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Learner-centred design has received considerable attention for many years now. 
Despite this attention, it is common to find institutionally sanctioned teacher-
centred design across educational sectors. The Institute for Adult Learning project 
What Is Quality Curriculum?, in the context of the Diploma of Adult and 
Continuing Education (DACE), explored the issues of what constitutes quality 
curriculum from the perspective of a learner-centred design. We studied and 
interviewed two contrasting groups, one being international scholars and the other 
Singaporean DACE curriculum designers, learning facilitators and quality 
assurance managers, analysed DACE curriculum and courseware materials and 
Singapore Workforce Development Agency curriculum support documents, and 
undertook practitioner observation. We identified two contrasting approaches: the 
instrumental curriculum and the interpretive curriculum. As a result of our 
reflection on the findings, we developed a model, the IDeA Model, for enhancing 
curriculum quality by posing questions for reflection that encourage a learner-
centred approach. This paper will briefly tell the story of the research that led to 
the development of the Model, provide details of the Model and conclude with the 
possibilities for it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper outlines the research by the Institute for Adult Learning (IAL) project, What Is 
Quality Curriculum? This led to the development of a model, the IAL Design Approach 
(IDeA) Model, for assisting practitioners to reflect on their assumptions behind their 
curriculum design decisions. The paper commences with the background and rationale for the 
project that took place in two stages to investigate the development of curriculum designers 
for the Singapore Continuing Education and Training (CET) sector. It then proceeds to 
provide initial analysis from the data where practitioners have used the Model, and its 
potential for contribution to curriculum design and enactment. 
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Background 

The Singapore Workforce Development Agency (WDA) was created in 2003 and inherited a 
disparate CET sector with a diverse community of trainers, the majority of whom did not have 
a training qualification. Trainer quality control became a major concern. The Workforce 
Skills Qualification (WSQ) system was developed to increase employability, improve worker 
performance and align industry needs with training provision. This required a certain level of 
skills in training, assessment, curriculum and courseware development not present at the time 
in the adult educator workforce (Willmott & Karmel, 2011). 

The Advanced Certificate in Training and Assessment (ACTA) was introduced in 2005 to 
offer training using a competency-based approach and provided the first-quality standard and 
credential for trainers. It is now compulsory for those teaching WSQ to have the ACTA 
qualification and is considered by many in the CET sector as a useful qualification to have, 
whether or not they teach WSQ. However, it became clear that the competency-based 
approach of ACTA could not meet the needs of a rapidly changing CET sector. Rather, the 
CET sector required professionals with the ability to address quite complex workplace 
training issues and gaps in innovative ways that were contextualised to meet the unique needs 
of specific sectors and employees. 

Generally, it was the thinking within sections of WDA that ACTA was producing graduate 
cohorts who struggled to see beyond the relatively narrow discourse of competency-based 
training (CBT) curriculum practice. It was felt that the WSQ system, founded on CBT 
principles emphasising skill preparation for immediate practice rather than future needs, 
seldom encouraged sectoral change or critique within the body of practitioners who were then 
working within the CET sector; a different set of skills were deemed essential for the sector to 
prosper. The Diploma of Adult and Continuing Education (DACE) was launched in 2010 to 
address this perceived inadequacy (former Senior WDA Manager, , April 2012). 

At the time (2012), both the ACTA and DACE programmes were considered pivotal to 
achieving WDA’s aim to create a professional CET workforce able to assess the needs of 
potential learners, design appropriate curricula and deliver training solutions that addressed 
sometimes complex and dynamic workforce challenges. The desired outcome was to have a 
more effective and inclusive workforce that increased productivity, facilitated further 
economic growth and met the career needs of a skilled Singaporean workforce (Kong, 2011, 
p. 61). 

DACE was originally designed to encourage trainers to revise and reflect on the initial 
compulsory ACTA qualification to train in WSQ. DACE was intended to be more than a 
skills qualification in CBT, the original brief of ACTA. It also introduced learners to 
specialist study streams, such as e-learning, facilitation skills, assessment and research, 
permitting learners to develop expertise within a range of fields. DACE, therefore, was 
deliberately created as a “value-added” curriculum-making and learning-facilitation 
qualification for the CET sector and has become mandatory for WSQ curriculum design. It 
should be noted that since this time, DACE has undergone a number of further iterations. 
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Methodology 

This article draws on findings from Stage 1 of a two-stage qualitative project (see Bound, 
Rushbrook & Sivalingham, 2013). Stage 1 addressed the research question, What does 
“quality” curriculum mean to different people? Data consisted of semi-structured interview 
questions, curriculum documents and participant observation. Interviewees were selected 
using a combination of purposive and convenience sampling (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004, pp. 
148–149). The first set of respondents consisted of international scholars (n=7) and 
Singaporean curriculum experts (n=11) explicitly identified for their deep knowledge of and 
practice within the adult and vocational education field. It was anticipated that purposive 
sampling of this kind would provide an efficient and effective way of gathering high-quality 
data on curriculum (O’Leary, 2010, pp. 168–169). The second set of interviews was gathered 
from a range of Singaporean DACE stakeholder curriculum designers, learning facilitators 
and quality-assurance managers. Respondents were interviewed using a semi-structured 
question protocol which posits that shared core questions can be used across an interviewee 
cohort but permits the exploration of responses through interviewer conversational “follow-
up” questions (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004, pp. 201–203). This enables greater inter-
subjectivity within the interview process and the possibility of deeper, broader and enhanced 
agential responses (Fontana & Frey, 2005). 

