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ABSTRACT

A case study was conducted to explore public secondary school teachers’ perspec-
tives, practices, and experiences concerning the design and implementation of the
English curriculum, as well as the professional development offered by the govern-
ment in order to implement language policies and curriculum guidelines in the
city of Medellin, Colombia. The study lasted one year and included a survey, the
analysis of curriculum documents from five selected institutions, and focus group
interviews as data collection instruments. Results indicate that the initiatives pro-
vided by the government have not been effective in supporting teachers in this
endeavor as they have been very limited in terms of curriculum design, and reflect a
technical view of teacher learning. In addition, several contextual and social factors
have tremendously affected the implementation of language policies and curricu-
lum guidelines in schools. Besides, teachers point to several needs, including that
they have more time to appropriate and implement reforms, that they be included
in policy-making as affected parties, that professional development initiatives be
freed from political and economic interests and that they be offered a preparation
that combines improving their language proficiency, English teaching methodolo-
gies and curriculum design.

Keywords: curriculum development; language policy; professional development;
in-service teachers; public schools; English teaching.

RESUMEN

El presente estudio de caso se propuso explorar las perspectivas, practicas y ex-
periencias de maestros en instituciones publicas de educacidn bdsica secundaria
sobre el disefio y la implementacién del curriculo de inglés, asi como el desarrollo
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Thisarticle reportssome of the findings of
a study conducted by the authors to ex-
plore public secondary school teachers’
perspectives, practices, and expe-
riences concerning the design and im-
plementation of the English language
curriculuminthe city of Medellin, funded
by Universidad de Antioquia through
the Committee for Research Develop-
ment (Comité para el Desarrollo de la
Investigacién —CODI—).

profesional ofrecido por el gobierno para implementar politicas lingiiisticas y
directrices curriculares en la ciudad de Medellin, Colombia. El estudio se realizé
alo largo de un afo, en el cual se aplicé una encuesta, se analizaron documentos
curriculares de cinco instituciones seleccionadas, y entrevistas en grupos focales
como instrumentos de recoleccién de datos. Los resultados indican que las ini-
ciativas dadas por el gobierno no han sido efectivas para apoyar a los maestros en
su labor, pues han sido muy limitadas en términos de disefio curricular, y reflejan
una vision técnica de la formacién docente. Ademds, varios factores sociales y
contextuales han afectado la implementacién de las politicas lingiiisticas y de
pautas curriculares en las instituciones. Por otro lado, los docentes sefialan varias
necesidades, como el tener més tiempo para apropiar ¢ implementar las refor-
mas, que se les incluya en la formulacién de politicas como partes afectadas, que
se liberen las iniciativas de desarrollo profesional de intereses politicos y econé-
micos y que se les ofrezca una preparacién que combine el mejoramiento de su
competencia lingiiistica, las metodologias de ensenanza del inglés y el disefio
curricular.

Palabras clave: desarrollo curricular; politicas de lengua; desarrollo profesional;
profesores en servicio; colegios publicos; ensefianza de inglés.

RESUME

Cette étude de cas a été menée afin d’explorer les perspectives, les pratiques et
les expériences d “enseignants d "écoles secondaires publiques de Medellin suite &
l’implémentation du curriculum d’anglais langue étrangere et au développement
professionnel offert par le gouvernement comme faisant partie des politiques
linguistiques et des directrices curriculaires. Cette étude s “est déroulée sur un an
au cours de laquelle nous avons collecté les données suivantes: un questionnaire
aupres des acteurs, |'analyse des documents curriculaires de cinq institutions
scolaires et des entretiens de groupe. Les résultats montrent que les initiatives du
gouvernement pour appuyer les enseignants n’ont guere été probantes. En effet,
quant 2 la conception curriculaire, celles-ci sont tres restreintes et traduisent
une vision technique de la formation des enseignants. De plus, plusieurs facteurs
sociaux et propres au contexte affectent énormément la mise en place des poli-
tiques linguistiques et des orientations curriculaires. Par ailleurs, les enseignants
invoquent différents besoins: celui de disposer de plus de temps pour élaborer
les réformes et les mettre en place; celui d’étre inclus dans la prise de décision
sur les politiques qui influencent leurs pratiques ; celui de séparer les initiatives
de formation professionnelle des intéréts politiques et économiques, et celui d’
une formation qui leur permette d‘actualiser leur compétence linguistique en
anglais, leurs méthodologies d’enseignement et la conception curriculaire.

Mots clés : développement curriculaire ; politiques linguistiques ; développement
professionnel ; enseignants en exercice ; écoles publiques ; enseignement d'anglais.
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Introduction

Given the status of the English language around
the world, Colombia, like many other countries,
has adopted educational policies and programs to
promote English learningas a way of facilitatingits po-
pulation’s access to the global economy and further
the country’s economic development (Gémez-Sar4,
2017). However, high-school students and teachers’
English proficiency fall short of government expec-
tations. According to English proficiency exams
conducted by the nationalandlocal government, there
is evidence of low proficiency levels among students
and teachers. In response to this issue, throughout
the last 14 years, the national government has
launched four programs to promote the teachingand
learning of English across the country. The last of
those programs was named Bilingual Colombia
2014-2018, which, as with the previous ones, propos-
es a way of improving English teaching and learn-
ing processes in public institutions by having teachers
and administrators go through a series of tasks.

