our visiting 'expert' 

had little for math (and 1 hr between Math and Science)). It is a bit 

of a pretense that we can charge ahead to make something of 

quality with the basis we have - significantly more resource 

allocation should go to this if we are honestly expecting quality. I 

would also note that I would not be willing to compromise a solid 

Math programme in pursuit of something flimsy without 

demonstrated benefit. 

• Again I believe the philosophy of the 'conceptual curriculum' 

is about how we teach, not what we teach. I will teach Mathematics 

the same way regardless of the prescribed curriculum. The beauty 

of mathematics is in the underlying mathematical ideas of structure 
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and relationships which are present in every single mathematical 

experience (hence it is a nonsense of trying to divide up the 

curriculum by concept and conceptual lens at distinct times) - Every 

'conceptual lens' can be used in every single lesson - it is contrived 

and limiting to try to divide up mathematics in this way. More 

important is that we address these somewhere - as most curricula 

would already try to do somewhere - of course we can increase the 

focus on it - again I think in Mathematics that should look like an 

investigative approach. This can be integrated without changing 

content/renaming units/making specific broad concepts the main 

focus at specific times (this will already happen!) Back to the 

question, I believe the goal of the conceptual curriculum can be 

achieved without even having something called a 'conceptual 

curriculum'. In Mathematics, our students must learn to use the 

same mathematics as students mostly anywhere - but we should 

strive to enable our students to gain and develop initiative insight, 

and enjoyment of the subject - I have never taught somewhere that 

I have felt stifled to teach math in a limited fashion (excepting 

inescapabilty of external exam groups) - as our curriculum is 

prescribed (by ourselves) so in short I have no preference..[11-12; 

3]  

43. Curriculum Framework, as it is much flexible in resources, timing, 

and different materials [7,9,10; 5] [skipped both strength and weakness] 

 

44. - It teaches students the higher order thinking skills. 

• We need more sessions on conceptual curriculum 

• Both are good. They fit students needs. [7,10,11,12; 4]  

 

45. teaching the student high order thinking skills using critical thinking 

students take a more active part in class discussions 

• More sessions are required for Islamic subject 
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• Both are good, because they fit students needs [8,9,10; 1]  

 

46. It gives more opportunities for students to be critical thinkers. It 

gives teachers opportunities to think outside the box. 

• Teachers are not so well prepared for it yet, in spite of the 

amazing workshop we had last year but teachers still need more 

workshops and more time to implement the conceptual curriculum 

correctly in their classroom. The conceptual curriculum is 

convenient for some classes more than others. Like language A 

classes versus language B 

• Each one of them has it's positives and negatives, on the 

long run the conceptual curriculum will be a prescriptive one 

because it is so difficult to change units, scope and sequence. .... 

every year. Its good to have a constant frame work but adjustable 

units! Finding enough resources for some subjects is really difficult. 

[9-12; 7]  

47. It is a very helpful guide for students and teachers (if it is 

used/implemented in class ) 

• I think all departments should know in how other 

departments work/follow curriculum Also an standarization of units 

development Supervision by Currulum knowledgeable 

people/expertise 

• second option [ 10-12; 5]  
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QUESTIONS 13, 14, 15- SECOND CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

1.  I think a curriculum that gives a good balance of both would be ideal. As 

teachers we are sometimes unable to make the right choice of whether this 

concept or topic needs to be included/excluded so some sort of framework that 

articulates some non-negotiable would be very helpful, as in the PYP. “The 

conceptual curriculum is quite broad in that everything is left to the teacher's 

choice. I may think I am doing a great job, someone else may come along after a 

year and think 'this teacher had no clue what she was doing' and change 

everything. How this will impact student learning is what we need to see then”. 

[did not answer previous 2] 

• Questioning Proficiency 

• Questioning impact on student learning 

• Questioning teacher consistency 

2. It is flexible and adaptable enough to be use with any group and 

level. It allows for differentiation within a level. 

• A bit vague at time. Some concepts are difficult to fit with all 

the subjects (systems for instance). “A big deal is made out of it 

when it is just another type of curriculum, better than some, worse 

than others.” 

• There are good things in both. Using a book is easier for the 

teacher (documents and exercises are provided) and reassures the 

students and their family. On the other hand, most teachers will add 

to it just like for the conceptual one. I have taught with both 

Identify!emerging!themes!from!the!highlighted!phrases!in!first!cycle!coding!and!note!it!down!below!
each!response!(in!blue)!
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curriculum and don't feel one is really better than the other in the 

end despite the slightly bigger amount of work for the conceptual 

curriculum, at least when it comes to languages. 

• Flexible 

• Allows differentiation 

• Vague 

• Assurance when prescriptive 

•  

3. I do not like it at all. 

a. It does noy make sense to have conceptual curriculum for 

certain subjects. It's like wanting to make something fit that will not 

fit, and doing just kills it's actually beauty. Cpnceptual curriculum is 

not a good idea for every subject. 

b. The first because it makes more sense. The second requires 

administration that understands that conceptual curriculum is NOT 

for every subject. 

i. Not for all subjects-artificially fitting something  

•  

4. The questioning breakdown into factual, debatable and conceptual 

helps create structure to some non linear topics. 

a. Different department should be encouraged to work on 

similar concepts to make more transferable for the students. Just 

like PYP work on themes. 

b. I don't mind working on the conceptual curriculum provided 

that it is more unified among departments as I mentioned in the 

previous question. 

• Requiring inter-disciplinary planning   

•  

5. “No one seems to really know what it is.” We have adopted our own 

version of a program we should have just used in total, as it is complete. 
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We are not adept at informing the staff, logically and timely, as to what is 

happening and what should be happening. 

a. A true concept-based curriculum, as designed by Erickson, 

is both! [respondent skipped positives] 

i. Questioning proficiency 

ii. “our own version”  

•  

6. Few. I much prefer working directly with the MYP curricular 

framework. “Why are we creating all of this work when a very well 

researched and established program - that directly leads into our grades 

11 and 12 - such as MYP already exists?” 

a. “Too many variances” by having too many different inputs. 

Lack of a clear leader with curriculum. 

b. The latter. Already stated above. 

i. Few strengths- not mentioning what 

ii. Too many variances 

iii. Lack of clear leader  

•  

7. Standards based, conceptually minded, and scaffolded through 7-

10 to prepare the students for IBDP. 

a. Clarity of what conceptual curriculum is. 

b. I am pleased with the curriculum at GAIS. It allows for 

flexibility which is needed in an international school. 

i. Standard based 

ii. Conceptually minded 

iii. Scaffold to prepare for 7-10 

iv. Lack of clarity 

8. I think math is very conceptual by nature. It has been difficult to get 

training in math. I think it is more suited for English and the social 

sciences. 
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a. Buy-in and the varying levels of expertise that teachers bring 

to the table. 

b. Prescriptive curriculum like the IB. 

i. Difficulty in getting training 

ii. Varying levels of expertise  

•  

9. Gets students ready for the IB program. 

a. Students are learning concepts that are preparing them for 

an IB course instead of studying a broader range of topics. 

b. I have taught both ways and I enjoy the flexible of a concept 

curriculum, however, having too much freedom sometimes leaves 

gaps in students education. A prescriptive curriculum insures that 

students follow a strict program and leaves no gaps in their 

education. 

i. Prepares students for the IB 

ii. Only focused in preparing for the IB instead of a broad range of topics 

•  

10. A Teacher can easily relate subject material across time and region 

to discuss and make "real" the material. 

a. There is too much time spent writing new curriculum. 

b. Not sure. 

i. Allows teachers to relate material across time and region 

ii. Too much time spent on writing curriculum   

•  

11. I feel that most teachers including myself in the science program do 

not feel that it is particularly good with respect to grade expectations. 

a. Too abstract and cannot be connected easily to IB. 

b. Prescriptive with some flexibility. 

