Katy Anis:  Considerations On Curriculum Development And Training

Below follow some of my initial thoughts and considerations in regards to curriculum development and training.
Curriculum Development  
Vision and Framework.  The key initial step in developing a curriculum is to develop the vision and resulting framework, i.e. - the ideology on which the program is based, the theory behind how learning will take place, and then the areas and topics which are to be included.  This framework must be agreed upon among the leaders and visionaries of the program. I have witnessed that sometimes the greatest challenge has been ensuring the donors/ advisors/ leaders of the program agree on this vision.   If this is not clear or not consistently conveyed to the team, then it will limit the implementing staff’s quality, effectiveness and clarity in the production of materials and rolling out of the training and learning in the classroom. 

The learning materials should attempt to foment change, yet they should also be digestable within the traditional framework held by the community so that new ideas can be easily integrated into the social context of the learner.  For instance, in one case, while the creators may believe that social change is what’s most important, the participants may have entered the program for the certificate, or an incentive.  There is a two-way learning process occurring, where the program designers must understand and value what the learners’ priorities are, while simultaneously the learner gradually expands their framework of reality and their values and attitudes about what and why they want to learn.   As the learners proceed through the program, they build excitement about learning, their investment in learning grows, as does their understanding about what they can get back from the experience. And through this process one can gradually introduce ideas that are more and more provocative. However change must be gradual-- as the oft-quoted  saying goes, Bayad amrang ba jama’at bashad –‘one must be one color with the community’.  As one female trainer and community leader told me, “In the communist time they tried to change all at once.  Now we have learned we must go qadam ba qadam, ‘step by step’”.

Approach.  After creating a shared vision, one must balance the circumstances of the context to choose what approach to curriculum development to take.  What is the goal- to produce a product quickly and get the project implementing quickly in a short time frame?  Or to build the long term capabilities of the staff so that they themselves develop the ability to design exciting learning materials.  One side of the spectrum is that the expert produces complete final product, then local staff carry it out.  On the other side of the spectrum, local staff go through various iterations to come up with a quality curriculum to meet the needs of the project. This decision on approach is affected by the explicit objectives of the project, the timeline, financial constraints, the technical resources available, the background and experience of the staff you are working with as well as their willingness and ability to learn and innovate.  The most optimal solution is that you build the local staff to become the creators of the project- but practical constraints must also need to be heeded.  Creating an entire curriculum, in and of itself, is a huge and tremendous process and programs often lose themselves in the creation, recreation, editing and perfecting of the product.  However, the key is to gauge the desire to create a fantastic product, with the practical constraints of time and cost, so that both sides are considered and you create material which is as dynamic as possible, but that also meets the deadlines and stay within the time frame.
The role of an advisor should be balanced.  On the one hand, except in exceptional circumstances, this person’s role should not be to take over the program, sit in an isolated desk, write a final product.  It must be engaged with others, seeking their input, giving and take, seeking external resources and materials.   This role must also push the envelope.  If people are not challenged to question their existing mentality and assumptions, they will replicate what they know.  They need to be challenged to think differently, to create learning activities differently, to train differently.  And the advisor must achieve a balance, between seeking their ideas and input to stepping in and providing guidance, between lovingly supporting and coaching them, to pushing them to the edge of the cliff where they are forced to jump off and take new risks.  

External Resources. When the framework and components of the program are clear, one can then review what existing materials exist, what can be fed into the program and assess what new material needs to be developed.  As important as it is to have a clear framework, it is just as important not to start from scratch with all learning materials.  Since materials development is so laborious, and because there are a wealth of materials that are developed in Dari and Pashto, which have already been collected, these should be drawn upon.   The input of technical advisors from various arms of the project or from like-minded projects is also key.

Production Process.  In terms of the process of learning material production, the instructional materials design team needs initial inspiration to spark its creativity.  This must be fostered in a special environment where individuals are allowed to experiment and to explore, to question previous assumptions and then get fired up.  In the workshops and activities that I have been involved in, the group developed an esprit de corps of their own so that they would stay after the official workday and come in on holidays because an intrinsic motivation to produce exciting and engaging learning materials was built.  Once you get process fired up, the first round of products is exciting and rich, though unpolished.  But this is only the beginning -  creation is closely to 35 percent of the work.  After this, the material must be edited revised, and coordinated to make sure that it meets the principles of the program. For instance, a piece is developed and then after critical analysis, the group say, “Wait a minute, this is not conveying a message of women’s empowerment”, or  “This is not conveying the message that each is responsible for their own learning.”  At that point the material must be reviewed and revised.  And the advisor must provide an overall eye to all components of the curriculum, to make sure that, although they may cover different topics and although different individuals may have developed them, the thread linking them is consistent and coherent.  The balance between developing new materials and the use of existing materials should be balanced with the constructs of the project timeline and budget.
Training

