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Abstract With the ever-pressing twenty-first century

demands, such as the need for new knowledge generation

and application, schools today are aware of the necessity to

change their structures, processes and practices to be rel-

evant. In Singapore’s centralized education system, the

Ministry has introduced several decentralization initiatives

in the hope of promoting flexibility and innovation within

schools. One such initiative is the Integrated Programme

(IP). IP schools are expected to redefine existing educa-

tional structures, redesign teaching and learning processes

and reshape classroom practices to generate diverse

learning experiences. This paper describes the case of one

school that has embarked on the IP to shed light on the

processes involved in curriculum innovation. Our findings

reveal three significant processes: negotiating the pro-

gramme with the school’s vision, finding common ground

for buy-in and investing in preparation time. These are

instrumental in the development and enactment of IP by

teachers and school leaders. These findings and their

implications are deliberated on, providing ways that

schools can shape and sustain curricular innovations.

Keywords Curriculum innovation � Curriculum change �
Integrated Programme in Singapore � Change process �
Centralization � Decentralization

Introduction

With the ever-pressing twenty-first century demands, such

as the need for new knowledge generation and application,

schools today are aware of the necessity to change their

structures, processes and practices to be relevant (Dim-

mock and Goh 2011). With increasing international com-

petition and the move towards a knowledge-based

economy, the twenty-first century requires new disposi-

tions, knowledge and skills including problem-solving,

global awareness and multiple literacies (Dimmock and

Goh 2011; Ponnusamy and Gopinathan 2013). In Singa-

pore, the Ministry of Education (MOE) has introduced

initiatives such as the Integrated Programme (IP) to facil-

itate this change (Shanmugaratnam 2004). The imple-

mentation of the IP is a bold attempt to inject diversity in

the education system (Shanmugaratnam 2004, 2002). IP

schools are expected to redefine existing educational

structures, redesign teaching and learning processes and

reshape classroom practices to generate diverse learning

experiences. The IP is intended to ‘‘shift the emphasis of

education from efficiency to diversity, from content mas-

tery to learning skills, and from knowing to thinking’’

(Shanmugaratnam 2002, para. 6), and prepare students to

be ‘‘leaders, innovators and citizens of tomorrow’’ (Shan-

mugaratnam 2002, para. 8). Given this policy direction,

greater autonomy has been afforded to IP schools
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especially in curriculum matters. As the conceptualization

and implementation of IP involves adjustments to existing

structures, curriculums, assessment formats and classroom

practices, the IP is a case of curriculum innovation, which

involves the complex integration of all these elements to

meet specialized needs and goals.

IP as an educational initiative is best seen as situated in

the Singapore education system’s centralized decentral-

ization governance approach (Ng 2010). This approach is

one in which the government maintains central control of

overall policies while allowing school-based initiatives.

For example, the IP is expected to deliver quality learning

experiences without neglecting excellent academic out-

comes. Schools also face the challenge of articulating and

enacting the enriched curricula for students to master core

twenty-first century competences, such as domain and

trans-disciplinary knowledge work and IT competency

(Dimmock and Goh 2011). Other difficulties include being

accountable to standards while innovating from the exist-

ing educational frame (Ng 2008) as well as the influence of

historical and cultural contexts (Gopinathan et al. 2008).

In our literature search for past studies, we found only

one study that highlights how one school initiated curric-

ulum change to pave the way for IP as a curriculum

innovation. Vidovich and O’Donoghue (2003) examined

how a school used a whole-school change approach and

incorporated a global orientation in its curriculum. While

the study’s findings serve as useful discussion, we note the

older time period of the study and the differing approach

used to prepare the school for IP when compared to our

current case study. Also, in this study we emphasize the

complex issues and processes that schools grapple with in

curriculum innovation. Aligned with the need for curricula

reform in Singapore for the twenty-first century, our main

research question is: what characterizes curriculum inno-

vation processes in the context of centralized decentral-

ization in an IP school?