i. Too abstract 

ii. Not good with grade expectations   

12. It helps to integrate several topics 
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a. It doesn't prepare students very well towards traditional 

exams like SAT 

b. It depends on the topic. In some cases prescriptive 

curriculum is better than conceptual curriculum 

i. Integrate several topics 

ii. Does not prepare students for traditional exams like SAT  

13. There is not much disagreement. 

a. Maybe not much discussion about it. Kind of the flip-side of 

its strength. 

b. I think that this one is more constructive in the long-term. 

i. More constructive in the long term  

•  

14. I think some of the strengths are the different ways students and 

teachers look at a problem or a task. it is no longer cookie cutter roles and 

assessments that give students the best chance to succeed. 

a. too much choice can be difficult at a younger age. i think 

students still need a base in how to gain knowledge, how to apply it 

and how to analyze the information before we can ask them to do it. 

b. I would rather have a scope and sequence. I enjoy having a 

program that fits the schools needs with it being revised on a 

continual basis. I think a mix of the two could be something that 

would be easier on the teachers so that there is ground work that 

they can spring board from. 

i. No longer cookie cutter roles for teacher and student 

ii. Assessments give students better change to succeed 

iii. Too much choice at young age  

•  

15. Flexibility is always appreciated, as long as the longer-term picture 

is kept in view.[skipped strength and weakness]  

•  
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16. I think the ideal curriculum is a combination of the two, and it's 

impossible to adequately prepare students to do the DP at the 11th and 

12th grade level without being somewhat prescriptive. I think the best 

course of action is to figure out what content needs to be covered and 

then teach it from a conceptual model. [skipped strength and weakness]  

•  

17. I think that it encourages students to continually be thinking about 

something while they are working on diverse aspects of learning. Students 

should always be questioning things and that is very critical especially 

when it comes to their learning. 

a. I think at times it can be a little constraining in that the 

students aren't able to learn more about a variety of information 

pertaining to the subject. 

b. I would much prefer one that is more flexible in allowing us 

to choose what we want to teach. It can become very monotonous 

and constraining when you are only allowed to work with a set 

amount of materials. Having the free range allows us to be creative 

and work with what we have and know to do. 

i. Encourages to continually be thinking 

ii. Promotes students to think 

iii. Constraining in that students aren’t able to learn more about a variety of 

information 

•  

18. We can take it in any direction. 

a. “Teachers are creating the curriculum, and that should be 

done by someone who has 25 years plus experience in the field.” 

b. I would prefer a scope and sequence that is already set out. 

This way you know that all the students are receiving the same 

education. 

i. Can be taken in any direction 

ii. Questioning expertise   
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•  

19. It is a good idea, but there hasn't been much follow through in 

terms of showing explicit examples and helping actually use it in the 

classroom. Learning about the concept of it and attempting to implement it 

are two drastically different things. I think I would need to see it done in a 

science classroom/curriculum before I could attempt to do so myself. 

a. In terms of science, I think it could be used to combine 

concepts that shouldn't be and potentially confuse students. A lot of 

the topics we cover are very detailed, so attempting to categorize 

them by concept would inefficient. 

b. I prefer the more flexible option as it provides more ways 

that an idea can be covered. Attempting to adhere to 

scope/sequence can be limiting when the students express interest 

in something other than what is in the current curriculum. 

i. Questioning understanding it versus practically applying it.  

ii. Categorizing learning by concepts would make it inefficient  

•  

20. Conceptual curriculum works easily for English instruction - it's all 

about themes and concepts. 

a. The assessment protocols - too few, not enough 

transparency, BSP doesn't work, grading 1-7 is unwieldy, doesn't 

translate well. Even IB doesn't assign numbers of 1-7 until after all 

the components are complete, the various totals for criteria sheets 

added up, and a number out of 100 is reached 

b. I am not sure I agree with the premise - a scope and 

sequence need not be prescriptive. If I know I need to teach 

Romanticism, that still gives leeway as to what I cover and how. 

There are advantages and disadvantages to each. 

c. Our students do not learn enough content, for whatever the 

reasons may be. They are expected to reason their way through an 

inquiry approach when they might be missing the basics. It's 
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frustrating - for them and for teachers. There must be a way to 

incorporate more content into the framework, more knowledge base. 

We seem to be discouraged from this, however. 

i. Works well for English 

ii. Assessment protocols not transparent enough 

iii. Premise disagreeable 

21. The weaknesses of the conceptual curriculum are that students 

don't relate to often to the themes of unit. It is sometimes challenging to 

creat one guiding question that will encompass all content for a given unit. 

[skipped positive] 

I would prefer a prescriptive curriculum under the assumption that 

adequate feedback and consideration has been given to the course 

with changes being made to meet the needs of the students. 

• Students don’t relate to the themes  

•  

22. It is fairly well documented and “we have the tools to be able to 

vertically and horizontally align the curriculum.” 

a. “Many teachers do not possess the skills to teach curriculum 

effectively” in a conceptually based format. 

b. More flexible. We need to make it more flexible in order to 

build the bridge between PYP and IB, and take into account the 

overall strengths and weaknesses students have based on data and 

observations.[teachers 11 and 12; 1 year in the school] 

i. Fairly well documents 

ii. Have the tools for vertical and horizontal alignment 

c. Questioning proficiency  

•  

23. I think it alows teachers to be pedigogical leaders nd have a lot of 

freedom in terms of content. 

a. “There needs to be significant teacher training envolved in 

writting it correctly and this is a very weak point for our school.” 
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b. AT this point in time I would choose CC but when it was 

introduced I would have chosen something more prescriptive 

because I didn’t feel support during the introduction and felt I didn’t 

have the skill necessary to develop curriculum on my own having 

just graduated from teacher college. It was a lot of responsibility ti 

place of young inexperienced teacher and i felt this was very unfair.[ 

10-12; 5 years in school] 

i. Allows teachers to be pedagogical leaders 

ii. Lot of freedom in terms of content 

iii. Need for significant training 

24. compelling questions help the students for the critical thinking. 

a. curriculum frame work. [skipped positive] [ 7-8; 1 year in 

school] 

b. fosters critical thinking  

25. Both should be adopted. School systems always wish to limit their 

options as though they can find a magic wand that can solve every issue. 

Why not allow your teachers to utilize the model that fits the particular 

class?[skipped both] [7-11; 1 year in school]  

•  

26. From Harvards' Project Zero to Gardner to Wiggins to Ericson, the 

CC is the way forward in education (but to succeed there needs to be 

common, agreed upon, assessments). 

a. Teachers have to authentically buy-in to the CC. If not, it is 

an exercise in filling out forms. We NEED a full time curriculum 

coordinator who keeps tabs on the progress being made in 

departments. 

b. I prefer a prescriptive curriculum in most cases. The IB is 

ultimately prescriptive (with conceptual underpinnings), and the 

system simply works.[ 11-12; 5]  

•  

27. The quality of the learning is greater 
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a. “Teachers aren't as accountable for what they're teaching. 

No matter what, they must arrive in Grade 11 with a specific skill set 

and content knowledge if they are to succeed. This takes time - the 

conceptual curriculum involves more time consuming learning 

experiences/activities than a more prescriptive curriculum would. 

Don't get me wrong I think the quality of learning is much better but 

often the time restraints are an issue. [11 -12; 4] 

b. A flexible framework - you have to able to be given the room 

to adapt to the needs of the students. 

i. Quality of learning is greater 

ii. Questioning accountability 

iii. Conceptual curriculum involves more time consuming learning activities  

•  

28. Being able to focus on skills that are transferrable and multi 

departmental  

a. too much freedom. Some teachers go off on topics that they 

find interesting without sticking to what actually eeds to be covered 

for students to be successful in the IB. 

b. A mixture, As stated before having the scope and sequence 

and complexity of skills required mapped out by a ministry of 

education is a very helpful thing. It ensures that all students are 

roughly on the same path. many students that transition in and out 

of GAIS have a hard time. That being said really enjoy the freedom 

to at it gives teachers and students in deciding where a topic or unit 

might go. This can also be achieved in national curriculums and the 

L.Os are becoming increasingly generic and able to be applied to 

multiple topics etc. [10-12; 4] 

• Ability to focus on transferable skills 

• Teacher do topics they find interesting that what is 

needed to be covered for the IB  

•  



! 311!