To improve teachers and students’ proficiency lev-
els, several strategies have been implemented by the
government. For instance, students from ninth to
eleventh grade have been offered English courses,
schools have been provided with material and tech-
nological resources toimprove teaching,and thereis
a flexible and adaptable curriculum to guide the
instruction of English. Additionally, teachers have
been provided with immersion programs and pro-
fessional development initiatives through partner-
ships with private and public universities and the
local government. Thislast strategy is not sufficient
if it is not linked to teachers’ preparation to revise,
design or adapt the curriculum according to the
government’s expectations, and language teaching
and learning trends. Subject matter knowledge is
not enough to teach it, and reaching the expected
proficiency level also requires the knowledge and
ability to develop curricula and syllabi that favor
students’ English language learning.

A review of the Colombian literature, conducted by
the authors in well-known indexed journals in the

field, shows that there is not enough information on
how public secondary school teachers conceptualize,
revise, adapt or design the curriculum for the English
area. Most research conducted has focused on:
a) reviewingand proposinga new curriculum in pub-
lic schools (e.g. Cadavid, 2003; Clavijo, Guerrero,
Torres, Ramirez, & Torres, 2004; Orddnez, 2011;
Ortiz, Camelo, Martin, Sarmiento & Ruiz, 2006);
b) proposing the implementation of a methodolog-
ical strategy as the central part of the curriculum
(e.g. Gaona, Suirez & Gonzalez, 2001; Vargas &
Abouchaar, 2001); ¢) designing and implementing a
curriculum unit in a course of a teaching program at
a public university (Ariza, 2004); d) proposing cur-
ricular changes through collaborative inquiry among
teachers in a public school (Aguirre Garzdn, 2018);
and ¢) proposing a professional development pro-
gram in a university program to implement a new
curriculum (Ferrer- Ariza & Poole, 2018).

Consequently, this study seeks to explore the
perspectives, experiences and challenges that pu-
blic secondary school teachers have regarding
curriculum development and implementation
in Medellin. In this sense, it seeks to answer the
following research question: What are the per-
spectives, experiences and challenges that English
teachers in public schools in Medellin identify in
relation to curriculum design and implementation
in their institutions? This question implies look-
ing at the professional development that teachers
have been offered to be able to work on curriculum
design and implementation in their schools, which
is the focus of the present article. The results of the
study concerning teachers’ perspectives about
the English curriculum as well as their practices,
experiences and challenges when designing and
implementing it are reported in another article.

In this paper, we will first present the theoretical
background that guided the study. Then, we will
describe the research method utilized and, finally,
we will discuss the findings and draw some conclu-
sions for policy implementation and professional
development.
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Theoretical framework

In this section, we briefly define curriculum develop-
ment and explain its connection with syllabus design
in language teaching. Moreover, we briefly present
the curriculum model that has influenced curric-
ulum and syllabus design in language teaching and
explain why these processes need to be supported by
teachers” professional development for an adequate
implementation of language policies and curriculum
guidelines in the current educational reform.

Language curriculum development is an aspect of
the broader field of curriculum development or
curriculum studies that has todo with the processes
of designing, revising, implementing and evaluat-
ing language programs. Curriculum development
consists of determining learners’ needs, analyzing
the context, considering the impact of contextual
factors, planning learning outcomes, organizing a
course,selectingandpreparingteachingmaterials, pro-
viding effective teaching, and evaluating the program
(Richards,2001). In language teaching, the history of
curriculum development begins with the notion
of syllabus design —one aspect of curriculum devel-
opment that emerged as a major factor in language
teaching due to changes in approaches/methods to
language teaching (Richards, 2001). In this sense,
different types of approaches to foreign language
syllabus design are found in the literature, such
as a structural syllabus, notional/functional syl-
labus, situational syllabus, skill-based ~syllabus,
content-based syllabus, task-based syllabus, commu-
nicative syllabus, etc. (Rahimpour, 2010; Woods,
Luke & Weir, 2010). This reflects a change of par-
adigm towards a sociolinguistic model focusing
on communicative language teaching (Woods, et
al., 2010). However, a renewed interest in teach-
ing English, given its status as a global language
and changes in the purposes for which people
studied English, influenced the growth of lan-
guage curriculum development (Richards, 2001;
Woods, et al., 2010).

Curriculum models, such as the outcome-based
model, process-based model, and traditional

content model, have offered different approaches to
what should be taught and learned. Consequently,
elements of major curriculum models are reflected
in the curriculum development and syllabus design
of school (Woods, et al., 2010). In the case of the
construction of English curricula, Tyler’s classi-
cal model from the end of the 1940s is dominant
(Pennycook, 1990); in this model, a series of plans
oriented towards the accomplishment of a specific
objective is prescribed. For instance, the correct
use of a linguistic structure (when language is seen
as an end), or effective performance in a com-
municative situation (when language is seen as a
means). It could be stated that those who share
this way of conceptualizing the curriculum are
not interested in understanding or explaining the
meanings and the interactions that mediate edu-
cational processes and neither the practices that
take place in institutions every day.