Curriculum Innovation

Curriculum innovation is generally viewed as a single or

successive event that accompanies the rolling out of a new

curriculum document. However, Priestley (2011) high-

lights that curriculum innovation involves changes in cul-

tural systems, social systems and individuals. Leithwood

(1981) identifies nine curriculum innovation dimensions:

platform, objectives, student entry behaviours, assessment

tools and procedures, instructional material, learner expe-

riences, teaching strategies, content and time. Platform

refers to the system of beliefs about the innovation,

including vision, images and procedures. To a large extent,

the platform dimension underlies each of the other

dimensions. ‘‘Objectives, student entry behaviours, content

and assessment tools and procedures spell out, in increas-

ing detail, the intentions for student outcomes implicit in

the platform’’ (Leithwood, 1981, p. 28). Based on these

understandings, we argue that curriculum innovation is a

socio-cultural process that cannot be reduced to a factor or

individual in a context-free environment. Framing this

study from a socio-cultural lens affords the examination of

implicit approaches that promote curriculum innovation

(Kärkkäinen 2012).

Researchers have stressed the pivotal role of school

leaders and teachers that allow for experimentation in

curriculum and teaching. Kärkkäinen (2012) highlights the

significance of understanding curriculum decision-making

processes that lead to educational innovation. School

leaders can drive and sustain change by providing for

leadership continuity as well as distributing leadership

amongst teachers (Mourshed et al. 2010). Gadsden (2008)

recommends researchers to examine the connections

amongst curricula, teachers, culture, personal dispositions

and learners’ experiences situated within a particular con-

text. Curriculum innovation allows teachers to work as

domain experts, find meaningful patterns in the domain and

solve problems in designing curriculum (Berliner 2008).

Moreover, Lieberman and Mace (2008) point to the central

role of teachers in driving curriculum change and ensuring

sustainability.

Priestley (2005) conceptualizes a model of curriculum

change that recognizes that the history of the social context

determines change in the present. It includes factors that

enable and/or inhibit change. Teachers are learners instead

of ‘‘passive conduits of someone else’s policy’’ (Priestley

2005, p. 36). Based on the social context such as socio-

political trends, institutional culture and prior practice, as

change occurs, a zone of proximal development is created.

This zone, from Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist

theory of learning, is the idea that teachers require different

types of support in order for them to learn; this learning

process is of a social and dialogic nature. Within this zone,

scaffolding such as professional learning support from

external educators and peers, is needed. There are also

contextual catalysts and inhibitors that arise from the social

context which can promote or hinder change such as stu-

dents, parents and tensions between and within policies

(Priestley 2005).

Curriculum innovation has also been viewed as process-

based intervention (Mourshed et al. 2010). In a study of 20

educational systems, process-based interventions for school

change were the most commonly identified (Mourshed

et al. 2010). Structural change (e.g. adding an organiza-

tional layer) or resource change (e.g. hiring more teachers)

was less common as compared to process-based interven-

tions that seek to improve the school system. These
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processes cover delivery, content and policy aspects

including student assessment, pedagogical choices, man-

agement skills and professional training. Indeed, curricu-

lum innovation is complex, involving multiple processes.

Singapore Context

This study is situated in the Singapore education landscape

in the ‘‘student-centric, values-driven’’ phase. The Singa-

pore education system has evolved from survival-driven

(1965–1978), to efficiency-driven (1979–1996), ability-

driven (1997–2010), and student-centric, values-driven

(2011 onwards). The survival phase focused on students’

literacy and numeracy skills. The efficiency phase reduced

performance variations by streaming students according to

their abilities (Goh and Gopinathan 2008). The ability-

driven phase created a responsive system with different

pathways to facilitate diverse students’ aptitudes and

twenty-first century skills (Goh and Gopinathan 2008;

Ponnusamy and Gopinathan 2013). The student-centric,

values-driven phase focuses on holistic education—valuing

our learners and learning values (Heng 2011).

Education is a critical vehicle for Singapore’s political

and economic strategies (Ng 2010). The government

maintains high quality education by controlling strategic

directions. Stemming from a centralized approach (Leung

2004; Weiler 1990), Singapore’s trajectory in changing

goals of each aforementioned phase suggests intents to

decentralize decision-making and create platforms for

school-based innovations. These efforts may be more

accurately described as centralized decentralization (Ng

2010, 2011). In this centralized decentralized paradigm, the

government promotes decentralization by empowering

schools and teachers to accommodate diversity and inno-

vation in pedagogical reforms while maintaining academic

outcomes (Ministry of Education 2008, 2012). The chal-

lenge for schools and educators is to embrace this paradigm

and achieve the best of both worlds (Ng, 2010, 2011). In

moving towards decentralization, more ‘autonomous

schools’, ‘independent schools’1 and Integrated Pro-

grammes are established (Vidovich and O’Donoghue 2003;

Ng and Chan 2008; Ministry of Education 2008, 2012).