A limited range of documentary evidence was used in the analytical narrative. These include 
selected DACE curriculum and courseware materials and WDA curriculum support 
documents: module outlines, facilitator guides, learner reference guides, trainer resource kits, 
WSQ standards, document development guides and assessment plan guides. Participant 
observation data was used to supplement the analytical narrative and drawn from one of the 
authors facilitating two DACE modules: E1 Design and develop curriculum for adult learning 
programmes and C5 Apply instructional design to develop courseware. Evidence has been 
drawn from practitioner observation notes, module commentaries submitted to programme 
developers, meeting notes and field notes.  

A qualitative content-analysis approach was used to interrogate sample documents (Lankshear 
& Knobel, 2004, pp. 332–333). Through careful reading and accompanying note-taking, 
repeated overt or “manifest” and hidden or “latent” themes were identified for later 
comparison with themes emerging from primary interview data.  

Participant observation and reflection is used in a limited sense. Gathered data includes 
reflections on the nature of the planned syllabus and the disjunctions of its enacted delivery, 
including timing, contingency management, existing and additional content, structured 
silences (hidden assumptions) and teleology (purpose). These insights are only possible 
through practice-based participation in the real work of module facilitation. 

A “categorical analysis” approach (Coffee & Atkinson, 1996) was used. The data was first 
read and extensive notes were taken, suggesting a range of common themes or “codes” across 
all gathered materials. These themes were then isolated and further clumped and abstracted 
into higher and more abstract “superordinate” categories, sometimes by as much as three 
levels (pp. 41–20). Through a reflexive and iterative process, the data was read and re-read 
and added to, or shifted within, the extant categories until “data saturation” was determined 
(Sarantakos, 2001, pp. 202–205), that is, no significant new categories were discovered and 
all emerging data could be placed within existing superordinate categories. The analysed data 
was then used to construct the critical narrative and develop the model. 
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “QUALITY” CURRICULUM? 

The IDeA Model was developed from the (Bound et. al., 2013) study described above which 
addressed the question, What is “quality” curriculum? (amongst others).  Given that the IDeA 
model is designed to assist practitioners reflect on their underlying assumptions about 
curriculum,  the following section provides a brief analysis of the literature addressing the 
question, What is “quality” curriculum? 

What Is Curriculum? 

Nearly 40 years ago, Rule (1973) claimed there were 119 definitions of curriculum. That 
curriculum is planned by others and therefore has wider intentions is an important aspect of 
how we understand what curriculum is and what it does. For example, Goodson (1997, p. 24) 
identified curriculum as the relationship between knowledge and social/political control. 
Hamilton and Weiner (2003) commented that curriculum is “an instrument that not only 
supported ordered instruction delivered by teachers and followed by learners, but also 
promoted different conceptions of social order” (p. 624). Hökkä, Eteläpelto and Rasku-
Puttonen (2010) extended this concept of curriculum serving the purposes of society and 
embedding within it dominant ideas and ways of thinking and being, suggesting that 
curriculum can be viewed as a political text, and thus can be analysed for its embedded 
discourses. Slattery (2006) takes us back to the Latin origins of the term curriculum: currere.  

Currere is derived from the Latin infinitive verb that means “to run the 
racecourse”. Curriculum is a verb, an activity, or “an inward journey”. (p. 298) 

Curriculum as a learning journey is played out in various ways in Bruner’s (1960) concept of 
spiral curriculum as a process of meaning-making working from where the learner is, and in 
Doll’s (2004) emphasis on what we do in curriculum through dialogue, interpretations, pattern 
playing, hypotheses generation and narration as key vehicles for meaning-making. In these 
conceptualisations of curriculum, the learning journey is paramount in bringing us to an 
understanding of curriculum as that which is played out in the learning environment and in 
the interactions between learners and teacher (the enacted curriculum). Alexander (2008) 
suggested that curriculum is “probably best viewed as a series of translations, transpositions 
and transformations from its initial status as published statutory requirements or non-statutory 
guidance” (p. 14). This definition or explanation of curriculum tells us that curriculum is 
dynamic, that what the original designers and developers produced as a product required to be 
followed or to act as guidance is not what is enacted in the classroom. Even where curriculum 
is mandated and required to be followed, “teaching is always an act of transformation” (p. 
14). However, the degree of transformation varies. External assessment, for example, in 
practice often means teachers teach to the assessment, minimising transformation of the 
stipulated curriculum. 