29. We NEED to and DO NOT have enough communication with 

elementary for gr 5-6 coming up into gr 7-8. The curriculums are SO 

VERY different, More accountability from department heads/admin? I think 

the workshops/information are great and it gets our department thinking 

about CC and we work hard developing, (but then there isn’t much 

motivation to continue and complete what we start, until the next 

workshop/meeting.) 

a. I prefer our conceptual curriculum, and choice in teaching, 

Although, sometimes i feel like in our department we are "re-creating 

the wheel" I love the idea of teaching through lenses, but for the 

basics it would be nice to follow a structured plan.[7-11; 4] 

i. Questioning accountability 

ii. Regular workshops/follow-up to retain motivation  

30. Based on my subject, I have not experienced any strengths. 

a. “Frustrating. Give us a solid example of how a conceptual 

curriculum in languages is taught in other schools (not just on paper, 

but in actual practice) and you will make believers out of us. After 

four years of working with the conceptual curriculum, I am still 

unsure of how to teach a grade 7 student who is learning numbers, 

colors, school subjects, and conjugating verbs how that is all tied in 

to their "identity," or "relationships" or "connections". Again, on 

paper, it all looks and sounds great. But in reality, I have yet to see a 

solid, convincing example of how this is done in the foreign 

languages”.[ see ans for no 12] 

b. Both. Speaking solely on behalf of my subject, a curriculum 

framework works once students have acquired enough language 

skills to tackle a conceptual curriculum. But until that happens, a 

prescriptive curriculum sure would make new, incoming teachers' 

lives a lot easier.[7-12; 4] 

i. No strengths 

ii. Only on paper 
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iii. Still unsure after 4 years  

31. Flexiblity -Adaptability -Relevant/Up to date Material 

a. -Material may be delivered differently to students through 

differing instruction. -Developing of curriculum is time consuming 

and is always a work in progress -Concepts need to be developed 

thoroughly and require constant changes 

b. Both approaches definitely have benefits and drawbacks. 

Therefore, I think that a combination of both would be ideal.[8,10,12; 

2] 

c. Flexibility and adaptability 

d. Relevant and up to date material 

e. Time consuming and always work-in-progress  

32. Not all the departments see the value in it or use it. While it works 

well for English, it is not as user friendly for other departments.[skipped 

positive] 

a. Flexible. I like having the ability to adapt to the 

classroom/students and even teacher interests. I don't believe 

English is a subject that lends itself to prescribed curriculum as there 

is no definitive right/wrong answer.[9,11,12; 5] 

b. Questioning consistency 

c. Flexibility  

•  

33. Not much collaboration between departments.[skipped positive] 

a. I don't think prescriptive curriculum is beneficial for all 

students. Especially the fact that we are an international and all 

leaners come from different backgrounds, flexibility is important. 

Teachers need to be culturally responsive.[9-12; 4] 

• Questioning collaboration between departments  

34. Information are better reach to students. Students understand 

better. Students are to be longlife learners 
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a. More sessions are required in Islamic studies, since there is 

no examples. 

b. Both are good to me. It is good to have enough resources 

and materials, and at same time to be flexible for change if 

needed[7-9; 3] 

• Students become life long learners 

• More training  

•  

35. - It teaches students the higher order thinking skills. 

a. We need more sessions especially in Islamic Studies since 

that all samples is for other subjects. 

b. I prefer to use both depending on the topics. [9-12; 3] 

• Higher order thinking skills 

• More training  

•  

36. timeliness, flexibility, 

a. Lack of basic skills/objective assessments - lots of project-

based assessments would be better crafted if the basic concepts 

were "drilled" skill acquisition of basic concepts should be a focus of 

lower grades (7/8/9) - their "creative" work is often uninspired and 

undisciplined due to a lack of structured skill building 

b. The one created in the school is aided by our varied 

experiences with best practices in other schools, curriculums, and is 

designed for our particular students and their path. We are able to 

adjust as needed to cover a gap from the previous quarter or year - 

it allows for us to create a timetable for authentic tasks relevant for 

our students, and it allows us to "diagnose" areas for growth and 

design lessons accordingly. We don't create in a vaccuum, we use 

resources from the internet, each other, USA curricula, the IB - we're 

not reinventing the wheel, but we're building a vehicle that our own 

students can operate. [7-12; 1] 
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• Flexibility 

• Lack of basic skill/objective assessments 

• Able to design for our particular students  

• Enables authentic assessment tasks 

• Diagnose and design 

•  

37. It links all subjects and gives a holistic approach to learning. It also 

allows for scaffolding to take place as the students go to higher grades 

because it builds on their previous knowledge. 

a. Even though it has come a really long way, there are still a 

few gaps that need to be filled, in order to maintain this smooth 

upward transition. 

b. Conceptual curriculum, as it allows for growth and 

development of the program. Scope and sequence would be too 

rigid, and does not allow for enough flexibility to differentiate.[10-12; 

1] 

• Holistic learning 

• Allows scaffolding 

• Gaps to be filled  

•  

38. Students excel in talking one on one about 'big picture' ideas. 

a. Very weak in skills/facts. 

b. I guess I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it 

allows you to really custom tailor lessons to each individual student. 

It's a lot more work, and often it feels as if things go missing in the 

overall picture. The one we have now is definitely more flexible, but 

sometimes I miss the comfort of using someone who has advanced 

degrees in curriculum design's work, as I'm sure they're better at it 

than I am. [7-12;4] 

• Students excel in ‘big picture’ ideas 

• Weak in skills and facts 
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39. People who don't really know what they are doing are writing 

curriculum [skipped positive] 

a. When I first came to this school I would have definitely 

wanted a prescriptive curriculum. I appreciate the freedom and 

flexibility of our current curriculum but I sometimes wonder if there 

are not many gaps in the courses. How do we find out where the 

gaps are and how do we know that we are, in fact, meeting the 

needs of the students? I wonder how good our curriculum is. I have 

"pride" in it because we have all created it, but I also doubt how 

good it is because I know just how unqualified I am to write an 

official curriculum document. [9-12; 6] 

• People who don't really know what they are doing are writing 

curriculum [skipped positive] 

• Questioning proficiency 

• Questioning “gaps”  

•  

40. no communication with the PYP and High School teachers of what 

is required. We have certain expectations of what the students should 

know and they arrive with too much knowledge in certain areas and NO 

KNOWLEDGE about other aspects. Also there is no communication 

between the Geography and Sciences - there is Earth Science that is 

overlapping and thus a waste of time or they can work half and half and 

not giving students the same work in two subject areas. [skipped positive] 

a. Prescriptive - then we can measure our students and our 

standards with the rest of the students in the world that is taking that 

curriculum. It mean we can then spend more time in making our 

lessons more interesting and challenging and we can differentiate 

more with our upper and lower students. That also mean we will 

cover in depth how much is needed for each level and then from 

year to year we can improve our teachings and will be able to gauge 

must more how our students are doing. Even prescriptive 
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curriculums give you enough degrees of freedom and you can still 

use the teaching methods you prefer. That will eliminate the problem 

where the PYP develop their own programme without knowing what 

students should know by the time they arrive in Gr 7. At this moment 

they just decide and just teach what they are comfortable with 

without finding out what we need to have the students understand 

and be able to know when arriving in Gr 7. 

b. Thanks for having a place to say this as I feel there is no 

way to say this without "hurting" feelings. Which I understand as 

some teachers been here longer have worked very hard to establish 

what we have on G-drive etc. I just think the turn-over of teachers as 

it is a young school and the youngish teachers that was left in 

charge just did not get to that level yet to see the whole picture. 