According to Richards (2001), since the 1980,
curriculum development processes such as needs
analysis, context analysis, goal setting, syllabus design,
material design, evaluation, and teacher prepara-
tion, are central in language program design. That
is, curriculum development is no longer seen as the
technical, rationalist and linear approach of Tyler’s
model. Focusing on the interrelated processes that
make up curriculum development, to revise and
(re)design language teaching curricula, requires
putting teachers at the center of the planning and
decision-making process in schools (Richards,
2001). However, the role of language teachers has
so far largely been one of consumers or implement-
ers of others” curricula and syllabi, instead of being
the designers of their own (Bell, 1983 as cited in
Rahimpour, 2010), as this study has found.

To change this situation —while considering that
knowledge about language teaching and learning is
tentative and incomplete, and that language teach-
ers require opportunities to update their knowledge
(Richards & Farrell, 2005) and skills— teachers
need to make use of their professional knowledge
to make informed decisions about teaching and

learning. That is, they should have or develop the
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professional capacity to interpret, adapt and adjust
curriculum content, considering particular school’s
context and students’ characteristics, background
and progress. They should keep a balance between
centralized standards, curriculum mandates and pro-
fessional decision making (Woods, et al., 2010).
Consequently, they should be equipped with the
skills and knowledge to (re)design their own curri-
cula and syllabi (Rahimpour, 2010), and in this way
show professional expertise, mostly in the ongoing
educational reform trend. Initiatives for professional
development can provide teachers with the opportu-

nity to update and expand such knowledge and skills.

Educational reform and professional
development

The literature regarding professional development
shows that there is a general agreement among
researchers and scholars that professional develop-
ment needs to be designed in a way that supports
educational reform. Educational reformers have real-
ized that teachers are the most important agents of
change and their professional development should
be a key component in any reform initiative to
ensure its effectiveness (Villegas-Reimers, 2003).
Therefore, the success of educational reform initia-
tives depends to a great extent on how qualified and
effective teachers are (Day & Sachs, 2004; Garet,
Porter, Desimone, Birman & Kwang, 2001) as well
as how motivated, knowledgeable and skillful they
are (Day & Sachs, 2004).

However, in Colombia, and particularly in Medellin,
as the results of this study indicate, most in-service
language teachers in schools have not been offered
professional development programs by the govern-
ment to help them develop the knowledge and skills
to (re)design and implement a curriculum that
favors students’ learning. When they have experi-
enced a different type of professional development
concerning curriculum development and imple-
mentation, this has been thanks to the efforts of
some scholars in the language teaching field to pro-
vide them with such an opportunity (e.g. Aguirre
Garzén, 2018; Cadavid, 2003; Clavijo et al., 2004;

Chaves & Guapacha, 2016; Gaona, Sudrez &
Gonzdlez, 2001; Giraldo, 2014; Ordédnez, 2011;
Ortiz et al., 2006; Vargas and Abouchaar, 2001).

Therefore, what most in-service teachers have been
offered throughout the years are traditional profes-
sional development initiatives, based on a technical
view of teachers’ learning and development (Sierra-
Piedrahita, 2016) that do not contribute much
to their learning (Fullan, 2001; McCotter, 2001;
Randi & Zeichner, 2004), and “rarely provide suf-
ficient follow-up and support for meaningful and
lasting improvement” (Lieberman & Wood, 2001,
p. 174). They have been trained to implement
reforms for which they are normally told what to
teach and how to teach it (Robertson, Samoff, Sleeter,
Tatto, & Torres, as cited in Zeichner, 2011), as is the
case with the program Colombia Bilingiie 2014-
2018. Within this reform —mostly through courses
and workshops— teachers have been instructed
regarding the content and methodologies speci-
fied by policymakers, how the reform works, and
how it should be implemented in schools (Avalos,
2004; Sierra-Piedrahita, 2016), normally with an
imposed curriculum. The challenge of implement-
ing a new curriculum becomes greater for teachers
because they have not been invited to participate
in its design, and almost no time has been devoted
to preparing them for its implementation (Avalos,
2004). Thus, language teachers in schools normally
teach a scripted and prescribed curriculum, because
the professional development they receive does not
prepare them to (re)design their own school curric-
ulum paying attention to the needs, interests and
specific contexts of their students. In addition, they
are not given the resources to embark on such task.

Clearly, teachers need to learn a significant amount
in order to carry out the type of instruction that
leads to the type of student learning that reformers
contemplate (Ball & Cohen, 1999). The litera-ture
about professional development indicates that the
view of professional development for teachers is
changing from a technical model to a teacher learning
model in which teachers are seen as intellectuals
who can generate knowledge through constant
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examination of their practice. For the national and
local government and many schools, the adoption
of new forms of professional development is not
considered and, as discussed above, teachers still
experience traditional forms of professional devel-
opment. Besides, they are not invited to play the
active role they could be playing in their own pro-
fessional development (Richards & Farrell, 2005).
Therefore, professional development, as conceived
and designed by the government today, has a remote
possibility of significantly impacting teachers’
knowledge and skills, and students’ performance
(Elmore, 2002).

Language teachersin schools should be able to make
informed decisions about curricula, and the profes-
sional development programs they are offered must
contribute to their preparation and direction in this
sense. Preparingthemtobeabletomaintainabalance
between the interests of reformers, their own needs
and interests as professionals (Day & Sachs, 2004
as cited in Sierra-Piedrahita, 2016; Martin, Kragler,
Qtlatroche, & Bauserman , 2014), students’ inter-
ests and needs (Martin et al., 2014), and their
contexts and realities, is paramount. The findings
of this study point to these fundamental issues.