This deeper conceptualisation of curriculum operates alongside more instrumental, pragmatic 
perspectives of curriculum. In CBT, the instrumentalist perspective is dominant (Billett, 
2003). Billet noted that curriculum frameworks for vocational education in Western countries 
are premised on behavioural accounts of the goals and process of learning which guide the 
assessment of measurable outcomes. Outcomes such as these offer a sense of security, safety 
and protection for those who manage vocational education, industry and government (p. 7). 
CBT tends to emphasise consistency as being important; in some settings, this can also mean 



 
 
ISSN 2382-5855 
Advances in Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol.3, No.1, 2016. 

5 

 

that everyone receives the same learning experience to reach the outcomes, no matter how 
different the settings and groups of learners. The underpinning purpose of curriculum for CBT 
relates to skills development for work in order for workers to operate efficiently. “Vocational 
education [much of it is CBT] is seen as the instrument to create a more effective workforce 
to increase national prosperity” and producing a workforce capable of meeting international 
competition (Cornford, 1999, p. 93). This has been the intent of CBT systems and their 
curriculum since its inception. However, over the last few decades, there has been a growing 
focus on lifelong learning that is at odds with a strict implementation of CBT: 

[W]hat is now paramount for students is the need to become better learners and 
generators of knowledge.... Successful knowledge workers are not 
characterised by being knowledgeable as traditionally understood, but by their 
ability to learn and relearn and by their engagement with…the new “creative 
ethos”. (Looney & Klenowski, 2008, pp. 1–2) 

These different conceptualisations of curriculum can be termed as interpretative (focused on 
developing the learner as a generator of knowledge and thus on learning) and instrumentalist 
or pragmatic (akin to CBT notions of curriculum) (Bound, et. al, 2013). 

“Quality” Curriculum  

What is considered as “quality” curriculum will depend on the individual’s understanding of 
what curriculum is, on their teaching and learning perspectives and on their understanding of 
the intent of a curriculum. The authors take the stance that “quality” curricula derives from a 
constructivist sociocultural stance and an understanding of curriculum that is inclusive of the 
enacted curriculum, reflective of what we have termed the “interpretative” curriculum (Bound 
et al., 2013; Rushbrook, Bound & Sivalingham, 2013): 

• coherence;  
• focus on practice; 
• flexibility; 
• focus on what learners “do” and conceptualisation of learners as thinkers and 

meaning-makers; and 
• that which excites and challenges teachers. (Bound et al., 2013, p. 34) 

The issue of coherence between the different components of curriculum is an important one. 
It does accept that planning is inherent in curriculum design and that there will be learning 
outcomes. Biggs (2002) noted that curriculum, teaching and assessment tasks should be 
aligned to support higher-order learning processes. Although he specifies curriculum teaching 
and assessment as separate, in essence his “constructive alignment” integrates these aspects, 
reflective of both a product and process model of curriculum design. His approach focuses on 
the cognitive rather than embodied aspects of learning. Nevertheless, coherence between 
curriculum components of content, organisation, teaching and learning methods and 
assessment (Knight, 2001) provide clear guidance for users of curriculum and consistency in 
messages received by teachers and learners. The issue of coherence should be applied to any 
learning environment, including workplace learning and movement between classroom and 
workplace environments. In-class activities should be consistent with an out-of-class learning 
environment so there is a coherence of key messages about what matters and the informal, 
accepted rules of the game. Walsh (2007) suggested that Bigg’s concept of constructive 
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alignment offered a way to manage the integration of declarative theoretical knowledge and 
tacit knowledge of the workplace. Any curriculum that intends to sustain complex learning 
needs to be aligned in all its components to ensure consistency of messages and that what is 
assessed is what is intended to be assessed. Working across learning sites highlights the 
importance of assessment that is holistic, integrated and “sustainable” (Boud & Molly, 2013). 
That is, that assessment assesses the “essence” of what a course wants the learner “to be”, 
moving well beyond demonstrated technical know-how and ability. 

There is a need for an appropriate balance between a focus on practice (inclusive of embodied 
learning) and the development of cognitive capacities to make judgments indicative of that 
practice. Billett (2003) asked: if curriculum ensures adaptability through multiple experiences 
of the practice to understand the diversity of the vocational practice? Linked to these concerns 
is the need for the building in of cognitive challenge and complexity with each round 
(Schwartz, 2006), indicative of Bruner’s spiral curriculum. We are reminded by Billett (2001) 
that curriculum should focus on vocational practice, which is not just about separate, atomised 
tasks and pieces of knowledge and skills but about wholes and relationships. As such, when 
considering what is “quality” curriculum, we are analysing the curriculum writers’ and 
stakeholders’ perspectives of knowledge and of vocational practice.  