[9,11,12; 1] 

• Collaboration between elementary and middle school 

• Between subject areas 

• Young teachers not seeing the whole picture  

•  

41. There needs to be a better connection between Elemetary and 

Middle school, when planning their curriculum. Concepts that students 

NEED to know when they enter Gr 7 is sometimes to just not up to 

standard.... [skipped positive] 

a. i'll prefer a scope and sequence as two teachers, teaching 

the same concept, concentrate on different parts. That makes it a 

huge problem when writing exams of tests, since you constantly 

have to change the mark scheme if a teacher did not cover a 

particular part of the chosen concept. [7, 8.10; 2] 

• collaboration between elementary and middle school 

42. The philosophy of writing conceptual focus into the curriculum is 

great - again this could be established by an investigative approach (which 

it the route I have always looked to take without time to implement 
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anything broadly and formally - it should also not be taken for granted that 

all teachers clearly understand what constitutes good investigation). 

a. Insufficient allocation of resources - development time, 

inadequate training (very rudimentary - even our visiting 'expert' had 

little for math (and 1 hr between Math and Science)). It is a bit of a 

pretence that we can charge ahead to make something of quality 

with the basis we have - significantly more resource allocation 

should go to this if we are honestly expecting quality. I would also 

note that I would not be willing to compromise a solid Math 

programme in pursuit of something flimsy without demonstrated 

benefit. 

b. Again I believe the philosophy of the 'conceptual curriculum' 

is about how we teach, not what we teach. I will teach Mathematics 

the same way regardless of the prescribed curriculum. The beauty 

of mathematics is in the underlying mathematical ideas of structure 

and relationships which are present in every single mathematical 

experience (hence it is a nonsense of trying to divide up the 

curriculum by concept and conceptual lens at distinct times) - Every 

'conceptual lens' can be used in every single lesson - it is contrived 

and limiting to try to divide up mathematics in this way. More 

important is that we address these somewhere - as most curricula 

would already try to do somewhere - of course we can increase the 

focus on it - again I think in Mathematics that should look like an 

investigative approach. This can be integrated without changing 

content/renaming units/making specific broad concepts the main 

focus at specific times (this will already happen!) Back to the 

question, I believe the goal of the conceptual curriculum can be 

achieved without even having something called a 'conceptual 

curriculum'. In Mathematics, our students must learn to use the 

same mathematics as students mostly anywhere - but we should 

strive to enable our students to gain and develop initiative insight, 
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and enjoyment of the subject - I have never taught somewhere that I 

have felt stifled to teach math in a limited fashion (excepting 

inescapabilty of external exam groups) - as our curriculum is 

prescribed (by ourselves) so in short I have no preference..[11-12; 3] 

• Insufficient allocation of resources –  

• development time, 

•  inadequate training (very rudimentary - even our visiting 

'expert' had little for math (and 1 hr between Math and Science)). 

•  It is a bit of a pretense that we can charge ahead to make 

something of quality with the basis we have - significantly more 

resource allocation should go to this if we are honestly expecting 

• I have never taught somewhere that I have felt stifled to 

teach math in a limited fashion (excepting inescapabilty of external 

exam groups) - as our curriculum is prescribed (by ourselves)  

•  

43. Curriculum Framework, as it is much flexible in resources, timing, 

and different materials [7,9,10; 5] skipped both 

•  

44. - It teaches students the higher order thinking skills. 

a. We need more sessions on conceptual curriculum 

b. Both are good. They fit students needs. [7,10,11,12; 4] 

• Higher order thinking skills 

• More training 

45. teaching the student high order thinking skills using critical thinking 

students take a more active part in class discussions 

a. More sessions are required for Islamic subject 

b. Both are good, because they fit students needs [8,9,10; 1] 

Higher order thinking skills 

More training 

46. It gives more opportunities for students to be critical thinkers. It 

gives teachers opportunities to think outside the box. 
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a. Teachers are not so well prepared for it yet, in spite of the 

amazing workshop we had last year but teachers still need more 

workshops and more time to implement the conceptual curriculum 

correctly in their classroom. The conceptual curriculum is convenient 

for some classes more than others. Like language A classes vs 

language B 

b. Each one of them has it's positives and negatives, on the 

long run the conceptual curriculum will be a prescriptive one 

because it is so difficult to change units, scope and sequence. .... 

every year. Its good to have a constant frame work but adjustable 

units! Finding enough resources for some subjects is really difficult. 

[9-12; 7] 

Critical thinkers 

Questioning teacher proficiency 

 

47. It is a very helpful guide for students and teachers (if it is 

used/implemented in class ) 

a. I think all departments should know in how other 

departments work/follow curriculum Also an standarization of units 

development Supervision by Currulum knowledgeable 

people/expertise 

b. second option [ 10-12; 5] 

helpful guide if implemented in class 

all departments should know how other departments function 

standardization and supervision 
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QUESTIONS 13,14,15 - THIRD CYCLE CODING 

 

THIRD CYLCE CODING- KEY THEMES EMERGING TAKEN OUT AND 
TALLIED  

 

o Questioning Proficiency 

o Questioning impact on student learning 

o Questioning teacher consistency  

o Flexible 

o Allows for differentiation 

o A bit vague 

o Assurance when prescriptive 

o Not for all subjects- artificially fitting   

o Requiring inter-disciplinary planning 

o Questioning proficiency 

o “our own version” 

o Few strengths- not mentioning what 

o Too many variances 

o Lack of clear leader 

o Standard based 

o Conceptually minded 

o Scaffold to prepare for 7-10 

o Lack of clarity 

o Difficulty in getting training 

o Varying levels of expertise  

o Prepares students for the IB 

o Only focused in preparing for the IB instead of a broad range of 

topics 



! 321!

o Allows teachers to relate material across time and region 

o Too much time spent on writing curriculum  

o Too abstract 

o Not good with grade expectations  

o Integrate several topics 

o Does not prepare students for traditional exams like SAT  

o More constructive in the long term 

o No longer cookie cutter roles for teacher and student 

o Assessments give students better change to succeed 

o Too much choice at young age  

o Encourages to continually be thinking 

o Promotes students to think  

o Constraining in that students aren’t able to learn more about a 

variety of information  

o Can be taken in any direction 

o Questioning expertise  

o Questioning understanding it versus practically applying it.  

o Categorizing learning by concepts would make it inefficient  

o Works well for English 

o Assessment protocols not transparent enough 

o Premise disagreeable   

o Fairly well documents 

o Have the tools for vertical and horizontal alignment 

o Questioning proficiency 

o Students don’t relate to the themes  

o Allows teachers to be pedagogical leaders 

o Lot of freedom in terms of content 

o Need for significant training 

o fosters critical thinking  

o Quality of learning is greater 

o Questioning accountability 
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o Conceptual curriculum involves more time consuming learning 

activities  

o Ability to focus on transferable skills 

o Teacher do topics they find interesting that what is needed to be 

covered for the IB  

o Questioning accountability 

o Regular workshops/follow-up to retain motivation  

o No strengths 

o Only on paper 

o Still unsure after 4 years 

o Flexibility and adaptability 

o Relevant and up to date material 

o Time consuming and always work-in-progress  

o Questioning consistency 

o flexibility 

o Questioning collaboration between departments 

o Students become life long learners 

o More training  

o Higher order thinking skills 

o More training 

o Flexibility 

o Lack of basic skill/objective assessments 

o Able to design for our particular students  

o Enables authentic assessment tasks 

o Diagnose and design 

o Holistic learning 

o Allows scaffolding 

o Gaps to be filled  

o Students excel in ‘big picture’ ideas 

o Weak in skills and facts  

o Collaboration between elementary and middle school 
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o Between subject areas 

o Young teachers not seeing the whole picture 

o collaboration between elementary and middle school  

o Insufficient allocation of resources –  

o development time, 

o inadequate training (very rudimentary - even our visiting 'expert' 

had little for maths (and 1 hr between Math and Science)). 

o It is a bit of a pretense that we can charge ahead to make 

something of quality with the basis we have - significantly more 

resource allocation should go to this if we are honestly expecting 

o I have never taught somewhere that I have felt stifled to teach math 

in a limited fashion (excepting inescapabilty of external exam 

groups) - as our curriculum is prescribed (by ourselves)  

o Higher order thinking skills 

o More training 

o Higher order thinking skills 

o More training 

o Critical thinkers 

o Questioning teacher proficiency  

o helpful guide if implemented in class 

o all departments should know how other departments function 

o standardization and supervision 
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FINAL THEMES AND TALLIES – QUESTIONS 13,14 AND 15.  
• Questioning!Proficiency:!!||||!![5]!