Research method

We used a qualitative case study to understand
English language curriculum design and implemen-
tation in secondary schools, and the professional
development teachers received for such an endeavor.
A case study is a research process that entails the
study of an issue that a researcher explores through
a case within a bounded system, meaning a context
or a setting (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2005, 2006).
Our research focused on the case of English lan-
guage curriculum design and implementation in
secondary schools. We wanted to understand the
perspectives, experiences and practices of secondary
school teachers when designing and implement-
ing the English curriculum in their schools and the
preparation they received to carry out this task, by
interpreting the meaning of the issue for the teach-
ers involved (Merriam, 1998), understanding its

complexities (Stake, 2005), and considering the spe-
cific contextual conditions and activities that needed
to be understood.

Data collection

Data were collected through a survey, document
analysis, and focus group interviews. The survey
was applied to 75 secondary school English teach-
ers out of a pool of 610 teachers who were hired in
government schools. The survey, applied through
SurveyMonkey, gave us quantitative information to
characterize the population and their beliefs about
curricula and curriculum design practices and expe-
riences (see appendix with the questions that were
included in the survey). The document analy-
sis was conducted in five selected urban schools.
The criteria used to select these schools were:
those with a greater number of teachers who par-
ticipated in the survey, diversity in their geographic
location, and access —i.e. schools that have been
part of previous research projects with colleagues
from our Language Teacher Education Program,
or that were practicum sites for our pre-service
teachers in our Teacher Education Program. We
analyzed their institutional documents such as
their Proyecto Educativo Institucional, —PEI—
area plans and curricular guidelines to identify
the theoretical and methodological elements that
teachers consider when designing the English cur-
riculum, and to identify the prevailing curricular
structures in public schools. Finally, five focus
group interviews were conducted with teach-
ers from the selected institutions who willingly
accepted to participateaftersigningaconsentform.
The number of teachers from each institution
oscillated between three and eight, for a total of
21 teachers. Interviews were conducted not only
to expand on the information obtained through
the survey and the document analysis, but also to
understand their beliefs, experiences and practices
concerning curricula and curriculum design, their
professional development experiences and needs,
the preparation they were offered to respond to
policies and curriculum guidelines, and the factors
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that affected the implementation of those policies
and curriculum guidelines in their schools.

Data analysis

Data from the survey was analyzed using Survey-
Monkey. Data from the schools' curriculum
documents and the focus group interviews were sys-
tematized and analyzed following an inductive and
deductive approach and according to the recommen-
dations of various authors such as Burnaford et al.
(2001) and Anderson et al. (1994), by which data is
categorized and organized by relevant themesaccord-
ing to this study’s research question. We read the data
several times to identify themes across the different
sources of data, which helped us to establish prelim-
inary and final categories. We wrote analytical notes
based on what we found in the data and compared
and contrasted categories to establish a relationship
among them and to build interpretations. To guar-
antee validity and trustworthiness in interpretations,
we triangulated the different sources of data. To be
able to manage the amount of information we col-
lected, we used NVivo, a software package used for
qualitative data analysis.

Results

In this section, as stated above, we report only the
results of the study concerning the professional
development teachers have been offered by the
government to implement language policies and cur-
riculum guidelines. Three themes emerged from
the data analysis: professional development initia-
tives offered to teachers for curriculum design and
their characteristics, factors that affect the imple-
mentation of language policies and curriculum
guidelines,and teachers’ viewsabout policiesand the
government’s professional development initiatives.
Itis important to clarify at this point that the evidence
presented in this section comes from the focus group
interviews, because it was through the teachers’ voices
that we could clearly expand on and understand the
information obtained through the other data sources
concerning their experiences and challenges in terms
of professional development for curriculum design
and implementation.

Professional development offered to teachers
for curriculum design and its characteristics

The preparation teachers have received has been pro-
vided by a myriad of public and private institutions
such as Casa del Maestro, Caja de Compensacion
Familiar Comfenalco, universities, publishing
houses, José Félix de Restrepo high school (INEM),
and the Secretary of Education’s Office. These
initiatives have focused on improvinglanguage pro-
ficiency, using Information and Communication
Technologies (1cT’s) and preparing immersion
experiences, but have been very limited in terms
of curriculum design. Teachers complain about
these initiatives because, in many occasions, they
have been promised a course or workshop on lan-
guage teaching methodologies, but these end up
being pure grammar courses or language preparation
courses with an emphasis on a particular textbook,
or just courses and workshops to complete hours
for a publishing house to promote their publica-
tions. Due to the focus of these initiatives, many
teachers have come to believe, for instance, that the
workshops they have attended in the past and that
are sponsored by publishing houses and taught by
native speakers to promote and sell their textbooks,
are better than the workshops offered by these pub-
lic or private institutions, because at least they are
ludic and do not focus on grammar topics.

