' CURRICULUM REFORM IN POLAND:
PUTTING NEW NEEDS INTO ity

Amongst the ‘countries’ of the former EasternBloc : Poland has perhaps been: the'~
most. successful in 1ts post-l989 attemps to be con der art of world capltal‘stj

success The country has been deterxmn C
ldeologlcally and 'culturally,‘

(notably France) and’ the ¢ f (i 'hsh dlaspora in the res
Europe and the USA (Isis 51gn1ﬁcant that LOT the Pohsh nattonal atrhne ass1'

time allowmg the resurgence of a Pol", built ¢
than those nnposed by an out51de powe” —only t
hundred years: - &
Kozma (1992) ‘maintains that these two trands have been v151b1e in all former*
Soviet-bloc countries since 1989: a "neo-liberalism" based on closer economic and
ideological ‘integration with Western Europe on the one ‘hand, and a' "neo-
conservatism" based on nationalism and a return to tradlttonal-rehglous values on
the other. The Polish situation, at least, is undOubtedly more complex than' this
simple dichotomy suggests, but these two tendencies are both clearly in evidence.
For the present, the' "liberals" probably ' have the upper hand (surprtsmgly, often
represented by former communist party members) but the immediate future
remains uncertain. The see-saw changes in political eadershlp smce 1989‘ and the'
ongomg, ‘heated debate over the: role of the Roma: Church in ]
are just two indications that the precise form of the new and future Poland' remams i

EDUCATIO 1997/4 CENTRAL EUROPE pp. 737-746.



738 CENTRAL EoRoPE

contested. At present, however, there does seem to be a consensus among the
majority for "democracy and a free market economy a new political/ideological
system and a new econo ic: ] ' g a move away from the old
patterns of central coi ; _inseparable (e. g.
Pachocinski 1993) Poland 1¢j e liberal cracies at a time when an
unfettered free market is the economic orthodoxy Reforms in the country ‘have
essentially been aimed at supporting these two transformations, by means of
pnvatlsatlon 1n the econonuct S hereand decentrahsation in the pohtlcal

As in other aspects of civic life, so in education. Reforms in Polish education
reflect rthe perce1ved need,for it to. support-,the transmons to, democracy and a

anges in the histc
08IC whrmq | ):COIN DIVELMS
historical facts and the insertion of these was a relatlvely 51mple matter -to gether
w1th the remterpretatlon of others s as dlstomons of the "truth". The nature of
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enormous‘ emand thhln the school system -and because of a contmuous dram of

1p" thls minimum
s. With' severely

. ""‘ncé"o’f
umstlc

ch- ‘an approach
. goals but there‘

g demand for h1g her
» ‘the pOSt-elementa g

Smce 1989 the cc
led to dramatlc ,
educatlo ;
present-day labour market ‘but
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Poland; has hit the graduates of the bas1c;vocat10nal schools most severely
1995). While the government: were: aware.
to.do about. vocatlonal education. (

r techmcal educauo‘
ith hlgher-skllled ‘

An 1nterest1ng "obs,rvatl in connecu n w1th th.lS change in educa‘
aspirations is.that the transmon to capital Q, be domg
achleve a goal espoused by the commum

i to master he

&
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a‘uon Was
ﬂ research

likely that those concerned were obh (
from out51de Poland Janowskr (1992) for

andwskl (op c1t 53) calls a
ments of knowledge There

given:f o them in: one of the ﬁrst pleces of p
conflict: was (observed amongst ‘many of th
reform programme ref - rred to above The in