These decentralization attempts allow schools greater

autonomy in curriculum innovation and programmes.

IP Schools

Currently, 18 schools have embarked on the IP (Ministry of

Education 2014). These schools are either ‘independent’ or

‘autonomous’ schools.2 Most IP schools are sought after by

high-achieving students at the national level (Davie 2011).

However, recognizing that the IP is not for every student,

several IP schools also run the O-level programme to

facilitate smooth transition when needs arise (Ministry of

Education 2011a; Davie 2011). The Singapore–Cambridge

General Certificate of Education ‘Ordinary’ level exami-

nation (G.C.E. ‘O’ level exam) is the de-facto high-stakes

examination at the end of secondary school. Since its

inception in 1959, students typically take 4 years to com-

plete this programme (Tan et al. 2008). Most students then

proceed to a 2-year junior college to take the Singapore–

Cambridge General Certificate of Education ‘Advanced’

level examination (G.C.E. ‘A’ level exam). In contrast, the

IP removes the high-stakes G.C.E. ‘O’ level exam, allow-

ing students to ‘‘engage in broader learning experiences’’ in

a seamless 6-year programme (Ministry of Education

2011a). Introduced in 2004, the IP was to ‘‘provide aca-

demically strong students with an enriched curriculum

beyond academic content’’ (Ministry of Education 2011a)

and provide time for students ‘‘to think, reflect and

explore’’ (Shanmugaratnam 2002). IP students take a final

examination at the end of year 6. Most IP schools opt for

the G. C. E. ‘A’ level exam or international baccalaureates

(IB) Diploma.

IP schools are expected to stretch students in academic

and non-academic areas (Ministry of Education 2014).

Beyond preparing students for the year 6 examination, IP

schools are to provide a broad-based education and opti-

mize students’ time to develop ‘‘capacities for creative and

critical thinking’’ as well as ‘‘leadership, teamwork and

communication skills’’ (Ministry of Education 2002). To

meet the specific goals laid out by the IP, schools re-

structure teaching and learning activities, giving rise to

school-based curriculum innovation.

Methodology

This case study is part of a larger study aimed to document

how IP schools dealt with the process of curriculum

innovation within its existing context and practice. Each

participating school embarked on processes in their IP

journey with reference to school history, ethos and prac-

tices. A case study methodology was chosen to provide rich

description and nuanced understanding of the processes

1 Following a review of the education system in 1984 that

encouraged a diversification of secondary schools, independent

schools were appointed which had more freedom in curricular

programmes for academically able learners. In 1994, a second tier of

autonomous schools were created that provided greater autonomy to

non-independent schools to provide more diverse learning experi-

ences (Ministry of Education 2013).

2 There are currently 9 independent and 26 autonomous schools

(Ministry of Education 2013).
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involved in school-based curriculum innovation. Multiple

data sources were gathered to establish a chain of evidence.

The primary data sources were focus group discussions

(FGDs) and archival data from the schools’ website and

newsletters.

We conducted six FGDs with the following stakehold-

ers: IP students, non-IP students, teachers who predomi-

nantly taught IP classes, teachers who predominantly

taught non-IP classes, curriculum mappers (experienced

teachers with the responsibility of developing the revised

curriculum for different subject areas) and school leaders

(Principal and Vice-principal; denoted by P and VP

respectively). Each discussion was guided by a customized

set of open-ended interview questions. Each FGD was

facilitated by two or three researchers. There were 3–8

participants in each FGD. Written informed consent was

obtained prior to data collection. Each FGD lasted 45 to

90 min and was digitally recorded and transcribed verba-

tim. The archival data included the Principal’s newsletter, a

regular communication medium sent to the school staff

from 2009 to 2013, as well as the school’s public website in

2013, which included details such as the school mission,

programmes and news.

Data analysis was guided by the pattern matching

approach suggested by Yin (2009). Interview transcripts

were analysed by two researchers who surfaced sub-themes

according to the research question. Archival data was also

analysed by two researchers to identify relevant sub-

themes. The sub-themes were discussed in the larger team

and categorized into larger themes.

Background of the Case Study

Sentosa School (pseudonym) is a high-performing sec-

ondary school in Singapore. It is consistently recognized

by MOE for ‘‘their excellence in both education pro-

cesses and outcomes’’ (Ministry of Education 2011b).

The school’s core vision is to nurture students’ holistic

growth. Besides academic rigour, the school encourages

character development and leadership amongst students.