Teachers believe that what they have learned in
these professional development initiatives —which
normally translate into workshops and courses—
is not significant because these are short-term and
not continuous. Courses, for instance, had been
offered every four years. Moreover, when they have
been invited to participate in long-term initia-
tives, such as Expedicion Curriculo —an initiative
being implemented in the institutions at the time
we conducted the study— they felt that, as with
short-term initiatives, these were intended to com-
plete a large number of hours and assignments, but
not to learn about teaching methodologies and
teaching strategies. The following quote illustrates
this issue:

MepeLLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 25 Issue 1 (January-ApriL, 2020), pp. 137-152, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

143



144

thala

AnA MaRria SIERRA-PIEDRAHITA AND PAULA ANDREA ECHEVERRI-SUCERQUIA

I told the girl who was in charge of Expedicién Curri-
culo: “No, I don’t want to [attend], do not count on
me, I dont want to go there to complete a bunch of
hours and assignments and a bunch of things, no.” You
go there thinking that you are going to improve your
methodology and [teaching] strategies and all that, but
you end up completing a bunch of hours for a publis-
hing house. (I. E.2)

In addition, programs are limited to ambitious courses
with many requirements in terms of admission,
weekly attendance, and assignments. Concerning
admission requirements, for instance, teachers were
offered a trip to Washington as an incentive to par-
ticipate in courses and improve their language
proficiency level, but to access this possibility one
of the requirements was not to be close to the age of
retirement. Therefore, teachers felt rejected or dis-
criminated against, given that they would be still
teaching for many years before they actually would
retire. Another admission requirement was to have
a minimum of five years of teaching experience,
which left many of them unable to access training
programs. In terms of assignments, the programs
were neither flexible, nor offered under conditions
teachers considered adequate to be able to partic-
ipate, such as appropriate schedules and types of
assignments. For instance, they had to submit a
large number of grammar exercises from textbooks
and online platform exercises. Here is what one of
the teachers expressed about course schedules and
assignments:

I went twice and time was definitely not sufficient
in the first week because there was a lot of work and
I also had a lot of work at home. So when I saw the
amount of homework they assigned that first week,
with the [online] platform, and that I had to be there
from 8 am to 2 pm, I thought, this is impossible. I quit
because of that. (LE.3)

With so many grammar assignments, gradua-
tion requirements and hours they had to invest in
courses, teachers felt they were not learning things for
immediate application in their classrooms, which dis-
couraged them from attending,

Look, the course I attended was offered by [one universi-
ty], and there was a bunch of homework. And to graduate
you have to submit a project. So, I said to myself: “Do

I come here to learn new/different things to imple-
ment them in the classroom or do I come to study
grammar again?” So I'd rather stay home. (LE.1)

Other issues that characterized courses and dis-
couraged teachers from attending were that many
of them were consistently taught in Spanish and
many instructors, according to the teachers, did
not have an adequate language proficiency level, to
the point that sometimes teachers felt they needed
to correct their instructors’ language mistakes. This
issue discouraged teachers from attending courses
because they felt they did not have good English
language models to follow or to learn from.

Factors affecting the implementation of
language policies and curriculum guidelines

Several factors affected the implementation of cur-
riculum guidelines in public secondary schools, some
are related to the school context and others to the
social context. In terms of the school context, most
primary school teachers are not qualified to teach
English; therefore, secondary school teachers do
what they can with their students’ limited knowl-
edge of the language once they move to secondary
grades. As aresult, students do not have the English
language proficiency level they are expected to
acquire. Moreover, in primary schools, students are
only taught one hour of English per week, an insuffi-
cient amount of time that tremendously affects what
they are able to learn. In addition, in many schools
English is not even taught in primary grades, when
this is clearly the basis for their learning process.
To aggravate the situation there is the constant
missing of classes due to different extracurricular
activities, affecting students’ continuity in learn-
ing the language. Moreover, teachers do not have
sufficient resources to teach English. The follow-
ing quote illustrates the current situation in schools
with the implementation of the English standards
set by the national government and the local curric-
ular initiative Expediciéon Curriculo:

Right now [the policy] is not applicable here, be-
cause of the lack of English teachers in elementary
schools and the limited amount of hours of English
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instruction per week [...] Also, right now in secondary
schools, it is impossible to implement that curriculum
plan [Expedicién Curriculo] because the content they
want us to teach in 6™ grade we are hardly teaching
them in 8" grade [...]. Yesterday, we were revising the
Expediciéon Curriculo document and we concluded
that it requires us to teach the simple past in 6™ gra-
de when in reality we are teaching that in 8" grade [...]
And here we are not taking into account that half of the
class has difficulties in understanding simpler topics.
So, right now it is impossible to apply that curricu-
lum plan [...]. [Moreover] the Ministry of Education
does not assign English teachers for primary schools.
English hours in schools are not enough, resources
are not enough, [and] the training for teachers is not

enough. (LE4)

Teachers are specific about the kinds of resources
they need and point to the lack of technological
resources to support the teaching of English.

We need to increase the possibility of using 1CT in
the institution and [the government] should make
sure that institutions are well equipped with a good
English lab or at least that teachers have access to an
audiovisual lab and that the children also have access
to computers and all that. (L.E.5)

Students’ lack of motivation and apathy towards
learning English is also evident, which affects their
commitment to learn. Too often, teachers do not
know what to do in terms of methodology to
change this reality. Besides, the number of students
per group is also an issue to consider, as expressed
by one of the teachers:

Teachers should be better prepared [to use different
methodologies and teaching strategies] [...]. We need
more hours of English per week. Teaching a language
class to a group of 25 students is not the same as tea-

ching a group of 50. That’s a difficulty. (LE.5)

Furthermore, the examination system in schools
makes it difficult for students to accomplish the
level they are expected to achieve, because they can
be promoted to the next grade even if they fail sev-
eral subjects. Teachers get almost no support from
parents to help students improve their school perfor-
mance, given the fact that most of the time parents
are at work, and a great number of students do not
have parents and live with other relatives. Some

parents also ask teachers not to be too demanding
with their children. One teacher commented on
some of these contextual factors and their influence
on what they are expected to do with their students:

With the current education system in Colombia it is
not possible to achieve the expected proficiency level
for students because [...] in 6th grade we have to teach
all elementary grades intensively, then in 7th grade you
keep reviewing topics because of the amount of hours
of English in schools, three hours per week, and becau-
se there is no opportunity for practicing English [...],
plus the evaluation system does not help [as students
can fail many subjects and still pass the grade]. (LE.2)

Therefore, the reality is that many contextual factors
affect the implementation of policies in schools, but
at the same time, and most of the time, many social
factors affect this implementation as well. On a
daily basis, teachers must focus on what they call the
social part of education so that students do not end
up involved in drugs, gangs, prostitution, etc. They
do not perceive their work as free of the influence
of student’s social reality and this has big repercus-
sions on what they are able to achieve with their
students. Apart from teaching them the language,
they feel that they need to rescue their students from
bad social influences outside of school, a job that
many of them have to do without parents’ support.
As one teacher explains: “education has changed and
has become a social work to rescue students from so
many things outside [of school] that are more inter-
esting for them [such as drugs, gangs, etc.].” (LE.2).

In addition, they have to face and deal with other
issues such as students’ affective and learning prob-
lems, poverty, hunger, domestic violence, early
pregnancies, etc. In this respect, one teacher com-
mented on the social problems they have to deal
with while at the same time trying to teach English,
making their work more difficult:

Then there is the social part which is a huge problem.
And achieving the English level [we are expected to
achieve] seems like unreal. So, one does both things
at the same time, intervenes the social part and tries
to teach the English competencies, but achieving so-
mething with English is very difficult because the
[social] problems are huge. (LE.4).
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Clearly, school-related and social contexts have had
an enormous impact on the work of teachers as they
try to implement language policies and curriculum
guidelines. However, this implementation has also
been hindered by the way the policies were con-
ceived, and the way teachers have been prepared to
accomplish such task, as will be explained in the next
section.

Teachers’ views about language policies
and the government’s professional
development initiatives

The implementation of policies is linked to profes-
sional development initiatives as it is assumed that
if teachers participate in such initiatives, they will
be able to implement policies quickly and effec-
tively. Nonetheless, this has not been the case in
schools in the city. The way in which the policies
were conceived has hindered their implementation,
despite the government’s efforts to prepare teachers
for this task. Below we list the reasons provided by
the teachers to explain this situation.

First, teachers question the lack of communica-
tion between the national and local government
and teachers. They manifested that the Ministry
of Education or the local government only come to
them to inform them about the English standards
or curricular initiatives they want to implement,
but there is a lack of continuity in their visits and
dialogue between them is nonexistent. They are
not asked about the policies that they are required
to implement, so these policies end up being com-
pletely decontextualized and designed for other
realities and contexts, rather than public schools.
Teachers consider that although the people
involved in governmental initiatives are talented,
they do not know the schools’ realities and the
social and contextual issues that affect them, all of
which have an effect on what can be achieved with
the students. The same occurs with the profes-
sional development initiatives teachers are offered.
They are invited to participate to be able to imple-
ment the policies or curriculum guidelines created
by policymakers, however, the initiatives are not

significant for them because they are decontextual-
ized and do not consider their needs and interests,
for instance, in terms of curriculum development.

Second, the national or local government does not
give teachers sufficient time to appropriate and
implement one initiative or reform and observe
its results, and in the middle of its implementa-
tion they are asked to implement a new change.
Teachers believe this happens because policymak-
ers easily assume that a plan does not work, or
because they realize that achieving a high language
proficiency level is an impossible goal. Proof of this
is that the country’s deadline to become bilingual
has been extended. One teacher expressed the fol-
lowing about the implementation of policies:

[...] if from the Secretary of Education they are pro-
posing a new change, it is because they see that this is
not working. They see that they are not accomplishing
what they wanted. [...] I think that we have invested
two years in the recontextualization project, which
consisted in reorganizing the curriculum according to
the school context and taking into account the stan-
dards set by the Ministry of Education and what the
students have to achieve at the end of their learning
process. What is proposed is good, but now we have
Expedicién Curriculo and we have invested very little
time in the recontextualization project, [...] We have
invested two or three years in this project and now
they [the government] is modifying things because it
supposedly didn’t work, but we are not given enough
time, we are asked to change things while we are im-
plementing them so we are not giving adequate time
to projects and processes. (L.E.4)

In general, teachers believe that the plan to make
the country and the city bilingual has been a fail-
ure, and that such a goal was unrealistic or almost
impossible to achieve considering the actual factors
and resources in public schools.