!
• Questioning!Student!Learning!outcomes:!|||!![3]!

!
• Seeking!Consistency!/Clarity!:!||||!!||||!!||!!![12]!

!
• More!Interdisciplinary:!|![1]!

!
• More!Training:!||||!||!![7]!

!
• Time!Consuming:!||||!![4]!

!
• Preparation!for!standardized!exams:!|![1]!

!
• Practical!application!in!the!classroom:!||![2]!

!
• Accountability:!|||![3]!

!
• Need!for!more!Collaboration:!||![2]!

 
THEMES TALLIES NUMBERS 

 Seeking Consistency /Clarity ||||  ||||  ||    12 

More Training |||| ||   7 

Questioning Proficiency ||||   5 

Time Consuming ||||   4 

Questioning Student 

Learning outcomes 

|||   3 

Accountability |||  3 

Need for more Collaboration:  || 2 

Practical application in the 

classroom 

||  

 

2 
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Appendix 19: Coding Sheets for question 15 

 

QUESTION 15- FIRST CYCLE CODING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. I think a curriculum that gives a good balance of both would be 

ideal. As teachers we are sometimes unable to make the right choice of 

whether this concept or topic needs to be included/excluded so some sort 

of framework that articulates some non-negotiable would be very helpful, 

as in the PYP. The conceptual curriculum is quite broad in that everything 

is left to the teacher's choice. I may think I am doing a great job, someone 

else may come along after a year and think 'this teacher had no clue what 

she was doing' and change everything. How this will impact student 

learning is what we need to see then. 

2. There are good things in both. Using a book is easier for the 

teacher (documents and exercises are provided) and reassures the 

students and their family. On the other hand, most teachers will add to it 

just like for the conceptual one. I have taught with both curriculum and 

don't feel one is really better than the other in the end despite the slightly 

bigger amount of work for the conceptual curriculum, at least when it 

comes to languages. 

Question 15:  If you were given a choice to choose between teaching a prescriptive 
curriculum (where you are given the scope and sequence, the course material and the 
books/resources) and a curriculum framework such as the one in the current school 
which is more flexible what would you prefer? Why?!

Coding Process: Highlight terms that indicate teacher preference as “prescriptive” ; 
“Flexible framework” or “both” (combination) and arriving at tallies for each of the 
codes.!
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3. The first because it makes more sense. The second requires 

administartion that understands that conceptual curriculum is NOT for 

every subject. 

4. I don't mind working on the conceptual curriculum provided that it is 

more unified among departments as I mentioned in the previous question. 

5. A true concept-based curriculum, as designed by Erickson, is both! 

6. The latter. Already stated above. 

7. I am pleased with the curriculum at GAIS. It allows for flexibility 

which is needed in an international school. 

8. Prescriptive curriculum like the IB. 

9. I have taught both ways and I enjoy the flexible of a concept 

curriculum, however, having too much freedom sometimes leaves gaps in 

students education. A prescriptive curriculum insures that students follow 

a strict program and leaves no gaps in their education. 

10. Not sure. 

11. Prescriptive with some flexibility. 

12. It depends on the topic. In some cases prescriptive curriculum is 

better than conceptual curriculum 

13. I think that this one is more constructive in the long-term. 

14. I would rather have a scope and sequence. I enjoy having a 

program that fits the schools needs with it being revised on a continual 

basis. I think a mix of the two could be something that would be easier on 

the teachers so that there is ground work that they can spring board from. 

15. Flexibility is always appreciated, as long as the longer-term picture 

is kept in view. 

16. I think the ideal curriculum is a combination of the two, and it's 

impossible to adequately prepare students to do the DP at the 11th and 

12th grade level without being somewhat prescriptive. I think the best 

course of action is to figure out what content needs to be covered and 

then teach it from a conceptual model. 
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17. I would much prefer one that is more flexible in allowing us to 

choose what we want to teach. It can become very monotonous and 

constraining when you are only allowed to work with a set amount of 

materials. Having the free range allows us to be creative and work with 

what we have and know to do. 

18. I would prefer a scope and sequence that is already set out. This 

way you know that all the students are receiving the same education. 

19. I prefer the more flexible option as it provides more ways that an 

idea can be covered. Attempting to adhere to scope/sequence can be 

limiting when the students express interest in something other than what is 

in the current curriculum. 

20. I am not sure I agree with the premise - a scope and sequence 

need not be prescriptive. If I know I need to teach Romanticism, that still 

gives leeway as to what I cover and how. There are advantages and 

disadvantages to each. 

21. I would prefer a prescriptive curriculum under the assumption that 

adequate feedback and consideration has been given to the course with 

changes being made to meet the needs of the students. 

22. More flexible. We need to make it more flexible in order to build the 

bridge between PYP and IB, and take into account the overall strengths 

and weaknesses students have based on data and observations. 

23. AT this point in time I would choose CC but when it was introduced 

I would have chosen something more prescriptive because I didn’t feel 

support during the introduction and felt I didn’t have the skill necessary to 

develop curriculum on my own having just graduated from teacher college. 

It was a lot of responsibility to place of young inexperienced teacher and i 

felt this was very unfair. 

24. curriculum frame work. 

25. Both should be adopted. School systems always wish to limit their 

options as though they can find a magic wand that can solve every issue. 
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Why not allow your teachers to utilize the model that fits the particular 

class? 

26. I prefer a prescriptive curriculum in most cases. The IB is ultimately 

prescriptive (with conceptual underpinnings), and the system simply 

works. 

27. A flexible framework - you have to able to be given the room to 

adapt to the needs of the students. 

28. A mixture, As stated before having the scope and sequence and 

complexity of skills required mapped out by a ministry of education is a 

very helpful thing. It ensures that all students are roughly on the same 

path. many students that transition in and out of GAIS have a hard time. 

That being said really enjoy the freedom to at it gives teachers and 

students in deciding where a topic or unit might go. This can also be 

achieved in national curriculums and the L.Os are becoming increasingly 

generic and able to be applied to multiple topics etc. 

29. I prefer our conceptual curriculum, and choice in teaching, 

Although, sometimes i feel like in our department we are "re-creating the 

wheel" I love the idea of teaching through lenses, but for the basics it 

would be nice to follow a structured plan. 

30. Both. Speaking solely on behalf of my subject, a curriculum 

framework works once students have acquired enough language skills to 

tackle a conceptual curriculum. But until that happens, a prescriptive 

curriculum sure would make new, incoming teachers' lives a lot easier. 

31. Both approaches definitely have benefits and drawbacks. 

Therefore, I think that a combination of both would be ideal. 

32. Flexible. I like having the ability to adapt to the classroom/students 

and even teacher interests. I don't believe English is a subject that lends 

itself to prescribed curriculum as there is no definitive right/wrong answer. 

33. I don't think prescriptive curriculum is beneficial for all students. 

Especially the fact that we are an international and all leaners come from 
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different backgrounds, flexibility is important. Teachers need to be 

culturally responsive. 