Flexibility as a characteristic of curriculum documentation can seem to be contradictory in a 
CBT context where poorly conceptualised performance criteria are often atomised; this is an 
issue that requires skilled design to overcome. However, there are as many ways to achieve 
the desired outcomes as there are learners and teachers. For example, where curriculum 
includes scaffolding, trainers need to have the authority to remove that scaffolding and use 
whatever remains to fit according to judgments made on the spot about learners, resources, 
outcomes and assessment approaches (Knight, 2001).  

The question of what learners “do” relates back to the pedagogical intent within the 
curriculum. Biggs (2002) noted that choosing teaching and learning activities and the 
appropriate noun or verb that captures the essence of the activity indicates a role for teachers 
and learners, as well as a specific form of learning. For example, the words “lecturers and set 
texts” denote the reception of selected content that is teacher controlled and where learners 
are passive. The phrase “learning partners”, however, suggests peer control and developing 
skills in resolving differences through application. Thinking from the perspective of what 
learners “do” also prompts questions, such as: Do activities open up perceptual experiences, 
sensitise people to others, develop community relationships, facilitate development of 
patterned meaning structures, organise knowledge, develop inner strength and power? (Willis, 
1988). If curriculum intends to do some or all of these things because they are inherent in 
vocational practices, then this intent needs to be clear and the messages consistent across a 
programme.  

Curriculum should focus on its users, the teachers, trainers or facilitators and learners. 
Therefore, as Schwartz (2006) suggested, curriculum should engage, excite and challenge the 
teacher. The extent to which curriculum focuses on learners is evident in answers to the 
following questions: “Are learners seen as imitative learners? Do they learn from didactic 
exposure? Or are they considered to be thinkers, knowledgeable and meaning-makers” 
(Alexander, 2008, p. 17)? 

The concept of curriculum constantly changes and evolves over time. We need to bring to the 
construct some clarity about what different models or approaches, assumptions and 
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pedagogical practices will mean to those who write (designers), use (facilitators) experience 
(learners) and manage its journey.  

FINDINGS  

The study (Bound et al., 2013) found two distinct groups who clearly had different 
approaches to curriculum. For the international scholars group we called “bricoleurs”, due to 
their eclectic and “craft-based” nature of their development of curriculum-making skills, they 
share several key ideas about the definition of curriculum; foremost on their minds is its 
conception as a flexible, dynamic and engaging map of learning possibilities guided by a 
consistent philosophy of learning. Within this framework, they tend to privilege the agential 
relationship of the learner and facilitator, the learner is to be respected for his or her choices in 
education as a lifelong journey, and the facilitator is encouraged to view the curriculum as a 
lens through which to exercise professional judgement and innovation. In a sense, their 
musings represent an ideal view. Curriculum is imagined as unfettered by institutional or 
bureaucratic interventions and undertaken consequently from a position of power where 
curriculum choices and predispositions are able to be enacted. Therefore, they revealed what 
we called an interpretative approach to curriculum.  

For the DACE stakeholders, labelled “pragmatists” because of the practical manner in which 
they respond to and work within a highly managed programme-making environment, 
curriculum is defined in instrumentalist, pragmatic and technocratic ways. It is purposive and 
directed to the skill-development needs of the nation. There is a clear market-orientation, 
including an implied one for employers and learners. Curriculum is expressed as a series of 
practical and measurable outcomes underwritten by the requirements of paid work. Its 
conception is within a regulatory framework defined and managed by others and has clear 
links with the idea of underlying assumptions of political purpose within curriculum discussed 
in the literature review. This appears through the transcripts as a normalised and 
unproblematised process. 

Interpretative 

The international scholars define curriculum within a paradigm of Western liberalism. The 
right of the individual to pursue knowledge and skills development through lifelong learning 
and workplace learning is held to be at least equal to the needs of other stakeholders, such as 
employers and adult education providers. For most, conceptions of curriculum are based on 
higher education sites rather than workplaces or vocational education institutions. Education 
outcomes, then, tend to privilege the Western liberal tradition of preparing graduates for 
participation in society as critical and informed citizens in addition to skills building for 
employment (Rushbrook, 2011; Turner, 1996). Within this context, higher education 
curriculum designers experience relative autonomy in their choice of curriculum as they sit at 
the apex of the course design process; they are able to enact programmes based on individual 
experience and developed philosophical convictions rather than filling in pre-determined 
templates. Curriculum representations, then, may be idiosyncratic, flexible and dynamic in the 
absence of excessive bureaucratic rule-following. 

Stanley and Nancy, who have responsibility for designing and running programs in an 
Australian university, commented that “the curriculum writer is often the deliverer as well and 
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that’s where we can bring in this reflective bit”, a reference to there being “no such thing as a 
detached curriculum person” removed from making decisions informed by life-values and 
philosophies. They emphasised the importance of interrogating these values and philosophies 
through deep reflection. Unless this is undertaken, they said, there remains the possibility of 
producing the type of “poor curriculum” that says, “This is the book and this is what we 
deliver”. Stanley and Nancy’s steps to quality curriculum appear in a variety of ways within 
the bricoleur and pragmatist groups, varying only in the degree of contextual design 
autonomy or regulation applied to and within the process. 

