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AN EVALUATION STUDY OF
SCHOOL CURRICULA AND TEXTBOOKS
IN JORDAN

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the past decade or so, the MOE inJ ordan had designed and implemented,
within the framework of Jordan Educational Reform Plan, an extensive program
to reform its school curriculum and textbooks. The reformed school curriculum,
as then envisaged, would induce a qualitative change in school learning and
instruction. In particular, the planing and development of the reformed school
curriculum had to done as to emphasize the following orientations; a) A good
grasp of basic concepts in different domains of knowledge; b) Effective use of
knowledge in life and work; c) Development of thinking skills and effective use
of modes of thinking as reflected in problem solving; decision making and
conducting investigations; and d) Effective responsiveness to student’s diversity
and individual differences.

The present study essentially aimed at evaluating whether the reformed
school curriculum (i.e. subjects™ curricula) for basic and secondary education has
successfully embodied these orientations. What is meant by the school
curriculum in this study is both the formal and the written as expressed
consecutively in the formal documents, textbooks and teachers’ guides approved
by the Council of Education. The curriculum as enacted in schools or
experienced by students is not examined in the study. However, since the quality
of the school curriculum as defined here is contingent on the management
‘process of curriculum planing and development, the study included a critical
examination of the management process. |

Thereupon, the study attempted to answer the following questions:

1- What are the emphases of the subjects’ curricula?

7- To what extent have the subjects” curricula been successful in:

a. Meeting students’  diversity, responding to their individual
differences and addressing their needs and interest?

b. Developing students thinking skills and modes of thinking?

c. Developing students’ understanding of basic and important
concepts and their interrelationships i.e. their cognitive maps?

d. Connecting students’ learning to life and work and developing
their abilities to use their conceptual understanding and modes of
thinking in effective problem solving, decision making and
investigations?

3. To what extent are the subjects’ textbooks reflective of their
subjects’ curricula and have succeeded in addressing student’s
diversity, developing their cognitive maps and thinking skill
and providing fruitful applications and connections to life
work?



4- To what extent do the teachers” guides for textbooks help
teachers in their classroom instruction and effective
implementation of the subjects’ curricula?
5- How was the process of planning and developing the subjects’
curricula managed? What measures were taken to control the
quality of the subjects’ curricula in view of the intended school
curriculum reform?
5.1 How the curriculum writing teams for school subjects were
selected?
52 How the work of curriculum writing teams was supervised and
coordinated?
5.3 How the written subjects’ curricula were evaluation and revised?

6- How was the process of textbook writing managed? What
measures were taken to control the quality of written textbook
in view of the approved subjects’ curricula?
6.1 How were writing teams selected?
6.2 How their work was supervised and coordinated?
6.3 How the written textbooks were evaluated and further revised and
developed?

7- Have the reformed subjects’ curricula and the new textbooks
improved the quality of students learning and achievement?

To mvestigate the above questions, the following procedure was used:

a. Analysis of the formal documents for four school subjects’ curricula for

basic and secondary education.
The formal documents analyzed included the guideline and the curricula
for Arabic Language, Mathematics, Science and Social Studies (Social
and Civic Education). The analysis was focused and done using on
analysis form that was especially constructed for the study. The
curriculum analysis form included four categories: orientation, content
selection and organization, learning and instructional strategies and
evaluation of learning. :

b. Analysis of textbooks developed for grades 3,6,9,11 and 12 for each of the
above-mentioned school subjects. The analysis was done using an analysis
form that included the categories of: orienting students to learning content
focus, facilitating students learning of content, expanding and refining
students” learning, use of learning, and evaluation of learning. .

c. Analysis of teachers’ guides for each of the school textbooks analyzed.
The analysis was done using a form that included the categories; orienting
teachers to the subject curriculum, explaining instructional strategies and
techniques for dealing with individual differences, learning difficulties,
developing students concepts and thinking skills, and connecting students
learning to life,. and describing and illustrating appropriate tools for
evaluating students learning and improving classroom instruction.

d. Description and analysis of the curriculum management process.
Documents and transactions pertinent to the management process were

-



collected and analyzed. In addition, the following instruments were
designed and administered to further probe the management process: An
interview schedule for members of the Council of Education; An
interview with the General Director of Curricula and Textbooks; An
interview with members of divisions of the General Directorate of
Curricula and Textbooks; A questionnaire for members of the subjects
curricula teams; A questionnaire for members of the national supervisory
teams; and A questionnaire for textbooks writers.

e. An analysis of performance of grade four students on achievement test
developed by NCHRD and of grade eight students on TIMSS.