It is one of the oldest schools in Singapore and has

strong alumni support. It is also an independent school

and has autonomy in staff recruitment and selection of

students.

Prior to implementing the IP, the school trialled talent

development programmes with high-achieving students.

Such experience gave the school an edge in designing a

seamless six-year pathway. The school firmly believed that

students should be nurtured according to their abilities and

passions. The school therefore decided to embark on a dual

programme structure with the options of a 6-year IP or a

standard 4-year O-level programme.

The IP curriculum consists of level 1 (foundation

modules), level 2 (interest-driven specialization modules)

and level 3 (independent learning modules). IP students

participate in all three types of modules; for O-level pro-

gramme (OP) students, level 2 and 3 modules are optional.

Findings

Our data analysis surfaced three themes that pointed to

important curriculum innovation processes.

Negotiating the IP with the School’s Vision

A key feature of IP was the customization of the curricu-

lum grounded on the school’s vision and mission. The

leaders in Sentosa School made a conscious decision to

align the IP to the school’s historical and social context.

Given the school’s diverse group of learners, it decided to

implement a dual programme structure, ‘‘we are not taking

the track of Gifted Education Programme approach. We

are not trying to give more to those who have more.

Because [we] are known for holistic education, a balanced

education’’ (P). The dual programme structure also fea-

tures an entry/exit point for those who earned or failed it in

accordance with the school mission.

I must stress that both the IP and O-level tracks must

be equally important to us. This is important enough

for me to repeat many times. This emphasis cuts to

the very core of the school mission and values i.e.

every student admitted into the school matters to us.

We want every student to learn how to learn… and to

help them grow into persons of integrity and persons

for others regardless of whether they are in the IP…
or the O-level… (P’s notes)3

Accordingly, the curriculum mappers structured the

curriculum such that students were allowed to take up

modules that they were interested in regardless of their

track. Also, teachers were encouraged to teach both OP and

IP classes. A curriculum mapper explains:

[This is] so that there is no distinction, even for the

teaching fraternity, that means you are not just

someone who teaches IP and you are not someone

that teaches OP. So we try to distinctly do that. I think

across the board, because we also want the OP stu-

dent to feel that there is also a chance for them to

move to the IP… Whatever opportunities that is

3 Source indications are from FGDs unless otherwise stated; in this

case it is from the Principal’s monthly notes.
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given to the IP classes… OP students can opt for it.

(Teacher A)

Trying to customize the IP to the school’s mission is

also reflected in the opportunities for students of different

tracks to crossover. Crossover points were designed in the

system. The principal explains:

We need to allow for transfer of students both

directions… so at the end of secondary 2, they have

opportunity to cross over… (P)

This dual structure caters to every learner and allows

them to become independent learners and pursue their

passions. Student feedback on the learning opportunities

that are offered in both programmes is generally positive.

One OP learner remarked, ‘‘The subjects are quite inter-

esting and new. [It] is like the whole new level, so I find

it… is not boring lessons anymore and time passes, seem to

pass very quickly’’ (Student A). Similarly an IP learner

commented, ‘‘We learn a lot of things but we learn it in a

fun way. It is not like in class and everybody is ‘do this, do

that’’’ (Student B).

Despite advantages of the dual programme structure,

there were tensions the school had to grapple with, which

became part of the process of curriculum innovation.

Sentosa’s dual programme structure comprises three types

of modules and this required much curricular redesign.

Curriculum mappers had to gain a ‘‘deep understanding’’

of the unique features of the curriculum in each of the

modules offered and map out elements that included

‘‘(a) essential questions (derived from studying the national

examinations and syllabuses), (b) key principles, concepts

and facts, (c) key skills and dispositions, (d) instructional

strategies (that should include formative assessments) and

(e) summative assessment’’ (P’s notes).

Curriculum mappers illustrated this tension as having to

‘‘tear things apart,’’ in order to design relevant and

appropriate content for students. For instance, in the

teaching of Geography, the teachers re-designed it based on

main concepts rather than the categories of human and

physical geography adopted in traditional Geography cur-

ricula. The teachers indicated that their re-designed lessons

were anchored around big concepts such as ‘‘Space and

Place’’ for students to understand the content.

A related tension curriculum mappers alluded to was

how they faced an inner conflict in keeping the founda-

tional modules the same, despite noticeable differences in

student abilities and appetite for learning different subjects.