Evan, a professor of postgraduate studies at an American university, believed that in 
producing quality curriculum, it is “increasingly important that all curriculum designers need 
to think about matching the medium to the message” and that incorporating chatrooms and 
other e-learning strategies within the design process be considered. Evan’s comments are one 
of the few responses which contemplate the use of e-learning and blended learning as a 
central component of quality curriculum design and delivery. The majority, including 
bricoleurs and pragmatists, assumed delivery will take place in a classroom environment 
where learning is guided by an educator working with a group of learners.  

For Kate, who is a senior researcher from a New Zealand government research organisation  

Good curriculum starts where the learner is at and has a very clear 
understanding of where the learner needs to get to, and I think it’s got enough 
guidance for inexperienced people so they feel safe and confident, but not too 
much structure so that people who are more experienced be a better innovator 
to put things and add things...one that is just not serving the needs of learners 
or in this case what industry needed.... I do think you need to take the needs of 
the learner, as well as the people who are going to be using it. It’s really 
important. 

Kate’s approach privileges the learner and the facilitator at the centre of the knowledge and 
skill-making process with the curriculum designer designated as the provider of a map or 
scaffold to be reworked within the pragmatics of the learning practice environment. The map, 
however, must be drawn by an informed and skilled designer who “needs to understand 
theories of learning and theories of curriculum. It’s really important”. She added that, 
“Curriculum has to be general enough and strategic enough for it not to become constantly 
changing, whereas I think the programme and courses that sit underneath and the assessment 
needs to be constantly changing.” This would permit, Kate continued, “enough guidance for 
inexperienced people that they feel safe and confident, but not too much structure so that 
people who are more experienced be a better innovator...to add things”. In this way, then, 
curriculum of necessity “has to be a living document”.  

Quentin (a professor at a British university), perhaps, has the most radical reading of 
curriculum, conceiving it as an “interaction between academics and students” underwritten by 
a “consistent theory of learning”. This dialogic or discursive approach privileges learners in 
the curriculum-making process; they play active roles in its design and delivery. Curriculum, 
therefore, remains flexible and dynamic according to learner needs and of necessity must 
change with each cohort.  
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Pragmatists 

The pragmatists define curriculum within the boundaries of Singapore’s WDA and the WSQ 
system. While other models may be entertained, they are not widely evident in the transcript 
record, even by inference. Like the bricoleurs, the pragmatists garner their ideas from 
practice-based experience. This may have been within the fledgling adult-education sector, or 
from past workplaces in Singapore’s secondary schools, polytechnics, universities, private 
and government enterprises, or bureaucracies. Thinking is firmly grounded in the assumptions 
of the Singaporean learning culture and technocracy. This has a distinct advantage for local 
curriculum imagining: there is a relatively seamless transition from conception to execution as 
the underpinning “rules of engagement” are efficiently and effectively understood and 
enacted.  

DACE stakeholders are categorised by their work as curriculum designers who play 
significant roles in conceiving and developing the DACE programme; or facilitators, who 
deliver the programme in modular form; or as programme managers who either administer the 
programme in a CET setting or, at one point or another, have quality assured curriculum and 
courseware products. Thus, there is no opportunity for an individual to seamlessly move from 
design to facilitation and assessment, providing feedback loops back into curriculum design. 

For the pragmatists, “quality” curriculum is judged primarily by its capacity for higher level 
compliance within a set of WDA system legitimised rules and standards. But quality may also 
appear within subsets of this imperative. For example, it could be:  

• the consistency of alignment between the WSQ competency standards and the 
curriculum design objectives;  

• the logic of modular or syllabus sequencing derived from the curriculum map, the 
variety or appropriateness of selected pedagogies;  

• the level of fit between the developed programme and its underlying theoretical 
assumptions;  

• the degree of interpretive freedom and risk taking – or not – given to the 
facilitator and learner;  

• the level of economic return measured through increased productivity as a result 
of training; or  

• the observed changes in learner workplace behaviour.  

This range of interpretations of quality, it appears, depends on where the respondent is 
positioned in the curriculum design and delivery process, and whether the respondent is a 
curriculum designer, syllabus writer, quality assurance officer, programme manager, industry 
stakeholder or learning facilitator. However, most respondents in the stakeholder group 
appear united in their support of the “quality through compliance” precept. 

Anthony, a WDA Quality Assurance Officer, had a clear idea of curriculum to be:  

[A] combination of courses, that’s combined to form a curriculum that leads a 
person to perform his or her task.... Basically, there’s a structure in the design 
of programme, incorporating the learning activities, the delivery of the 
programme, and certain portions, and so on.  