The analysis revealed some findings, of which the most important are given
below under the categories shown.

A. Subjects’ Curricula

A.1 The guidelines for each of the four subjects curricula for both basic and
secondary education explicitly state general and specific goals for teaching
the subject that appear to be consistent with the general goals of basic or
secondary education. However, with the exception of Arabic Language,

‘the guidelines do not specify any goals for the consecutive grades or
phases of schooling. In the case of Arabic Language, basic education is
divided into three phases (1-4, 5-7, 8-10) and specific goals are stated for
each phase (and also for each language branch). The lack of specifying
goals for grades and/or phases is indeed serious; without them one loses
progression (evolution) of learning towards the terminal intended learning
outcomes (competencies).

A.2 The guidelines for all of the four subjects curricula call for designing the
curricula for basic and secondary education as to promote student thinking
skills, address their needs and individual differences, build up their
conceptual understanding and link their learning to life. Yet, the
guidelines do not explain the meaning of these orientations nor do they
discuss how these orientations are to be reflected in the designed curricula.
In fact, careful examining of the designed subject curricula for the
different grades reveals the following: a) No differentiation of curriculum
content (knowledge and activities) as to meet individual needs and
differences; b) No explicit focus on developing thinking skills; ¢) Limited
linking of curriculum content to life through providing practical
applications whenever that is possible.

A3 The basic criterion for selecting the content of the four subjects’ curricula
for basic and secondary education seems to be the logic of the subject. In
science and mathematics curricula, some basic strands or key axes were
identified and revisited in progressive grades, thereby giving the
curriculum more or less a spiral organization. However, the different
chosen strands are weakly connected to the effect that both curricula can
be considered as lacking integration. The Arabic language curriculum is
organized around language skills in grades 1-7 and around language arts in
higher grades (8-12). In the social and civic education curriculum, the
content in the first four basic grades was selected and organized using the
expanding horizon approach. However, in higher grades the curriculum
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separates into history, geography and civic education, and no clear

criterion seem to govern the choice of neither content nor its organization.

The for subject’ curricula, excluding Mathematics, do not include scope
 and sequence charts.

A.4 the subject curriculum for each grade consists of a number of units,
where for each unit, instructional objectives, knowledge and activities are
specified in detail. Generally speaking, each unit is to large extent
coherent. However, the instructional objectives do not appear to be derived
from the specific goals for teaching the subject but written in view of the
content to be taught or learnt. Thus the objectives are content objectives
and fall mainly in the cognitive domain. Activities are also designed in
general, as to help students acquire the intended knowledge with varied
levels of understanding. In fact, the curricula for basic education,
especially in science and social and civic education are replete with
activities to the extent that they can be considered truly activity-based
curricula.  Though each unit is somewhat coherent, units for each grade in
each subject lack coherence.

B. Textbooks

B.1 Textbooks for basic education in the four subjects could be described as
basically traditional in their approach, though they contain a good
number of activities and tend sometimes to address students and engage
them in learning. The traditionality of textbooks appears in direct
transmission most of the times with little opportunities afforded to
students to construct their own knowledge. In science textbooks, for
example, science topics are introduced by reminding students of
previous learning and/or calling their attention to some natural event
and then raising a general question. Students are then directed to do an

~activity. However, most often, the textbook discusses the activity and
then presents the intended concept or generalization, defines it and
when appropriate provides some application. Thus, no chance is given
to students to record their observations, interpretthem and acquire a
meaningful grasp of the concept or generalization. In Arabic Language
textbooks, students are presented with texts followed by comprehension
questions and linguistic exercise/ applications. However, students are
not taught how to read the text, extract its ideas, relate them, make a
graphical representation of them and react to the text and link it to their
life. In mathematics textbooks, students are introduced to mathematical
concepts and procedural knowledge through activities. However,
induction of concepts and rules are done by the'textbook and not by
students. A similar situation is found in social and civic education
textbook.

The traditional orientation of textbooks is clearer in secondary
education than in basic education.

B.2 As a result of the dominant traditional approach of textbooks, one
expects students neither to have a good understanding of concepts nor
to develop their thinking skills. Performing an activity does not
automatically lead to understanding and growth of thinking skills.

~



Understanding and thinking are developed when students are, as
mentioned before, given the opportunity of making sense of the activity
through using their minds i.e. interpreting the activity, reflecting on its
meaning and incorporating its meaning in their cognitive maps.