A curriculum mapper explained:

We do not go out deliberately to differentiate the IP

and the OP with our curriculum. Because (the Prin-

cipal) makes it very clear that Level 1 is for all stu-

dents. Level 2 that’s where you differentiate. So

everyone [has] the same curriculum and that is in

practice now… we may want to really look at how we

can differentiate within the curriculum now, for IP

students. Because we find that some of them are

really capable of doing more. And we are wondering

whether we are not stretching them at this point in

time. So we are still looking and discussing. (Teacher

B)

Another Curriculum mapper was more explicit about the

tension, remarking:

I think there is a conflict really. [I] think the teachers

recognized that the IP students are very capable, but

then you know, the direction that we have from the

top, is that we cannot… differentiate them until to the

point that they realize that they are special… so, the

teachers struggle with that quite a bit… (Teacher C)

Besides seeing differences in the learners’ appetites for

curriculum content, teachers who taught both tracks

became aware of the different learning profiles and abilities

of the students. They desired to engage the two tracks of

students using different pedagogies in these foundational

modules but struggled when they were not allowed to.

Some teachers adjusted their pedagogies for students of

different programmes:

The OP is very simple. You just teach, exam, any

time of the day, they just go, no problem. The IP one,

you must moderate a bit and put in more activity, so

you make things a bit more fluid, a bit more inter-

active for them. (Teacher D)

Because after a while I realized, ok if I use this

method, the IP students get a bit bored, but the OP are

ok. If I use another method, the OP students don’t get

it and the IP students find it exciting. So after a

while… I started to vary the way I teach both classes.

For IP, I really try and do more facilitation. That

means I give them work, they do it, they present and

then as a class, we critic and [it is] more self-directed.

Whereas for the OP… I monitor them a bit more

closely. So if I notice that they do not understand the

particular concept, that’s when I have to explain it.’’

(Teacher E)

It seems that the teachers had to negotiate with the

tensions arising in the alignment with the school vision.

This process of customizing the IP to the school vision

highlights the importance of the school’s social, cultural

and historic capital. The school did not want to be com-

pletely redefined by a new curriculum innovation; rather,

they tailored the changes to the existing vision and mission.

However, this process also reveals the negotiation that

occurs between the direction of the school and its
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implementation. It suggests that a constant negotiation

process by leaders, teachers and students will occur

between the ideal envisioned programme and its imple-

mentation in this curriculum innovation.

Searching Common Ground for Buy-in

In order for the curriculum innovation to be successful,

Sentosa’s leaders were cognizant of the need to ensure that

her stakeholders understood the importance of the IP.

Several strategies were implemented to find common

ground with students, teachers and parents. One strategy

was that the IP’s vision was clearly and continuously

emphasized. For teachers, the school leaders interacted

frequently with them. The school leaders had formal and

informal sessions with the teachers. The principal empha-

sized the importance of continuous communication with

the teachers and the need to talk to them informally. The

canteen was a ‘‘very wonderful place to gather informa-

tion’’ for the principal as his staff tended to be more

relaxed. In addition, the principal wrote monthly notes to

the teachers. These monthly notes started in 2009 and were

on average five pages long. It mainly communicated the

school leaders’ vision for the school, updates on personnel,

and sharing of good practices. It always ended with a

request for feedback and comments. These communication

structures show deliberate attempts at communicating the

message of curriculum innovation between the school

leaders and teachers.

This two-way communication enabled buy-in for the

teachers. It helped the leaders deal with the problems that

arose with curriculum reform. For instance, the principal

describes:

Because we do get feedback direct[ly] from teach-

ers… we can at least mitigate it to some extent… (P)

Teachers generally felt that they could consult their

school leaders for curriculum decisions and advice. An IP

teacher reported, ‘‘I just went down to see the Principal…
Because he is doing his promotion of Teaching Concep-

tually and all. We actually intend that our final exam paper

to have some conceptual questions’’ (Teacher F).

As for finding common ground from students and par-

ents, a similar strategy is adopted through clear and con-

tinuous communication of the IP message. For instance, the

school provides detailed information on the curriculum

innovation on its website. A 9-page frequently asked

questions (FAQ) document on the school’s IP was pre-

pared. The school also places details such as the specific

modules, their aims and scope, and updates on how it has

been carried out on its website. A few teachers meet the

parent support group quarterly, while the school leaders

meet parents and alumni at least once a year for feedback.

The school also seeks regular feedback from the students.

This is implemented through organizing regular FGDs with

students from both tracks. Another strategy was to seek

parent and alumni support in designing programmes and

electives for the students.