Third, there are always political and economic inter-
estsat play in the professional development initiatives
teachers are offered. According to teachers, these
initiatives have been numerous though not always
adequate because they are intended only to account
for money invested by politicians in their cam-
paigns or by any political party during their term
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in office. Therefore, initiatives are created just to dis-
play numbers and account for the millions that have
been invested to achieve the expected language pro-
ficiency levels in teachers and students. Nonetheless,
those strategies failed to meet the goal of improving
language proficiency among the targeted popula-
tion. Furthermore, some teachers questioned the
fact that in order to account for the huge amount
of money invested in courses and workshops, too
often elementary and secondary school teach-
ers —including those who did not participate in
the initiatives— were called to accept class mate-
rials as presents. In addition, those in charge of the
initiatives almost begged teachers to participate in
courses because, as stated above, teachers did not feel
motivated to do so because these are not planned to
respond to their needs and interests, and are ambi-
tious in terms of their requirements and assignments,
as one teacher stated:

I mean the courses can be good [...] but the financial
part is also there with the Nutresa Group, [for exam-
ple], and when the National Bilingual program was
launched that was super big. EAFIT University was in
charge of the program, the Nutresa Group invested mo-
ney. The government was also there represented by the
city mayor. So, there is a lot of money invested there so
money needed to be justified in courses. They called
us and gave us presents. They almost begged us to be
in those [courses] so that the money could be justified.
But those courses were very ambitious, [...] extremely
long and we had to respond to some virtual hours, in
fact, it was like doing a master’s program. (LE.3)

Another teacher, for instance, associates the short
duration of courses they have been offered to these
being a mere requirement to be fulfilled in order to
account for the money granted by the government.

[...] We need initiatives that are continuous because
those offered by the Ministry of Education last only
two or three months and that is it. And what is cu-
rious about this is that what they are looking for is to
spend the money [that was invested] so [this is why]
nothing is accomplished. (L.E.1)

All these issues have led teachers to consider the
type of professional development they require to
be able to implement the policies and curriculum

guidelines in their schools and help their students
achieve the expected language proficiency level.
They need preparation that focuses on improv-
ing their language skills and English teaching
methodologies, as well as curriculum design or
a combination of these. Some teachers argued
that even though they can have a good language
proficiency level, they lack, for instance, the knowl-
edge about language teaching approaches that
are appropriate for their students’ needs, context,
and diversity. Being updated is essential for them
because many years have passed since they finished
their undergraduate programs. Concerning this
preparation one teacher describes what they would
need or like to find in instructors and professional
development initiatives:

If we have the professional that knows about curricu-
lum [design], we don’t have the professional who talks
about it in English. We need both things. We always
have someone who asks us to speak English, and I love
to participate in all that because we practice and re-
member something, but we need people who know
[about curriculum design], people who are able to
teach a course [about curriculum design] in English.
That would be great! That is what we need [...], to in-
tegrate both things. (LE.4)

Finally, teachers expressed their desire to have uni-
versities with language teacher preparation programs
working more closely with public schools to help them
articulate teachingand language because these are not
included at all in the initiatives offered to them and
because they require a strong instruction that is led by
specialists who really know about curriculum design.

Discussion and conclusions

In light of new language policies, curriculum guide-
lines and English teachers’ pedagogical practices in
public schools, limiting the focus of professional
development initiatives to improving teachers’
language proficiency level does not seem to con-
tribute to accomplishing the goal of improving
English teaching in schools. This study demonstrates
the support teachers need to learn about curricu-
lum development and design and language teaching
approaches to accomplish not only the expected
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language proficiency level but also the job of educat-
ing students to succeed in school and in life.

This study also provides insights into the influence
of contextual factors in the implementation of pol-
icies and curriculum guidelines in public schools.
Most of the contextual factors that depend directly
on the government, such as the lack of English teach-
ers in elementary schools, insufficient resources to
teach English, the examination system, the insuf-
ficient or complete absence of hours of English in
elementary schools, to name but a few, require imme-
diate action on the part of the national and local
government so that the goal of achieving high lev-
els of English language proficiency can become a
reality. Since the creation of the National Plan of
Bilingualism in 2004, several studies and articles
written by different academics in the country have
repeatedly demonstrated the effects of contextual fac-
tors on the implementation of this policy, although
authors refer to these in different ways (e.g. Correa
& Gonzilez, 2016; Gémez-Sara, 2017; Correa et
al.,, 2014; Correa & Usma, 2013; Usma, 2015).
Despite the results of these studies and analyses, the
government continues to ignore these issues and
to believe that the solution to increasing English
language proficiency in students and teachers is
to provide teachers with English courses or work-
shops to train them on how a specific methodology
works (Avalos, 2004; Sierra-Piedrahita, 2016) or
how to use specific materials. Nevertheless, prepar-
ing teachers in curriculum design and addressing
the factors that interfere with the implementation
of policies and curriculum guidelines in pub-
lic schools are still ignored. In addition, school
administrators and teachers neither understand the
negative effects of not modifying language teach-
ing approaches in order to reduce students’ lack of
motivation and apathy towards learning English,
nor do they understand the need to reduce extra-
curricular activities that interfere with classes in
schools.

Moreover, the work teachers have to focus on daily
in order to minimize the effects of social issues in
schools does not favor the implementation of policies

and curricular guidelines. Even though teachers have
the desire to work on improving language proficiency
among their students, they are still not able to con-
nect social issues to the curriculum and implement
other approaches for the teaching of English that
would be beneficial for the students, as they could
relate their learning with their real lives and realities.
Designing a critical curriculum that is supported by
critical language teaching approaches could contrib-
ute to this task. However, as stated above, this is not
the only solution to support teachers in this endeavor.
The impact of contextual factors in the implemen-
tation of policies and curriculum guidelines also
requires immediate attention by the government and
administrators in schools (Correa & Gonzalez, 2016,
Correa et al., 2014; Sierra-Piedrahita, 2018).