Evidence for the: of | Wi e
international Maths Olymplad performances o1 thef;exeptlonally :hrgh;Internatlonal
Baccalaureate performance by the only school in Poland entering for this
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examination: | ‘What -was- being -observed :here was™ the manifestation--in. the
educational sphere of the wider phenomenon mentioned in the first paragrap of
this paper. Many Poles are eager to modernies, to catch up with and be seen-a
of the West while at the same time there is a conservative strand that. wants to
return to traditional educatlonal forms. In practice, the. curriculum - of .
commumst era was remarkably smular to older traditional forms, including.
of the inter-War 1ndependent republic, in.its centralised admlmstranon dlda‘ fc
delivery and knowledge-based content. For the traditionalists, the essentlal lols} gesr
to be made were. the subst1tut10n of Chnstun((l €. Rornar;,? ‘athe :
values for the all pervadmg commumst 1dec

gener
docun

aims :a all level 'y ‘
lgnoram,of «t,h‘? e

commun1cat10ns ‘has ‘meant that 'a,;certam amount 0! ,opportum m will ﬁgur
these: consultatlons "Those' teachers and: education workers' already involve
curriculum reform projects; such as the KREATOR project to be outlined below, for
example, are likely to be used as ‘agents in the wider curriculum reform: process
simply ‘because  they have: already been 1dent1ﬁed have some — if l1m1ted =
experience, and ‘can be contacted. '« rovir i e S i
The draft document prov1des 1se ,

structures and roles w1th1n schools. It is 1nterest1ng that the presentahon of: alms
and content invari “eglns with the phrase "the tasks of scl 1ools" ‘reﬂectmg the
decentralisation of . esponsrblhty ‘and control that forms a major: -strand in
educational reform pohcy here is no specification  of pedagogy and: no
spec1f1cat10n 'of what teachers  should: do. Teachers as individuals are, in"fact,
missing from the document. Respons1b111ty 'to be'a communal, 'school affair, This
is itself: represents a radical change from the. present situation in-which: there is, in
general; no‘departmental structure. ‘within schools and each teacher works largely in
isolation from- her colleagues. Thus the document _exerts ‘pressure towards: a
structural reorgamsanon of schools w1thout spec1fy1ng the: form this should take or
making sucha reorgamsatlon compulsory ‘This is perhaps a reaction agamst the
previous regime of hlghly speCIﬁC‘éregulanons although questions must be raised
about the capacity: of schools andimdmduals used" o fOllOWlIl i ‘gulanons to,
manage the: 1mp11ed reorgamsat1on process T it
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oes the document state what pupils should know or.be able to do-at the end

urse - a format now common among "objectives” style curriculum
( Instead, the: school is charged with enabling students development - in
2 and creatzng condztzons to. achieve certain: c mpetences Knowled e

-hoice of values -md1v1dual ab111t1es and 1n{erests' unagmauon and
An emphas1s5 nfprocess rath‘ 'than product is obv1ous in the follovwng‘

®
° planmng and estlmatmg own leammg, ,
° solvmg problems,

e effective communicating, . -
L]

[ ]

act1v1ty and cooperatlon
’ng own rést.

1. ability to organise, plan and evalute one’s own learning,

2. ability to communicate effectively in a range of contexts,
3. ability to solye untypical problems in acre e}way?’, o
4
5

. ability to. woi k effectively with others
. ablhty to use a range of IT skills. -

It is easy to sec how KREATOR can be accommodated withinthe new cumculum
env1saged by the workmg party and, in fact, there has been con51derable exchange
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practitioners who have been mvolve ‘ msuch programmes A 51gmﬁcant proportlon

courses for the1r colleagues in nez
in the future asa further lon er

respon51b111t1es to dlStIlCt and school level
system responsibility for curriculum developmen Wil lie.