The feedback received was also evaluated and changes

made as appropriate. For example, the principal shared:

‘‘Based on feedback, we’re also introducing ‘‘360’’ degree

feedback i.e. you’ll now have a platform to provide feed-

back on your reporting officer if you wish’’ (P’s notes). It

can be seen that these strategies helped the leaders gain

buy-in from the respective stakeholders. It was done in

formal and informal ways. Feedback was encouraged and

changes were made based on feedback.

Another ‘‘key’’ strategy for gaining teacher buy-in was

to give teachers autonomy in curriculum design.

I believe that your participation in the special pro-

grammes will help you to explore, develop and imple-

ment different pedagogical approaches that can

eventually be adapted for use in the teaching of the

formal academic programme. As these special pro-

grammes do not lead to high stake national examina-

tions, I believe you can afford to be more adventurous in

your teaching and will have the time and space to

develop capacity and expertise to implement more stu-

dent-centered approaches with confidence. (P’s notes)

School leaders intended for all teachers to be given this

autonomy to design new modules so that they could

internalize the new curricula and pedagogy. Also, this

would help to sustain the curriculum innovation.

We try to put as many of the staff into the pro-

gramme. (VP)

It is more sustainable [for the programme]. (P)

This distribution of curricula authority amongst teachers

is akin to distributed leadership and would help teachers

own the change:

In the special programmes, because the nature of the

programmes is not content driven, they are process

and disposition driven, the teacher therefore [can]

lock [themselves in a] room to experiment and do

new things… in that safe space, in that freer space… I

think our greatest hope is [that] by a process of dis-

tribution, over time they will [change] slowly. (VP)

Teachers appreciated the distributed leadership that the

school leaders had empowered them with. Teacher G

enthused:

We are empowered; we have, you know, the full

authority to write the curriculum… I think is quite
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exciting what is happening here… the teachers here

have got the liberty, and… the power…. (Teacher G)

Teacher H continued:

I think I agree with Teacher G. I think the beauty is

that we have the liberty and the freedom to really

explore, you know, and not [be] afraid of failing

because there is no set route for us to follow. (Tea-

cher H)

This strategy seems to have gained the buy-in desired as

it is well appreciated by teachers and has also led to the

changing of teaching mind-sets. For instance, the VP

reports:

We have found teachers who express a change, a shift

of mind-set in teaching too. For example a maths

teacher who traditionally is very focused on a very

systematic way of teaching maths… Because of [a

special programme]… because it is about the hazy

work of innovation and new ideas, ambiguity… She

actually felt herself struggling and [is] now becoming

more comfortable [with ambiguity]. (VP)

This common ground was encouraged by teachers who

were already ready for the IP. P shares:

I don’t recall having to force anyone to do it [prepare for

the IP]. There were [teachers] in every department,

every subject, who were already keen to do it. (P)

The VP added:

We encourage teachers to come forth with their areas

of interests and passion as well. So we have a teacher

like Teacher T who is a local expert on dragonflies.

He actually proposed modules on that. (VP)

Through encouraging distributed leadership and teacher

autonomy in curriculum design, teacher capacity and

ownership was enhanced. Teachers felt empowered by the

autonomy resulting in further professional development.

Moreover, this buy-in was complemented by teachers who

were already interested in the IP. These would also help to

sustain the change.

Lastly, the leaders emphasized multiple levels of col-

laborative efforts. The school promoted collaboration

amongst its own teachers as well as collaboration between

teachers and external consultants. These collaborations

helped to throw more light on the issues at hand and also

created greater transparency. Internally, there were pro-

fessional sharing sessions once a week between the

teachers of the same department. Such sessions were

regarded as very important by the teachers and served as

scaffolds to help teachers implement the change. A teacher

explained:

Because different classes have got different [needs],

which makes professional sharing even more crucial,

at the level, you know, for us we have Level Pro-

fessional Sharing, so we come together to share we,

what works in our class. And our colleagues might

use it for their class and so we can learn from there.

(Teacher G)

There were also peer observations amongst the teachers.

Like in our Department, we are very fortunately to

have Teacher F with us. She is very open. She invites

us… [to] go into her classes, to do peer observation,

to learn from her. (Teacher B)

Professional sharing amongst the teachers was also

encouraged by the school leaders.