Furthermore, teachers require enough time to
appropriate and implement policies and curricu-
lar guidelines. As this study demonstrates, teachers
feel frustrated as they have not been able to see the
results of the implementation of any curriculum
initiative because the government is constantly intro-
ducing new programs or curricular changes in the
middle of the initiatives’ implementation. They per-
ceive this not only as improvisation but also as a way
of interrupting processes that could be of benefit to
their students. In addition, new programs or curric-
ular changes should be introduced only when these
are supported by systematic studies that indicate the
need for such a change. Such modifications should
not be driven by the agenda of any political party
or new government, which normally set unrealistic
deadlines to accomplish educational goals.

The appropriation and implementation of poli-
cies and curricular guidelines also require constant
communication, dialogue and work with teachers.
This study indicates that the lack of communica-
tion and dialogue between the national and local
government and teachers makes teachers feel frus-
trated, disrespected and hopeless, as they are merely
informed about initiatives and expected to imple-
ment them. Again, several authors have pointed
out the importance of taking into account teach-
ers’ views and participation in the formulation of
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policies (Avalos, 2004; Gémez Sard, 2017; Guerrero,
2010; Peldez & Usma, 2017; Shohamy, 2009) and
curriculum guidelines. They could contribute signif-
icantly given their experience and knowledge of the
school context and students’ social realities. Teachers
want to be considered during the formulation of
policies, and want to see themselves as curriculum
designers rather than mere implementers.

For language policies and curricular guidelines to be
implemented more effectively, teachers require pro-
fessional development programs that really respond
to their interests and needs (Day & Sachs, 2004;
Chaves & Guapacha, 2016; Sierra-Piedrahita,
2016), and that support them inside their class-
rooms so that there is meaningful and continuing
improvement of practice (Lieberman & Wood,
2001). It is necessary to offer teachers programs
that prepare them to design the English curriculum
in their schools and that challenge them to intro-
duce new/other language teaching approaches.
However, such preparation cannot consist only of
courses, workshops and lectures that are based on
a technical view of teachers’ learning and develop-
ment (Sierra-Piedrahita, 2016). These have so far
not contributed much to teachers’ learning (Fullan,
2001; McCotter, 2001; Randi & Zeichner, 2004),
and have not been that effective in supporting
teachers in the implementation of national and
local policies or curriculum guidelines because
of their characteristics, as this study shows it. As
Elmore (2002) observes, professional development
as it is designed today, in Colombia, has a remote
possibility to significantly impact teachers' knowl-
edge and skills, and students” performance.

Therefore, and as several studies in Colombia have
demonstrated, in-service language teachers should
experience a different type of professional devel-
opment (see Cadavid, Qljnchia & Diaz, 2009;
Cérdenas, 2004; Chaves & Guapacha, 2016;
Giraldo, 2014; Usma & Frodden, 2003). They can
be offered programs that include a combination of
different professional development strategies that
complement each other to really support teachers in

their daily practices and specific contexts (Loucks-
Horsley et al, 2003; Sierra-Piedrahita, 2018).

Furthermore, these should be long-term and
continuous (Day & Sachs, 2004, Martin et al,,
2014; Long, 2014; Richards & Farrell, 2005) and
should not end when the incumbent adminis-
tration ends its term in office. In addition, these
should not discriminate against certain teach-
ers in their admission requirements. Assignments
should also be significant for teachers; that is, related
to their daily practice and with immediate applica-
bility. Finally, programs” agendas cannot be guided
by the economic interests of political parties, or by
their desire to justify the amount of money invested
in such programs. As demonstrated by this study,
programs whose interests are guided by political
and economic interests —and not by a real desire to
support teachers in the implementation of curricu-
lum guidelines and to respond to their interests and
needs— end up interfering with attempts to imple-
ment curricular initiatives, as well as discouraging
teachers from participating in professional develop-
ment initiatives that would help them assume new
challenges in their classrooms.

Curriculum development is an activity that nor-
mally poses big challenges to teachers. Many of them
lack knowledge of the different components of the
curriculum and how these should be articulated to
create a pertinent curriculum that responds to stu-
dents’ needs and to a particular context. Moreover,
teachers very frequently work on the design of the
curriculum only because the national or local govern-
ment or administrators demand that they do so, and
not because they are convinced of the importance of
designinga pertinent curriculum that can guide their
students’ work. If, as Richards (2001) observes, the
success of the teaching and learning process depends
on various processes of planning and implementa-
tion when developing a curriculum, then it is the
job of policymakers and teacher educators to sup-
port teachers in this journey, as teacher themselves
expressed in this study. Taking into account teach-
ers perspectives, practices and challenges, we can
propose alliances between universities and pub-
lic institutions with the purpose of improving not
only teachers’ learning processes but also students’
learning processes inside public institutions and, as

MepeLLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 25 Issue 1 (January-ApriL, 2020), pp. 137-152, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

149



150

thala

AnA MaRria SIERRA-PIEDRAHITA AND PAULA ANDREA ECHEVERRI-SUCERQUIA

a result, offer students a better education to succeed
in life. To carry out this fundamental task and exe-
cute the type of instruction that leads to the type of
student learning that reformers contemplate (Ball
& Cohen, 1999), language teachers need to learn a
great deal about the processes involved in curriculum
development. Hopefully this study can contribute to
begin this journey.
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