34. Both are good to me. It is good to have enough resources and 

materials, and at same time to be flexible for change if needed 

35. I prefer to use both depending on the topics. 

36. The one created in the school is aided by our varied experiences 

with best practices in other schools, curriculums, and is designed for our 

particular students and their path. We are able to adjust as needed to 

cover a gap from the previous quarter or year - it allows for us to create a 

timetable for authentic tasks relevant for our students, and it allows us to 

"diagnose" areas for growth and design lessons accordingly. We don't 

create in a vacuum, we use resources from the internet, each other, USA 

curricula, the IB - we're not reinventing the wheel, but we're building a 

vehicle that our own students can operate. 

37. Conceptual curriculum, as it allows for growth and development of 

the program. Scope and sequence would be too rigid, and does not allow 

for enough flexibility to differentiate. 

38. I guess I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you 

to really custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more 

work, and often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. The 

one we have now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss the 

comfort of using someone who has advanced degrees in curriculum 

design's work, as I'm sure they're better at it than I am. 

39. When I first came to this school I would have definitely wanted a 

prescriptive curriculum. I appreciate the freedom and flexibility of our 

current curriculum but I sometimes wonder if there are not many gaps in 

the courses. How do we find out where the gaps are and how do we know 

that we are, in fact, meeting the needs of the students? I wonder how 

good our curriculum is. I have "pride" in it because we have all created it, 

but I also doubt how good it is because I know just how unqualified I am to 

write an official curriculum document. 
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40. Prescriptive - then we can measure our students and our standards 

with the rest of the students in the world that is taking that curriculum. It 

mean we can then spend more time in making our lessons more 

interesting and challenging and we can differentiate more with our upper 

and lower students. That also mean we will cover in depth how much is 

needed for each level and then from year to year we can improve our 

teachings and will be able to gauge must more how our students are 

doing. Even prescriptive curriculums give you enough degrees of freedom 

and you can still use the teaching methods you prefer. That will eliminate 

the problem where the PYP develop their own programme without 

knowing what students should know by the time they arrive in Gr 7. At this 

moment they just decide and just teach what they are comfortable with 

without finding out what we need to have the students understand and be 

able to know when arriving in Gr 7. 

41. I’ll prefer a scope and sequence as two teachers, teaching the 

same concept, concentrate on different parts. That makes it a huge 

problem when writing exams of tests, since you constantly have to change 

the mark scheme if a teacher did not cover a particular part of the chosen 

concept. 

42. Again I believe the philosophy of the 'conceptual curriculum' is 

about how we teach, not what we teach. I will teach Mathematics the 

same way regardless of the prescribed curriculum. The beauty of 

mathematics is in the underlying mathematical ideas of structure and 

relationships which are present in every single mathematical experience 

(hence it is a nonsense of trying to divide up the curriculum by concept 

and conceptual lens at distinct times) - Every 'conceptual lens' can be 

used in every single lesson - it is contrived and limiting to try to divide up 

mathematics in this way. More important is that we address these 

somewhere - as most curricula would already try to do somewhere - of 

course we can increase the focus on it - again I think in Mathematics that 

should look like an investigative approach. This can be integrated without 
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changing content/renaming units/making specific broad concepts the main 

focus at specific times (this will already happen!) Back to the question, I 

believe the goal of the conceptual curriculum can be achieved without 

even having something called a 'conceptual curriculum'. In Mathematics, 

our students must learn to use the same mathematics as students mostly 

anywhere - but we should strive to enable our students to gain and 

develop initiative insight, and enjoyment of the subject - I have never 

taught somewhere that I have felt stifled to teach math in a limited fashion 

(excepting inescapabilty of external exam groups) - as our curriculum is 

prescribed (by ourselves) so in short I have no preference.. 

43. Curriculum Framework, as it is much flexible in resources, timing, 

and different materials 

44. Both are good. They fit students needs. 

45. Both are good, because they fit students needs 

46. Each one of them has it's positives and negatives, on the long run 

the conceptual curriculum will be a prescriptive one because it is so 

difficult to change units, scope and sequence. .... every year. Its good to 

have a constant frame work but adjustable units! Finding enough 

resources for some subjects is really difficult. 

47. second option 

 

Clearly Prescriptive – 8 teachers clearly preferred working with a prescriptive 

curriculum 

Prescriptive Plus flexibility – 15 teachers preferred to work with a prescriptive 

curriculum but with the possibility to being flexible to choose their approach within 

the prescriptive curriculum 

Just both- 6 teachers simply indicated they would like a “mix of both” 
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Invalid- one person abstained and the other 3 responsed did not provide a 

relevant answer to the question possibly because the question was incorrectly 

interpreted.  

Flexible Framework- 14 teachers clearly preferred to work with a flexible 

framework as in the school and did not see the degree of freedom they exercised 

as an issue.  

 

QUESTION 15: SECOND CYCLE CODING 

 

Question 15- Fourth cycle coding- for positive/negative 

 

1. I think a curriculum that gives a good balance of both would be 

ideal. As teachers we are sometimes unable to make the right choice 

of whether this concept or topic needs to be included/excluded so 

some sort of framework that articulates some non-negotiable would be 

very helpful, as in the PYP. The conceptual curriculum is quite 
broad in that everything is left to the teacher's choice. I may think 
I am doing a great job, someone else may come along after a year 
and think 'this teacher had no clue what she was doing' and 
change everything. How this will impact student learning is what 
we need to see then.[DISSATISFIED][BOTH] 
2. There are good things in both. Using a book is easier for the 
teacher (documents and exercises are provided) and reassures 
the students and their family. On the other hand, most teachers will 

add to it just like for the conceptual one. I have taught with both 

curriculum and don't feel one is really better than the other in the end 

despite the slightly bigger amount of work for the conceptual 
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curriculum, at least when it comes to languages.[DISSATISFIED] 

[BOTH][ CAN DO IT EVEN WITH A PRESCRIBED BOOK] 

3. The first because it makes more sense. The second requires 

administration that understands that conceptual curriculum is NOT 
for every subject.[DISSATISFIED][PRESCRIPTIVE] 

4. I don't mind working on the conceptual curriculum provided that it is 

more unified among departments as I mentioned in the previous 

question.[INVALID] 

5. A true concept-based curriculum, as designed by Erickson, is 

both![BOTH] 

6. The latter. Already stated above.[FRAMEWORK] 

7. I am pleased with the curriculum at GAIS. It allows for flexibility 

which is needed in an international school.[SATISFIED 

][FRAMEWORK] 

8. Prescriptive currciculum like the IB.[PRESCRIPTIVE] 

9. I have taught both ways and I enjoy the flexible of a concept 

curriculum, however, having too much freedom sometimes leaves 
gaps in students education. A prescriptive curriculum insures that 

students follow a strict program and leaves no gaps in their 

education.[DISSATISFIED][PRESCRIPTIVE] 

10. Not sure.[INVALID] 

11. Prescriptive with some flexibility.[BOTH] 

12. It depends on the topic. In some cases prescriptive curriculum is 

better than conceptual curriculum. [BOTH] 

13. I think that this one is more constructive in the long-

term.[SATISFIED][FRAMEWORK] 

14. I would rather have a scope and sequence. I enjoy having a 

program that fits the schools needs with it being revised on a continual 

basis. I think a mix of the two could be something that would be easier 

on the teachers so that there is ground work that they can spring board 

from.[BOTH] 
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15. Flexibility is always appreciated, as long as the longer-term picture 

is kept in view.[FRAMEWORK] 

16. I think the ideal curriculum is a combination of the two, and it's 

impossible to adequately prepare students to do the DP at the 11th 

and 12th grade level without being somewhat prescriptive. I think the 

best course of action is to figure out what content needs to be covered 

and then teach it from a conceptual model.[BOTH] 

