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Policy Matters

Experience working as a teacher
trainer in schools in Australia and
New York has shown me that

teachers respond in widely varying ways
to new curriculum initiatives that require
critical thinking strategies.

However the responses of the teachers
on both sides of the world are very similar.
This indicates that many concerns of
teachers are universal and demonstrate a
general response to such situations re-
gardless of country and culture.

Some teachers take to the new direc-
tions with enthusiasm, imagination, and
energy. These people are wonderful to
work with and need little further encour-
agement. Other teachers can show
resistance to initiatives in varying ways:

1. I already do this (even when they don’t).
2. How can they expect me to do this?

–I have too many students
–My students are different—different
languages, economic background,
religious background, cultural back-
ground.

3. I’ve been teaching successfully for many
years.
–Why should I change?
–My students have always been success-
ful anyway.
–They always get high scores.

4. We are already so busy we don’t have
time to add these new things. Our
program is already too crowded.

5. I’m going to retire in a few years, so why
should I change?

6. I’ve seen other new ideas come and go.
I’m sure that if I just keep doing what
I’m doing this new idea will also fade
from view.

In a three-day workshop for a group of
New York teachers many of these excuses
were offered during discussions. The
teachers who say “I already do this”
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often then demonstrate by their remarks
that they have not understood the strat-
egy. In fact when I was working in the
schools with them they showed their
misunderstandings by how they taught.

With respect to the second point
above, they said things like, “My class is
too big; it will only work in small
classes.” Yet class sizes in Melbourne,
Australia were about 28 children except
in the early years, and teaching the new
curriculum there using these strategies
worked quite well.

New York schools are very
multicultural and some teachers said
these strategies wouldn’t work with such
a diverse population. Yet schools in
Melbourne were also very multicultural
and it would and did work very well.
Some classrooms had children from 15
different countries working cooperatively
using the new curriculum.

The crowded curriculum came up time
and again as an excuse not to try these
strategies. That was an appropriate time
to discuss timetables and rationalizing
the basic curriculum content. (In some
schools the solution to finding more time
was to incorporate the 30 minutes set
aside to pack up the classroom at the end
of each day.)

Not all teachers reacted like this to the
new curriculum. Many teachers were
ready to receive new ideas, try out strate-
gies, and share with each other their
successes and failures. What is the differ-
ence between those teachers who respond
with enthusiasm, imagination, and
energy to change, and those who are
resistant?

What influences the way teachers do
things, and the way they think about
their work? Heather Fehring from the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
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University in Melbourne carried out an
intensive observational study of a small
number of teachers to see what influ-
enced their decisions in their classrooms.
She summarized the themes she identi-
fied in the following way (1998):

1. Knowledge: past experiences, values and
attitudes, professional competence, view
of learning

2. Peer Group: other teachers, friends,
respected colleagues, principals

3. Administrative Directives: education
policies, curriculum documents, assess-
ment/testing procedures

4. Community Expectations: parents,
students, the wider community

In her view, individual responses to new
initiatives involved an interaction among
these four themes.

If all teachers are subject to similar
influences, why are some receptive to
change and others not? There is now
very extensive research literature regard-
ing teacher change. One of the most
telling features of this research is the fact
that there is no simple solution to why
and how teachers come to change what
they do. The research from Canada (and
observations in Australia and New York
certainly support some of these ideas)
suggests that there are a number of
themes or factors involved.

The teachers’ own reflection on their
role is central. Michael Fullan (1993 a)
has pointed out that teaching has a high
moral purpose. When asked, most of the
education students at his own university
said they wanted to be teachers because
they wanted to make a change to the lives
of their students. There were very few
teachers who didn’t have the best interests
of their students at heart. Even those
teachers whose approaches seemed wrong
or self-defeating from modern educational
perspectives were often people who
wanted the best for their students.

Fullan’s argument under this theme or
factor is not that some ways of thinking
about the teacher’s role are wrong, but
instead that to help teachers to change
they must be encouraged to think care-
fully and to articulate fully what their
beliefs and values are. Citing one of his
colleagues he says,

Change is mandatory; growth is optional.
You don’t have a choice about change; it is
going to happen. The choice is how you
grapple with it in a way you can handle it.
Including rejecting it successfully. (1993 b)

The ability and willingness to analyze
one’s own professional role and one’s
own teaching is fundamental to critical
thinking. To expect teachers to develop
critical thinking in their students means
that they must be allowed and encour-
aged to do it for themselves. All of the
teachers who were successfully changing
their teaching to meet new demands—
either of their own making or resulting
from changes imposed on them—were
able to talk about and reflect on and
analyze what they were doing.

Now reflection doesn’t come naturally
or easily in the classroom. For most of the
day, teachers are involved in action. In
the classroom teachers have plans to get
through particular activities and most of
their attention is focussed on how their
students are responding to those activities.
Teaching calls on teachers to act first.
Their actions should be consistent and
coherent, but in the fast and sometimes
confusing action of the classroom teachers
generally don’t have time for contempla-
tive reflection. What this means is that the
reflection that is necessary for successful
planned teaching has to be provided for.
This point must be emphasized strongly. If
reflection is an important component of
teacher change then those who want to
introduce a change—either a new curricu-
lum or a critical thinking approach—will
need to find ways of encouraging teacher
reflection.

Michael Fullan and his colleague Andy
Hargreaves (1991) have compiled a set of
guidelines for teachers who are trying to
deal with change. They are as follows:

  1. Locate, listen to, and articulate your
inner voice.

  2. Practice reflection in action, on action,
and about action.

  3. Develop a risk-taking mentality.
  4. Trust processes as well as people.
  5. Appreciate the total person in working

with others.
  6. Commit to working with colleagues.
  7. Seek variety and avoid cliques.
  8. Redefine your role to extend beyond

the classroom.
  9. Balance work and life.
10. Push and support principals and other

administrators to develop interactive
professionalism.