Vision and Framework.   Prior to narrowing down the content to be trained, the team must agree on a fundamental set of guiding principles for its pedagogy.  Training will be most effective when it is based on principles of active and adult learning, so that the learner is fully engaged, draws on their own past experience, integrates the new learning into their own frame of reference, and then completes the learning cycle through actual application.  If the learning cycle is not followed through, the ultimate objectives of turning new learning into action will not be met.  The vision should be clearly delineated and owned by the core training team.  Once the fundamentals are clear, the team can move into operationalizing the training plan.  In my experience, the development of a training framework and vision will be most successful when the training team has been intimately involved in the design of the instructional materials.  Without this, there is a gap between the presentation of knowledge and the ability to convey this learning through training. When this link is present, this vision and framework will naturally flow out in the training implementation phase.  
Process.  A multi-province project usually will go through a progressive series of trainings.  Initial workshops will bring the core program staff on to the same page. Then once the vision, and approach are agreed upon, the district level and local level facilitators or village teachers will be trained in content, approach, pedagogy.  When a quality set of learning materials is in place, specific and praxis-oriented training is needed so that trainers and teachers at all levels of the project are intimate with the content and confident about how to teach it. As training occurs, people quickly learn and absorb new methodologies, albeit they don’t immediately develop the skills to match.  After each learning event, they test out what they have learned.  In the first trial, ability to perform is rough.  But gradually they become more and more competent in producing according to the foundational principles and content they have learned.  

Enhancing Quality.  Each time training is delivered, trainers, staff, and advisors should gather and debrief on the training.  ‘What worked well?  What didn’t work well?  What should we change in advance of the next workshop?’  Setting aside a time for debriefing immediately after the workshop is crucial.  If this is delayed, experiences will no longer be fresh and trainers will already become engaged in automatized planning of their next activities. The structure of the training should also flexible enough so that enhancements can continually be made.  However it should also be stable enough so that the structure and original vision are not lost, with monitoring input that is diversified and could potentially distract the team from its primary intent.  A culture of learning can only be implemented when there are solid actions and mechanisms in place that allow this learning to feed back into the training plan. 

In Afghan culture- the expression goes “Either they will kill you or they’ll die for you”.  The foundation of dynamic change in staff capacity building, in training, in creating exciting learning activities, in the willingness to engage and take the learner to new heights- the foundation of all this-- is passion.   When staff feel loved and respected and empowered, they develop an incredible sense of passion, sacrifice, and ownership of their work and produce phenomenonal results.  They make mistakes, but in an environment of acceptance, solidarity and honest feedback, they are able to hear feedback and analyze themselves critically and take the project to new heights.  I am witness to some of this dynamic progress, and I would like to see it continue in Afghanistan. 

My Background In Curriculum Development And Training 
In terms of my experience and education in the area of curriculum development and training, I have been intimately involved with the development of a comprehensive curriculum and training plan for health-focused literacy programming that was designed, revised, piloted, scaled-up, monitored and enhanced in 12 provinces of Afghanistan.  This has been a fantastic, and challenging experience with lessons learned that are very applicable to other Afghan projects.  Probably the most formative experiences have been my involvement in series of workshops led by Subir Shukla concurrently with my involvement the ongoing development of the Learning for Life curriculum.  In each of these workshops, our technical training and curriculum team was immersed in a new aspect of program development and spent the ensuing period incorporating these concepts into the curriculum, training and overall program design. 
These include: 

August 2004- Understanding Active Learning;

Envisioning a Learning Center 

November 2004- Creating a Multigrade Curriculum;

Envisioning Who the Learner is and What She Needs to Learn 

How to Train a Village Level Facilitator

February 2005 – Understanding Competency Based Learning;

Incorporating Monitoring and Evaluation so that Field Experience is Linked with Further Curriculum Development and Revision 
April 2005- Making Learning Activities Engaging for the Learner;
Writing Compelling Stories


June 2005- Strengthening our Understanding of Numeracy;

Creating Engaging Learning Activities around Numeracy 
Learner Generated Materials Development- I also helped implement a Learner Generated Materials Development workshop for LCEP and LFL staff in January 2006, in which we experientially went through the process of engaging learners and walking them through the process of creating learning activities themselves.
I have also delivered numerous trainings, both in the framework of Learning for Life health- focused literacy programming as well as in the areas of organizational development, professional development in second language acquisition, participatory research and action  and a myriad of other international education and development-related topics. 

Prior to this, I had developed a curriculum called “ESL for Socio-Spiritual Development”  in which a Freirean keyword approach was used to raise social and spiritual issues through the medium of teaching English as a Second Language.  I have also developed the complete material for 3 month course called Foundations for Spiritual Development which had a strong focus on engaging different learning styles.

In addition, I have taught ESL in numerous, diverse contexts where I developed a learning framework for the course as well as daily lesson plans, as well as well as numerous training sessions and learning activities around organizational development.
I hold a Master’s Degree in International Training and Education so I have academic training in:  Curriculum Development, Adult Learning,  Nonformal Education, Training Design, Freirean Approach to Learning, Social Change Theories and various other related coursework. 