I hope that we will grow, over time and not imme-

diately, into a professional learning community at

Sentosa School. (P’s notes)

External collaborations were also strengthened in the

school. The school invited external experts to work with

the teachers and develop the curriculum. The curriculum

mappers appreciated such external experts who helped

them in the curriculum mapping. One shared:

We engaged a consultant, Teacher O. So she came in

and they helped to trash things out. So they came out

with the doc [document], the curriculum map, the

over-arching map, they shared with the department

and right now we are in the process of working on the

unit plans. The whole department is doing that

[writing out unit plans]. (Teacher A)

Nevertheless, the school’s priority was on training their

existing pool of teachers and these external collaborations

were for the purposes of preparing existing teachers to

learn new pedagogies and content.

I mean we could have gone two ways. One is to develop

a small cadet group of teachers who are well trained…
and then the team of 5 or 6 will be commandos… I think

this way is also a lot slower. A bit more painful for this

group of the teachers as well. So we try to put as many of

the staff into the programme. (VP)

In all, strengthening these teacher collaborations, through

enhancing professional sharing and learning activities, helped

facilitate staff buy-in for the curriculum innovation.

Investing in Preparation Time for Change

A final key process was the emphasis on preparation time

needed to make the transition to IP. The principal was very
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cognizant of the time needed to prepare his school to take

on the curriculum innovation. For instance, he highlighted,

‘‘You can only create conditions to stablize everything so

that you can give the teacher time to make the change’’ and

‘‘I think it will take another 3 to 4 more years[for educa-

tional change]. You take at least a 10 year process to bring

about a significant change.’’ The principal clearly invested

in preparation time for the teachers to carry out the school-

based curriculum innovation.

The curriculum mappers were grateful for the unrushed

time given to design the new curricula. One curriculum

mapper mentioned:

What we found helpful was that the Principal was prepared

to give us time. You know, if you need a year to develop,

take the year. So for us, we didn’t feel very rushed. We can

always discuss and come back the next week and say, you

know, let’s do it all over again… (Teacher B)

Besides preparation time for curriculum design, time

was spent to groom leaders, which would help to sustain

the curriculum innovation.

An important layer which I worked very long and

hard is actually the VP layer. We have lots of dia-

logues. We meet once a week. And every change that

we make we discuss so that everybody understands

the basis and this is in the way also guard against the

new principle coming in not having the background

knowledge making the wrong changes… (P)

Although preparation time was invested, the leadership

recognized that they had not worked on all layers of the

school, especially the Head of Department (HOD) layer.

However, the school leaders are now focusing their efforts

on this HOD layer through changing the way they select

personnel and growing the teachers’ capacity.

I think one of the key problems we face at the HOD

level is that they see their job as an administrator not

as an instruction leader. So their decisions are all

highly administrative decisions: know how to manage

the exam… But they are not change agent…
Instructional change agent. So the question [is] to

move them in that direction to build that capacity. (P)

Even though the IP has started, the school is still in the

midst of providing time to develop teachers’ capacity and

resources. The school recognizes that much time is needed

for curriculum innovation to occur.

Discussion and Deliberations

The IP has occurred within the larger context of the dis-

course of Singapore educational change. The IP contests

the focus on academic grades and examinations which is a

long-standing pre-occupation in Singapore. One national

examination was removed in order to create the space for

deeper learning. This shows a shift towards a holistic view

of education beyond academics (Gopinathan et al. 2008).

Analyses of our case study unfold the dynamism in

curriculum innovation. Some tensions include the length of

time needed to develop teacher capacity and pedagogical

challenges of teaching different tracks of students. These

tensions are similar to those found in an earlier study,

where teachers felt a lack of time and increasing stress

when there was a curriculum change (Vidovich and

O’Donoghue 2003). In our study, the school leaders strived

to mitigate these tensions by searching for common ground

with the teachers and providing time for change. They

heard teachers’ needs through feedback and also provided

scaffolds for all teachers to implement the change through

professional sharing and peer observations.

These processes were established to not only manage

occurring tensions, but also to sustain the desired trans-

formation. For instance, rather than selected teachers, all

teachers were involved. The principal also invested much

preparation time to groom the next level of leaders, the VP

layer. From the VP’s sharing, it is evident that he has a

similar outlook as the principal’s.

Moreover, several decentralized processes took place.

Curriculum customization took reference from the existing

school vision and mission. The customization took into

consideration all students, rather than only IP students. The

implementation of IP in this school has an effect on OP

students as they were able to enjoy an enhanced curricu-

lum. Thus, the implementation of IP has benefited the

entire school.

Similar to past studies, teachers were seen as profes-

sionals (Vidovich and O’Donoghue 2003; Mourshed et al.