Conclusions: Poland and the rest of the World 4 7 i

What is in essence happemng in Polish education is a shlft away from a mix of
general educatlon and a narrow vocaf onal tr: 'mng towards a greater emphasm on

e the growing 1mportance of modern languages LRI L SR
e cross-curricular analysis of real social, env1romnental and per onal problems
o learning to learn, learning to think, and the 2 quisition of key skills, "
o
®

the growing need for IT provision,
less,. prescriptive -curriculum. definition associated - with the competences
movement, > ‘ HEE ,

also clear: that the recent history of Poland has leﬂrlt short of ‘the capacity 'to *



. CENTRAL EUROPE , 745
generate purely indigenous responses, and. it has borrowed heavily from models
available elsewhere. After:almost half a century of relative isolation, considerable

drscontmmty between these models and the Polish system are to be expected
What is of further interest, and concern, in the Polish context, is whether the
ist mned changes espec1a11y at the: envrsaged

decentrahsed system) The old Pohsh
ope wrth radlcal change and certamly

mtroductron of the ‘nwe currlculum
educatlonal system was | not structured

very xperlence of thrs The system ‘was based
on admlmstratron rather than manageme t; change, when it occured, was initiated
and detailed at' the top; and at-each: level encath that the function was one of
admmrstratron of new regulations. A simple ‘survey among teachers participating in
KREATOR revealed that many regard the issuing of new regulations as the only
way of bringing about change. Frequent discussions with teachers over the last
three years reveal that there is widespread recognition of a need for change, but for
many a melioration in their own terms of service and conditions of work are an
essential: prerequisite to their active mvolvement in currrcular changes that would
undoubtedly make demands onthem. - &7
The necessary reforms: will be ‘more than just
cultural. The new curriculum often demands a redefinition of the nature of the
subjects bemg taught. T] 1ands- a redefinition of the teacher’s identity
and his or her posrtlon of authorrty. KREATOR’ has thrown up several examples of
this, the case of history teachmg being particularly mterestmg For many of the
history teachers involved in the programme the problem .with- the old hlstory
syllabuses Wwas seen as one of‘Sovret-,' posed bias in the facts to be: taught “This can
now be (and largely has been) recified: and students are ‘free to learn the "cor eét"
historical facts. But the view. of the natur listory and of school hlstory has not
changed at all. An outline of the proposed new curriculum, for example,  defines
"historical educatron in terms students becoming "acquainted with historical
knowledge" and "the use of his toncal knowledge" (MEN 1997b). The suggestron
that a nwe history syllabus should be’ less concerned with "facts" and . deal more
with processes ba which such’ facts are "created" has proved to be anathema ‘to
many. Their concept of school hlstory teaching remains the transmission of
historical "truths". To suggest that such truths may actually be debatable,: ‘or a
matter of interpretation, was tantamount to legltlmatmg the old Soviet 1deologlcal
contamination. Whether lrberal 0r CO nservatlve whether looking forward to a brave
new capitalist world or yearning for the re-establishment of Polish tradition, few
present-day Polish teachers would not be apprehenswe about a curnculum whrch
they felt provided such a legi mation. :
The curriculum is of documents itisa process 1nvolv1ng transactrons
between people. Curriculum reform, therefore is much more than a mattét of
changing materials — syllabus documents books, examinations; much more
significantly, it is a matter of changing people In partlcular it is a matter of
changing teachers. This is much more difficult to achieve than the re-writing of

st structural however they w111 be
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syllabuses, but to ignore it is to make the whole reform process more difficult: than
it needs to be and less likely to succeed, as experience in the UK over the last ten
years has illustrated. A key point about the KREATOR programme is. that it
recognises the centrality of teacher involvement and participation, but it is only a
small scale intervention compared with the aspirations of the Polish Ministry of
Education’s curriculum reform plans; As suggested above, close involvement
teachers in future curriculum reform:-may turn out to be:a consequence of a lack of
experience elsewhere, but this involvement. must receive support. New conditions
demand: new curricula, but they also make new demands on teachers. (See, for
example, Wojciechowska 1995 on the demands on mathematics teachers.) ‘They
must be both willing and-able to meet these new demands. Issues such as teacher’s
terms of service, professional support,. .pre-service and in-service training; and the
stengthening of subject-based teacher associations will all need to be addressed as
part of a successful attempt at curriculum renewal. A radically new curriculum

cannot flourish in a structure: deSIgned to support somethmg qulte dlfferent
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