17. I would much prefer one that is more flexible in allowing us to 

choose what we want to teach. It can become very monotonous and 

constraining when you are only allowed to work with a set amount of 

materials. Having the free range allows us to be creative and work with 

what we have and know to do.[POSITIVE][FRAMEWORK] 

18. I would prefer a scope and sequence that is already set out. This 

way you know that all the students are receiving the same 

education.[DISSATISFIED][PRESCRIPTIVE] 

19. I prefer the more flexible option as it provides more ways that an 

idea can be covered. Attempting to adhere to scope/sequence can be 

limiting when the students express interest in something other than 

what is in the current curriculum.[POSITIVE][FRAMEWORK] 

20. I am not sure I agree with the premise - a scope and sequence 

need not be prescriptive. If I know I need to teach Romanticism, that 

still gives leeway as to what I cover and how. There are advantages 

and disadvantages to each.[BOTH] 

21. I would prefer a prescriptive curriculum under the assumption that 

adequate feedback and consideration has been given to the course 

with changes being made to meet the needs of the 

students.[PRESCRIPTIVE] 

22. More flexible. We need to make it more flexible in order to build the 

bridge between PYP and IB, and take into account the overall 

strengths and weaknesses students have based on data and 

observations.[FRAMEWORK] 
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23. AT this point in time I would choose CC but when it was introduced 

I would have chosen something more prescriptive because I didn’t feel 

support during the introduction and felt I didn’t have the skill necessary 

to develop curriculum on my own having just graduated from teacher 

college. It was a lot of responsibility to place of young inexperienced 

teacher and I felt this was very unfair.[HOW MANY YEARS IN 

TEACHING CC?]FRAEMWORK] 

24. curriculum frame work.[FRAMEWORK] 

25. Both should be adopted. School systems always wish to limit their 

options as though they can find a magic wand that can solve every 

issue. Why not allow your teachers to utilize the model that fits the 

particular class?[BOTH] 

26. I prefer a prescriptive curriculum in most cases. The IB is ultimately 

prescriptive (with conceptual underpinnings), and the system simply 

works.[PRESCRIPTIVE] 

27. A flexible framework - you have to able to be given the room to 

adapt to the needs of the students.[FRAMEWORK] 

28. A mixture, As stated before having the scope and sequence and 

complexity of skills required mapped out by a ministry of education is a 

very helpful thing. It ensures that all students are roughly on the same 

path. many students that transition in and out of GAIS have a hard 
time. That being said really enjoy the freedom to at it gives teachers 

and students in deciding where a topic or unit might go. This can also 

be achieved in national curriculums and the L.Os are becoming 

increasingly generic and able to be applied to multiple topics 

etc.[BOTH] 

29. I prefer our conceptual curriculum, and choice in teaching, 

Although, sometimes I feel like in our department we are "re-creating 

the wheel" I love the idea of teaching through lenses, but for the basics 

it would be nice to follow a structured plan.[BOTH] 
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30. Both. Speaking solely on behalf of my subject, a curriculum 

framework works once students have acquired enough language skills 

to tackle a conceptual curriculum. But until that happens, a 

prescriptive curriculum sure would make new, incoming teachers' 
lives a lot easier.[BOTH] 
31. Both approaches definitely have benefits and drawbacks. 

Therefore, I think that a combination of both would be ideal.[BOTH] 

32. Flexible. I like having the ability to adapt to the classroom/students 

and even teacher interests. I don't believe English is a subject that 

lends itself to prescribed curriculum as there is no definitive right/wrong 

answer.[FRAMEWORK] 

33. I don't think prescriptive curriculum is beneficial for all students. 

Especially the fact that we are an international and all leaners come 

from different backgrounds, flexibility is important. Teachers need to be 

culturally responsive.[FRAMEWORK] 

34. Both are good to me. It is good to have enough resources and 

materials, and at same time to be flexible for change if needed. [BOTH] 

35. I prefer to use both depending on the topics.[BOTH] 

36. The one created in the school is aided by our varied experiences 

with best practices in other schools, curriculums, and is designed for 

our particular students and their path. We are able to adjust as needed 

to cover a gap from the previous quarter or year - it allows for us to 

create a timetable for authentic tasks relevant for our students, and it 

allows us to "diagnose" areas for growth and design lessons 

accordingly. We don't create in a vacuum, we use resources from the 

internet, each other, USA curricula, the IB - we're not reinventing the 

wheel, but we're building a vehicle that our own students can 

operate.[POSITIVE][FRAMEWORK] 

37. Conceptual curriculum, as it allows for growth and development of 

the program. Scope and sequence would be too rigid, and does not 

allow for enough flexibility to differentiate.[POSITIVE][FRAMEWORK] 
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38. I guess I would say I do like the freedom to choose as it allows you 

to really custom tailor lessons to each individual student. It's a lot more 

work, and often it feels as if things go missing in the overall picture. 

The one we have now is definitely more flexible, but sometimes I miss 
the comfort of using someone who has advanced degrees in 
curriculum design's work, as I'm sure they're better at it than I 
am.[FRAMEWORK] 

39. When I first came to this school I would have definitely wanted a 

prescriptive curriculum. I appreciate the freedom and flexibility of our 

current curriculum but I sometimes wonder if there are not many gaps 

in the courses. How do we find out where the gaps are and how do 
we know that we are, in fact, meeting the needs of the students? I 
wonder how good our curriculum is. I have "pride" in it because 
we have all created it, but I also doubt how good it is because I 
know just how unqualified I am to write an official curriculum 
document.[FRAMEWORK] 
40. Prescriptive - then we can measure our students and our 
standards with the rest of the students in the world that is taking 
that curriculum. It mean we can then spend more time in making our 

lessons more interesting and challenging and we can differentiate 

more with our upper and lower students. That also mean we will cover 

in depth how much is needed for each level and then from year to year 

we can improve our teachings and will be able to gauge must more 

how our students are doing. Even prescriptive curriculums give you 

enough degrees of freedom and you can still use the teaching methods 

you prefer. That will eliminate the problem where the PYP develop 

their own programme without knowing what students should know by 

the time they arrive in Gr 7. At this moment they just decide and just 

teach what they are comfortable with without finding out what we need 

to have the students understand and be able to know when arriving in 

Gr 7.[PRESCRIPTIVE] 
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41. I’ll prefer a scope and sequence as two teachers, teaching the 
same concept, concentrate on different parts. That makes it a 
huge problem when writing exams of tests, since you constantly 
have to change the mark scheme if a teacher did not cover a 
particular part of the chosen concept.[PRESCRIPTIVE] 
42. Again I believe the philosophy of the 'conceptual curriculum' is 

about how we teach, not what we teach. I will teach Mathematics the 

same way regardless of the prescribed curriculum. The beauty of 

mathematics is in the underlying mathematical ideas of structure and 

relationships which are present in every single mathematical 

experience (hence it is a nonsense of trying to divide up the curriculum 

by concept and conceptual lens at distinct times) - Every 'conceptual 

lens' can be used in every single lesson - it is contrived and limiting to 

try to divide up mathematics in this way. More important is that we 

address these somewhere - as most curricula would already try to do 

somewhere - of course we can increase the focus on it - again I think 

in Mathematics that should look like an investigative approach. This 

can be integrated without changing content/renaming units/making 

specific broad concepts the main focus at specific times (this will 

already happen!) Back to the question, I believe the goal of the 

conceptual curriculum can be achieved without even having something 

called a 'conceptual curriculum'. In Mathematics, our students must 

learn to use the same mathematics as students mostly anywhere - but 

we should strive to enable our students to gain and develop initiative 

insight, and enjoyment of the subject - I have never taught somewhere 

that I have felt stifled to teach math in a limited fashion (excepting 

inescapabilty of external exam groups) - as our curriculum is 

prescribed (by ourselves) so in short I have no preference..[NO 

PREFERENCE] 

43. Curriculum Framework, as it is much flexible in resources, timing, 

and different materials[FRAMEWORK] 
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44. Both are good. They fit students needs.[BOTH] 

45. Both are good, because they fit students needs. [BOTH] 

46. Each one of them has it's positives and negatives, on the long run 

the conceptual curriculum will be a prescriptive one because it is so 

difficult to change units, scope and sequence. .... every year. Its good 

to have a constant frame work but adjustable units! Finding enough 

resources for some subjects is really difficult.[BOTH] 

47. second option. [FRAMEWORK] 

 

 

Clearly Prescriptive – 8 teachers clearly preferred working with a prescriptive 

curriculum 

Just both-18 teachers simply indicated they would like a “mix of both” 

Flexible Framework- 18 teachers clearly preferred to work with a flexible 

framework as in the school and did not see the degree of freedom they exercised 

as an issue.  