11. Commit to continuous improvement
and perpetual learning.

12. Monitor and strengthen the connection
between your development and stu-
dents’ development
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Now these guidelines are all very well
as advice, but before they could be
implemented by any individual teacher,
there would have to be some precondi-
tions established.

This brings us to the second theme in
the research literature. It would be very
difficult for teachers to talk about their
own work reflectively if there was no one
to talk to. Collaboration is an important
aspect of successful teacher change.
When teachers work with trusted and
respected colleagues with whom they can
share their experiences and thinking,
then all of them are enriched and
strengthened by the interaction. It is
important to understand that collabora-
tion is more than being friendly. It’s the
kind of relationship that produces shared
planning, preparation, and shared
reflection on assessment.

In a school where collaboration occurs
there is a different atmosphere. When a
collaborative culture exists teachers enjoy
their work more, students benefit, and
visitors are aware of the positive environ-
ment. But even if it is beneficial for
teachers to collaborate as they deal with
the new curriculum, what is the role of
critical thinking?

Teachers who have been through the
RWCT experience already know the
answer, but it bears repeating. Critical
Thinking can only survive when many
voices are heard. Only when individuals
are confident that their experiences and
insights will be listened to respectfully
and sympathetically will they be pre-
pared to share them.

What this means is that successful
change occurs when a collaborative
environment can be established for
teachers as well as for students. This is, of
course, a real challenge for principals,
deputy principals, district administrators,
and ministry officials. How can a col-
laborative culture be established and
maintained within the classroom, the
school, and the system?

The third theme in the literature is to
do with the administrative climate within
a school, and whether that climate
makes it easy or difficult to work collabo-
ratively. Is it easy to plan cooperatively
or to visit each other’s classrooms to
watch each other teach? Is training and
support provided for the staff? Does the
staff believe that the administration is
working to facilitate the work of the
teachers and students? Is there a clearly
stated, well-understood shared set of
values and goals?

Fullan and Hargreaves (1991) have
provided a set of guidelines for princi-
pals. They are as follows:

1. Understand the culture.
2. Value your teachers: promote their

professional growth.
3. Extend what you value.
4. Express what you value.
5. Promote collaboration, not co-option.
6. Make menus, not mandates.
7. Use bureaucratic means to facilitate, not

to constrain.
8. Connect with the wider environment.

Fullan and Hargreaves’s final advice
gives a nice introduction to the final
theme in the research literature. This is to
do with the kind of external influences
that work upon schools. These include
influences like bureaucratic demands,
media representation of educational
issues, and even home-school partner-
ships.

Forty years ago the prevailing attitude
of the school system toward the wider
community was: leave it to the teach-
ers—they’re the experts. Recognition of
the role that parents have in the educa-
tion of their children was still to come.
An extreme example of the prevailing
attitude was a school principal who
painted lines on the school ground, with
the instruction that parents were not
permitted to cross the line. Happily those
days are gone, but there are still barriers
to prevent a free interaction between
schools and the communities they are
meant to serve.

The research emphasizes that schools
cannot isolate themselves from their
communities and at the same time
expect to be fully effective in meeting the
needs and aspirations of those communi-
ties. Australia claims to be a
multicultural society, but it’s only in the
last 15 years that the teaching profession

Critical Thinking can
only survive when many

voices are heard



44 THINKING CLASSROOM A Journal of Reading, Writing and Critical Reflection

has come to reflect some of that
multicultural diversity. Even changes in
the ethnic composition of the profession
won’t necessarily bring about changes in
the ways schools relate to their commu-
nities. In New York many examples of
this fact were also obvious. The failings
in these schools to cater to multicultural
diversity were the same as in Melbourne.
Communities with large populations of
ethnic groups are not reflected by the
school curriculum, nor is the wealth of
culture inherent in such groups included
in school studies.

Schools usually do not operate as
independent agencies. They are often
only a small part of huge bureaucratic
systems. Teachers and principals in these
systems are important parts of the
change process, but the system itself can
support or hinder the introduction of
successful change. Fullan and
Hargreaves (1991) have extended their
advice to the systems themselves.

1. Develop more trust and risk as a system,
especially in selection, promotion, and
development processes.

2. Foster increased interaction and empow-
erment in the system.

3. Give curriculum content back to the
schools.

4. Restructure your administration to meet
current needs.

Where does Reading and Writing for
Critical Thinking meet the criteria for
these issues in change? There are the
theoretical principles and very effective
implementation strategies. There is also a
framework for professional development
both at the school level and in teacher-
training institutes. All this encourages
teacher growth through reflection and
collaboration, which are two major
factors of change. Now add an adminis-
tration that is supportive, and external
influences that are clearly understood,
then change need not be threatening.
Remember what Fullan said:

Change is mandatory; growth is optional.
You don’t have a choice about change; it is
going to happen. The choice is how you
grapple with it in a way you can handle it.
Including rejecting it successfully.

What kind of advice can be taken
from all this? First, there is no single
recipe that will suit all situations. The
most successful plans are only made
successful by what happens after they

have been implemented. There is no
way of knowing in advance how things
will turn out. DeGuess (1997, p. 155)
quoted a line from a poem by Antonio
Marchado, which he asserted was the
most profound lesson in strategic
planning that he had ever heard. The
line is: “Life is a path you beat while
you walk it.” Life is not laid out in front
of us—we make the pathways as we
live it. Everything cannot be planned
for in advance.

For all of that, it seems that any
innovation or change will succeed or
fail based on how the issues around
each theme are attended to and han-
dled by all the participants in the
process.
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