B.3 Textbooks for basic and secondary education do not seem to
sufficiently address students’ diversity. Textbooks, generally speaking,
do not attempt to point out student’s misconceptions and to differentiate
content and activities. Though the activities included in textbooks are
varied, most of them address the linguistic and pictorial styles of
learning and to some extent the practical and the experimental styles.

B4 Textbooks for basic and secondary education suffer from integrating
students learning in lessons and umits. Information is sequentially
presented with little attempt to integrate it. Providing summaries of
concepts and rules learned, as in the science textbooks, will not
compensate the need for closure of students learning.

B.5 Textbooks for basic and secondary education provide some practical on
life applications on contents. In science textbooks, there is a clear
conecern with connecting scientific knowledge to natural phenomena
and to technology and with identifying students with scientific and
scientific-related careers. In Mathematics textbooks, use of
mathematical knowledge in life and work is sometimes provided and a
concern for presenting mathematical ideas, procedures and problems
through practical and life contexts id quite evident in some units.
Arabic language textbooks reveal a clear concern for the functionality

. of language in living and work. Social and Civic education textbooks
also show a concern for environmental, social and economic issues and
problems, sometimes through direct presentation and other times
through practical and thinking activities.

B.6 Evaluation questions at the end of lessons or units are generally
intended to fix information in student’s minds, or to provide for further
application of information learned. Most of the questions call upon
students to recognize a definition, give an example of a concept,
represent an idea, interpret an idea, explain an effect, derive a
relationship, identify ideas in a text, analyze some thing describe
compare, provide an application calculate a quantity and link ideas.

C. Teachers’ guides

Generally speaking, teachers’ guides do not provide teachers with a
sufficient understanding of the distinctive orientations of the grades subjects’
curricula. They also do not give any treatment to how individual differences,
developing students’ concepts and thinking, and relating students’ learning to
life are met or can be met in classroom instruction and learning.

D. Management process

D.1 There seems to be a lack of consensus (a disparity of meanings) on what is
meant by a curriculum that is responsive to individual differences,
promotes thinking and relates school leaming to life among textbooks
authors, curriculum writers, supervisory teams and members of General
Directorate of Curricula and Textbooks.

—
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D.2 There appears to be a lack of measures to control the quality of curricula
and textbooks. Supervisory teams and the Council of Education appear to
discuss the textbook materials with no clear criteria for a good quality of
textbooks.

D.3 The role of the General Directorate for Curricula and Textbooks was more
administrative than technical. An expanded role in controlling quality of
curricula and textbooks should be given to the General Directorate.

D.4 Development of textbooks seems to be based on observations of a selected
sample of teachers. It is thus not based on a systematic evaluation of
students’ learning and achievement. Process and product evaluations
should guide the process of curriculum revision and textbook
development. An aspect of process evaluation that is work mentioning is
critical scrutiny of the validity of the logic i.e. theories used in textbook
writing in view of current knowledge on learning and development.

D.5 The role of teachers in curriculum planing and development seems to be
very limited. University professors and academician seem to play the
dominant role. However, teacher’s role in textbook authoring is more
prominent.

D.6 There seems to be a separation between the curriculum designing and
textbook writing. The formation of supervisory teams to reduce the
harmful effects of the separation was generally of value; However, the
effectiveness of supervisory teams could have been more had their work
been monitored more carefully.

D.7 There also seems to be a separation between curriculum designing and
textbooks writing on one side and curriculum implementation on the other
side. Curriculum implementation is not within the purview of the General
Directorate of Curricula and Textbooks but other directorates of MOE.

D.8 The four orientations that curricula and textbooks are suppressed to
embody do not seem to engage neither enough the minds of national
curricula teams nor the minds of textbook authors.

E. Quality of Subjects’ Curricula and Textbooks

E. 1 Textbooks authors and supervisory teams, in general, seem to be satisfied
with the quality of textbooks. Members of subjects’ curricula teams also
showed satisfaction with the designed curricula. However, members of the
Council of Education seem not be satisfied with the quietly of textbooks.

E.2 Fourth grade students’ performance on the competencies tests in Arabic
Language, Mathematics and Social and Civic Education that were
prepared and administered by NCHRD was at all not satisfactory. The
tests showed that a significant proportion of students did not master the
competencies expected to be mastered in each subject. Similarly, eight-
grade students’ performance on the (TIMSS-R) tests in Mathematics and
Science was also unsatisfactory. Only one third of students passed the
Mathematics test while only about half of them passed the science test.
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