 
 
ISSN 2382-5855 
Advances in Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol.3, No.1, 2016. 

10 

 

Within this, there are general guidelines “from the very concept of an idea of what you want 
to put in, rather than the final output”. Underpinning curriculum assumptions are governed by 
market imperatives. As Anthony explained, curriculum may begin from business Key 
Performance Indicators: “It’s from there then that you decide what the staff will need. This is 
actually the whole process. In terms of conducting the TNA (Training Needs Analysis), we 
find out what the staff will require.” Privileging curriculum for the emerging needs of the 
marketplace within tightly defined design rules is a reoccurring pragmatist theme, with 
variations.  

Diane, another WDA Quality Assurance Officer, defined curriculum as “a document that 
contains relevant content to a particular subject that’s used appropriately in a certain context. 
Subject matter can be applied in many, many contexts. Curriculum is a document that 
encompasses all this”. Wearing her WDA “hat”, affirmed that within Singapore’s adult 
education system, “we also need to ensure it’s [that is, the curriculum] competency based, 
because that’s the whole approach of what WSQ is all about”.  

Similarly, Kevin, an experienced industry and workplace curriculum developer with some 
experience in establishing the ACTA programme, equated WSQ and curriculum as 
inseparable: “Curriculum...is what WSQ is basically.” But within this scaffolding, curriculum 
can be manifested as “a very high level of strategy...a very high level kind of thinking 
process”. 

For the DACE stakeholders, it is perhaps at the points of programme enactment, that most 
tensions arise in relation to the purposes or intent of curriculum design. To ensure a smooth 
“transfer” or re-contextualisation of planned content from the designer to the facilitator to the 
learner, and to meet external stakeholder skill requirements, there is an assumed need for the 
careful management of programme delivery; facilitators must carefully follow the prepared 
scripts and stay on task. This linear process makes for easy slippage into adoption of a one-
way transmission or deficit model of knowledge and skills delivery, in spite of classroom 
strategies that explore prescribed topics using exemplary constructivist and social 
constructivist pedagogies where learners individually and collectively make their own 
meanings, but within a narrow knowledge and skills base. Within this compliant discourse, 
experienced and skilled facilitators are placed in the invidious position of being expected to 
deliver a tightly packaged programme by rote while knowing that significant innovation or 
variation may be the only way to achieve effective learner meaning-making. While educators 
have always interpreted curriculum this way and most likely will continue to do so well into 
the future, it is the perception that is not valued as an approved practice that often drives them 
to conform rather than perish. 

For the bricoleurs, “quality” curricula are best-practice exemplars of their curriculum 
definitions and related design, writing and enactment principles. Foremost in their thinking is 
the quality of the relationship between theoretically informed programme construction and its 
capacity for interpretation by a full range of educators: from novices who rely on its careful 
guidance, to experienced facilitators who remain free to incorporate and further adapt its 
content within an advanced skills repertoire. Learners are implicated in the interpretive 
paradigm through working with the facilitator to re-read programme outcomes according to 
their needs and capacities. It is quality curriculum’s potential for flexible and dynamic 
interpretation that sets it apart from less well-constructed counterparts. 

As a result of our reflection on the findings, we developed a Model to assist practitioners in 
enhancing curriculum quality. We have called the Model the Reflective IAL Design Approach 
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(IDeA). The Model was developed by identifying the two approaches of interpretive and 
pragmatist, and analysing the different aspects of curriculum as expressed by each group that 
make up the Model. However, as noted above, there are overlaps between the groups; it is not 
as black and white as it might appear in the Model. 

For example, in the interpretive-curriculum approach, curriculum designing, writing and 
enacting are simple extensions of their definitions. Curriculum design should be premised on 
sound educational thinking and pay heed to the needs of stakeholders. Within its structure 
there should be a range of feedback loops legitimising multiple interpretations according to 
the exigencies of delivery. It should be written in a manner that permits maximum appeal to 
the agential professional educator who will massage and enact the subsequent courseware 
material. It should also be relevant to similarly agential learners who may have a role in 
interpreting the material to suit their personal as well as occupational goals. In short, the 
interpretive discourse of curriculum understanding permits flexibility at all stages of its 
development and enactment.  

On the other hand, the DACE stakeholders’ curriculum design and writing strategies are more 
complex and heavily nuanced than their initial instrumental and market-oriented definitions 
initially suggested. This dissonance may reflect a lack of exposure to the resources, ideas and 
eclectic experience of the bricoleurs who are able to express deeper and wider definitions of 
curriculum more closely aligned with their practice. This reveals an overlap between the 
groups in relation to understanding the politics of curriculum contextualisation and practice. 
For the pragmatists, it appears, curriculum design and writing is a delicate dance between 
adhering to real and perceived regulatory requirements and meeting the needs of facilitators, 
learners and other stakeholders. Creating the DACE programme is an exemplar of these 
pressures. To produce viable curricula within this environment, then, requires great skill and 
experience, which has been more than demonstrated, but accomplished within a discourse of 
compliance. 