Invalid- one person abstained and the other 2 responsed did not provide a 

relevant answer to the question possibly because the question was incorrectly 

interpreted. [3] 

 

Clearly aligning towards a flexible framework or one that combines best of both. 

However, though teachers prefer a combination of both, the case for a structured 

plan be made available for teachers was a recurrent theme. While teachers 

appreciated the degree of freedom they enjoyed in such a broad framework, they 

questioned the impact on student learning and their proficiency in “doing the right 

thing” when having to exercise so much freedom.  

 



Appendix 20: Timeline for the study 

Timeline Processes

August 2011-September 2011 Brainstorming and discussing with professors at University 

of Bath my areas of interest in conducting my research 

inquiry

October 2011 Arriving upon the decision that I shall focus on curriculum 

in international schools as my “area” of research

October 2011-November 2012 Engaged in literature review phase 1 to examine existing 

literature and identify gaps to arrive at a possible area of 

research within curriculum in international schools

November 2012 Rough draft of a proposal and brainstorming done for a 

prospective research question. 

January 2012 Deciding that the research inquiry will be a case study as 

the initial research question justified a case study method

January 2012 Identifying a prospective site for a case study on curriculum 

so as to gauge feasibility of study and whether topic is 

worthy of investigation and reporting the same to 

prospective supervisors

January 2012 Initial discussions and exchange of ideas with school 

personnel if a case study to be conducted would be viable 

and permissible

January 2012- February 2012 Engaged in phase 2 extensive literature review search, 

created a database of the various readings that will be sued 

to develop and sharpen the research question. 

February 2012 Document library created in segments to include : 

literature on international schools/education; IB documents 

and publications; curriculum literature; Bernstein’s 

framework. 

February 2012-March 2012 Focused reading on Bernstein’s literature to seek 

understanding of the complex ideas and to gauge whether I 

will be capable of using the same as a theoretical 

framework
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March 2012 Brainstorming and developing a proposal on the lines of 

intended research inquiry including Bernstein’s framework 

as I found this a very powerful framework to analyze 

curriculum though skeptic about its complexity

4th April 2012 Sending an initial proposal of my thoughts and 

brainstorming to supervisors identified

April- May 2012 e-mail communication on sharpening research questions 

that will guide my inquiry

May 2012 Contacting school personnel for initial discussions to clarify 

the decisions of the school to not adopt the IB MYP

June 2012 Research question, proposal and possible road map 

submitted for review

1st August 2012 Ethical Implication form and updated proposal submitted

28th Draft chapters of Introduction, Road map and Literature 

review submitted

24th Formal proposal sent to school authorities seeking 

permission to access school documents for research 

November 2012 List of school documents to be accessed created and 

document library created on hard drive

28th Next draft submitted incorporating recommended changes 

and outline of  research design submitted

November- December 2012 Extensive reading/analyzing of school curriculum 

documents and writing up relevant sections in regards to 

the curriculum of the school in study and identifying 

possible areas that need to be investigated via interviews 

and questionnaires

27th Clarification on sharpening/tweaking research question 

sought from supervisors and further guidance on gaps in 

literature

February 2013 At a stage that necessitated engaging in data collection to 

be able to progress in writing

February 2013 Created e-mail drafts and initial interview questions for 

“Why not the MYP?”
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13th Next draft submitted with more focused Literature review, 

and Methodology chapters and the same approved

7th April 2013 Send first draft of teacher questionnaire for approval to 

supervisors

April 2013 e-mail conversation with former Director of school on why 

the school did not choose the IB MYP

April 2013 Interview with current school Principal and 2 teachers (who 

continued with the school since 2006) on why the school 

choose not to adopt the IB MYP

16th Feedback received from supervisors approving of the same 

with some recommendations and suggested modifications

20th Piloting of Questionnaire

April 21 Further interview with curriculum leaders and 3 teachers to 

sharpen survey questions

April 29 Re-drafting questionnaire and getting ready for distribution

May 5 Launch of web-based questionnaire 

May 6 Preparation of start list for coding data; brainstorming and 

getting ready for organizing data to enable analysis and 

interpretation. 

May 20th Teacher survey closed and data collected

May 21 Coding and data reduction 

July  2013 Writing up early drafts of Results chapters to identify major 

emerging themes of study and refining Methodology 

chapter

July 2013-September 2013 Writing up data collection, and analysis chapters

September 2013 Frist draft submission

Nov. 2013- February 2014 Revising first draft and second draft submission

April 2014-December 2014 Revising second draft completing final draft
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Appendix 21: The Three IB Program Continuum 

"
PYP MYP DP

Nature Framework 

"
Inclusive

Framework 

"
Inclusive

Prescribed  

curriculum 

Exam 

oriented 

Structure Transdisciplinary 

units of inquiry

Organized around 

disciplines with 

interdisciplinary 

areas of 

Organized 

around 

disciplines 

with theory 

How the 

programme 

is  assessed

Internal 

assessment of all 

aspects of a 

student’s 

learning

Internal 

assessment 

based on 

subject- specific 

criteria; schools 

External 

moderation 

of internally 

assessed work 

and external 

L e a r n i n g t o 

Learn

Transdisciplinary 

concepts and 

skills

Approaches 

to learning

Theory of 

knowledge

L e a r n i n g 

through

Action Community 

and service

Creativity, 

action, 

service
Language 
Learning

Support for 

mother- tongue 

development 

"
School’s 

additional 

language from age 

7

Support for 

mother- tongue/

best language 

development 

"
Student’s 

additional 

language 

Support for 

mother- 

tongue 

development: 

school 

supported, 

self-taught 

language 
Culmination of 

learning

Exhibition Personal project Extended essay
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Appendix 21:  Program Continuum at GAIS 

"
IB PYP GAIS Conceptual 

Curriculum

IB DP

Broad curriculum Framework "
Inclusive

Broad curriculum Framework "
Aimed at preparing students for the 

IB DP

Prescribed curriculum "
Aimed at preparing 

students for higher 

educationTransdisciplinary units of 

inquiry

Disciplinary structure with 

emphasis on teaching for 

conceptual understanding- but no 

inter-disciplinary connections 

between subjects

Organized around 

disciplines with theory of 

knowledge connecting 

the disciplines

Internal assessment of all 

aspects of a student’s 

learning

Internal assessment based on 

subject- specific criteria; no 

option for external moderation 

External moderation of 

internally assessed work 

and external 

examinations

Transdisciplinary 

concepts and skills

No specific emphasis on trans/

inter-disciplinary except a few 

sporadic attempts

Theory of knowledge

Action Community and service, 

Experiential Learning, 

Individual Investigation 

Creativity, action, 

service

Support for mother- 

tongue development "
School’s additional 

language from age 7

Support for mother- tongue/best 

language development 

"
Student’s additional language 

(language B)

Support for mother- 

tongue development: 

school supported, 

self-taught language 

A1 courses "
PYP Exhibition Individual Investigation as a 

Grade 10 end of year project but 

not comparable to EE or to PYP 

exhibition in scope, magnitude or 

philosophy. 

Extended essay(EE)
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