2010) and given the leeway to design curriculum and les-

sons according to their interests. External expertise and

collaborations were roped in to make a curriculum that was

relevant to work and world readiness. Thus, the imple-

mentation of the IP increased the quality of student learn-

ing, and also provided opportunities for teachers to exercise

professional judgment which in turn builds professional

capital and expertise amongst teachers.

These curriculum innovation processes can be charac-

terized by a cascaded form of decentralization. Curriculum

innovation seems to cascade from the leadership layer to

the teacher level, with greater autonomy at each layer. At

the leadership level, the vision and mission of the school

were weaved iteratively into the IP message. At the teacher

level, while there is adherence to the vision and mission,

the implementation process takes place through a large

degree of teacher autonomy in curriculum design. This

suggests liberating school and teacher agency at play.
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Moreover, the centralization of IP development within

the school seems to be more dialogic than controlling.

Communication plays a key role in cascading key under-

standings amongst stakeholders. There are formal struc-

tures through FGDs and informal structures such as having

canteen conversations. Teachers and students provided

feedback to the leaders. The leaders clarified issues or

made changes in response to the feedback. These respon-

sive communication avenues are in line with Dimmock and

Goh’s (2011) emphasis on responsive leadership for school

transformation.

Some research has posited that Singapore has a pater-

nalistic style of governance characterized by an implicit tie

that schools need to meet national agendas (Tan and

Dimmock 2014). Our findings have highlighted a more

growth-centred governance model that allows much cus-

tomization based on school and teacher needs. Indeed, the

cascading levels of customization and the dialogic com-

munication processes suggest that the curriculum innova-

tion is catering to the development needs of its key

stakeholders.

Consistent with previous studies (Mourshed et al. 2010;

Dimmock and Goh 2011), our study supports the undis-

putable role of the school leaders in leading the curricula

change. The school leaders’ strategic choices were influ-

ential in the development of the curriculum innovation.

This was found in all processes. Leadership is an important

aspect of curriculum innovation and can positively or

negatively influence its impact (Kennedy 2010). This is

especially so in educational systems which are becoming

more decentralized. A study from Hong Kong has shown

how curriculum innovation has occurred through distrib-

uted leadership (Law et al. 2010). When teachers were

given autonomy and a greater responsibility of developing

new curricular, the resultant ownership greatly enhanced

the innovation’s success (Kennedy 2010; Law et al. 2010).

Our findings echo what was found in Hong Kong.

We believe this school represents a microcosm of what is

happening in the larger education environment in Singapore.

While we recognize the advantages of decentralization which

brought about greater customization and increased owner-

ship, we also acknowledged some negative consequences.

Some of these challenges include difficulties in changing

mind-set and pedagogical struggles which may result in

division among stakeholders. While we emphasize the pivotal

role of school context in curriculum innovation and also dis-

agree with the one-size-fits-all approach in curriculum and

instruction, the question is, to what extent should one tailor the

innovation to suit existing contexts? On the other hand, to

what extent should the central authority intervene?

Another concern is the tension between equity and

equality in the curriculum innovation. The curriculum

structure comprising three types of modules allows

equality by providing equal opportunities for students from

both the IP and O-level programmes to take up modules

that interest them. However, students in the different pro-

grammes might need differentiated support to learn the

content knowledge and skills. While there is equality in

provision, the equity provision seems to be lacking as the

school does not want to practice differentiation. How can

curriculum innovation meet equality and equity demands?

Further research is required to deal with these questions.

Limitations

This study is not without its limitations. Data for this analysis

was derived mainly from FGDs and artefacts and not class-

room observations. Thus, the insights gained were from the

stakeholders’ perceptions rather than observed implementa-

tions of the curriculum innovation. Additionally, we note that

this case study is based on one of the 18 IP schools in Singapore

and may not be representative of other IP schools in Singapore.

Conclusion

The IP is a response to the demands of a globalized and

competitive world. This paper presents the dynamic dis-

course among the key stakeholders in implementing cur-

riculum innovation at an IP school. This study adds to the

nascent literature on IP as a curriculum innovation in

Singapore. Moreover, in a departure from other studies, we

observed a growth-centered model of governance in a

centralized–decentralized Singapore system. Strong school

leadership and teacher professionalism are found to miti-

gate the tensions that emerged in the implementation pro-

cess. Also, curriculum innovation is a long-drawn process

which requires sustainable practices.
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