THE REFELCTIVE IAL DESIGN APPROACH MODEL  

As indicated above, the IDeA Model was initially developed by Rushbrook in our analysis of 
data from the Bound et al. (2013) study described in detail above. Since then, the authors of 
this paper have tested the Model in the field by asking 30 curriculum designers operating in 
both WSQ and non-WSQ environments to use the Model and discuss with the interviewer 
(Michael Choy) through recorded semi-structured interviews on their experience of using the 
Model, their perceptions of its potential use and the contribution of the Model. What we 
present here is a final version of a number of iterations of the Model based on feedback and 
continuous initial analysis of the interviews. The iterative changes have mainly to do with 
finding the appropriate language to describe and name the dimensions for easy use by 
practitioners.  

The Model is purposively presented as a heuristic to facilitate reflection on the key 
assumptions made in the curriculum-making process. Though the Model is schematically 
represented in a simplified two-dimensional space (see Figure 1), with the interpretive 
approach at one end of a continuum and the instrumental approach at the other end 
(acknowledged as a rather artificial separation into ideal types), the reflexive processes of 
curriculum-making are acknowledged as far more complex and iterative than represented 
here. In considering a range of dimensions detailed below, along the continuum, the user of 
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the Model is encouraged to engage in metacognitive reflection of the “why” and “how” rather 
than the “what”, “where” and “when” of curriculum-making.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Specifically, the aim of the IDeA Model is to provoke conscious reflection on key 
assumptions made as we design curriculum. The Model emphasises the thought processes and 
assumptions that both precede and inform curriculum development. Many assumptions in 
relation to the dimensions of the Model are often made unconsciously; the purpose of the 
Model is to help surface and examine these assumptions. 

The Model is a tool for asking questions and surfacing assumptions on decisions about: 

• purpose of the programme/course and whose purposes the programme/course 
serves 

• delivery choices (e.g., classroom, elearning, workplace learning)  
• learning and graduate outcomes 
• pedagogical beliefs and practices 
• assessment strategies 
• evaluation strategies and processes 

 

Figure 2. The dimensions of the IDeA Model  

Figure 2 is a diagrammatic representation of the different dimensions of the IDeA Model. The 
inner circle of curriculum philosophy mediates the other dimensions of curriculum purpose 

Curriculum is flexible, 
dynamic, assumes deep 
engagement of learners, 
and is dialogic 

Interpretative 
curriculum 

Curriculum is compliant to 
predetermined outcomes 

strongly informed by 
national skills agenda in a 

highly regulated 
environment 

Instrumental 
curriculum 

 

Figure 1. The Continuum: Interpretative–Instrumental 
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and approach, design and implementation, and evaluation. Figure 3 is the heuristic where the 
dimensions have been identified along the continuum from instrumental to interpretative 
curriculum.  

Overview of Interpretive Curriculum 

The placement of the “interpretive” label at one extreme of the continuum represents 
curriculum as a flexible, dynamic and engaging map of learning possibilities guided by a 
consistent philosophy of learning that places learning and learner as the focus. The 
interpretive approach assumes the learner is an active participant in their learning journey and 
that there is an active relationship between the learner and facilitator; the learner is to be 
respected for his or her choices in education as a lifelong journey (Bound et al., 2013), and the 
facilitator is encouraged to view the curriculum as a lens through which to exercise 
professional judgment and innovation. 

Overview of Pragmatic Curriculum 

The placement of the “pragmatic” label at the other extreme of the continuum represents 
curriculum as instrumentalist, pragmatic and compliant. As such, it is more often than not 
considered purposive and directed to the skill development needs of the nation (Bound et al., 
2013): there is a clear market orientation, often implied, for employers, stakeholders and 
learners, underwritten by the requirements of paid work. As such the learner is treated as an 
economic unit, and a behaviourist approach to learning is used in curriculum design and in the 
enacted curriculum (facilitation of the curriculum). Curriculum is expressed as a series of 
measurable outcomes (e.g., CBT) based on knowledge and skill with a subsequent focus on 
content rather than learning and the learner. The idea of a pragmatic curriculum also often has 
unexpressed links with the ideas of major training policy-initiatives. These relationships and 
implications are often unexplored in relation to the curriculum-making process. 

Figure 3 below is a heuristic to aide practitioners to reflect on their curriculum approach. 
Here, we have unfolded each dimension and sub-dimension of the Model (Figure 2) and set it 
along the continuum described above (Figure 1). Each dimension has a description at the 
interpretive and pragmatic “end” of the continuum (Figure 4). 
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Interpretive  Instrumental 

 1. Curriculum Philosophy  
Transformative 

 
Design Philosophy 

 

 

Regulated 

Capability 

 
Goal 

 

 

Competency 

 
2. Curriculum Approach  

Flexible Practice Orientation Pragmatic  

Curriculum as a process  Model Curriculum as a product  

Learner needs  Focus Industry and job requirements  

 3. Curriculum Design and 
Implementation Process 

 

Proactive and Empowered Design and Facilitation Reactive and Conforming 

Participative Learning Acquisition 

Authentic and Holistic  Assessment Task or Knowledge-Based 

 4. Curriculum Evaluation  

Continuous Responsive  Review and Improvement Reactive 

Figure 3. The Reflective IDeA (IAL Design Approach) Model Heuristic. 
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Interpretive  Instrumental 

1. Curriculum Philosophy 

Transformative  

Curriculum is an experience for the learners - individuals 
understand themselves, others, and the world about 
them, potentially resulting in fundamental shifts in 
‘mindset’ and practices.  

 

Design 
Philosophy 

 

Regulated 

Curriculum is conducted in a regulated environment 
to achieve outcomes related to specific skill, 
knowledge and attitude development.  

Capability  

End-goal is to develop the individual in character and 
‘macro’ skills which are rarely quantifiable and measured 
in order to manage job roles within dynamic work 
environments. 

Goal 

Competency 

Curriculum is directed to meet a set of clearly 
predetermined defined skills against measurable 
standards. Learner is understood as an economic 
unit.  

2. Curriculum Approach 

Flexible  
Curriculum designer draws on broad and deep experience 
in a negotiated environment between the facilitator and 
the learners 

Practice 
Orientation 

Pragmatic  
Practice based on application of competency-based 
or outcome-based training approaches within a 
regulated environment  

Curriculum as a process  
Dynamic and flexible due to an emphasis on learning; often 
subject to informed reinterpretation by the facilitator and 
learners at the point of delivery 

Model 

Curriculum as a product   
Regulated; often remains relatively fixed after being 
made, including at the point of facilitated delivery 

Learner  

Focus is on the learner, including lifelong learning skills. 
Focus 

Industry and job requirements  

The curriculum meets industry agreed standards 

3. Curriculum Design and Implementation Process 

Proactive  
The facilitator and designer are often the same; facilitator 
is expected to be the subject matter expert, proactive, 
innovative; often included in a small design team; 
empowered to make real-time changes to the design 

Design and 
Facilitation 

Reactive 

The facilitator and the designer are often different 
with a subject matter expert as the consultant; 
facilitator is expected to be relatively reactive, 
following the lesson design strictly; rarely included in 
design team 

Participative 

The learner is assumed to be an active learner, in their 
learning; there is an emphasis on reflective and self-
directed pedagogies, and on developing meta-cognitive 
skills to empower the learner. 

Learning 

Acquisition 

The learner is assumed to be a recipient of 
information; knowledge is received / acquired and 
assimilated with little questioning or challenge. 

Authentic and Holistic  

Broad-based including attitudes and metacognitive 
abilities; assessment is authentic. Assessment for learning 
contributes to constant adjustments to the enacted 
curriculum to meet learning needs; assessment as learning 
contributes cumulatively to learning and to assessment of 
learning. 

Assessment 

Task or Knowledge-Based 

Assessment of observable behaviours related to 
specific task or knowledge set; generally summative 
assessment, that is, assessment of learning.  
Assessment tends to take place within educational 
institutions. 

4. Curriculum Evaluation 

Continuous Responsive 

Improvements are both formal and triggered by learner 
experience and facilitator feedback in a continuous 
feedback cycle.  

Review and 
Improvement 

Reactive 

Improvements are driven by external audits and top-
down pressure from management. 

Figure 4. Summary of Sub-dimensions of the Heuristic. 
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Potential uses of the IDeA  Model 

Interview responses from the curriculum designers regarding potential areas of usage for the 
IDeA Model include:  

• Professional Reflection for Individual, Team, Organisation 
• Communications among Internal and External Stakeholder to Achieve 

Constructive Alignment 
• Curriculum Profiling  
• Research  
• Quality Assurance  
• Training of Curriculum Designers 

We have expanded on three (due to space constraints) of these possible uses identified by 
interviewees. First of all, it is useful as a tool for communication among stakeholders to 
achieve constructive alignment throughout the curriculum design and development process. 
According to Jason, Principal of an accredited training organisation: 

[W]e begin with what is the stakeholders’ requirements…. And sometimes…it 
might be more instrumental or might be more interpretative…that’s beginning 
with the end in mind, these [checklist parameters] actually can serve as a very 
good…constructive alignment [with] the desired outputs…with the 
stakeholders agreeable…upfront and then when the course development…is 
guided by [the outputs], leading to more constructive and positive effects 
[unfolding]…throughout this process.  

Secondly, it is useful as a planning and reflection tool for curriculum designers and key 
stakeholders to ascertain their professional beliefs and values in adult education and design at 
the individual and organisational levels. Michelle, Director of the 10-year-old training 
organisation, said: 

We are very practical, very pragmatic…and I love the fact that when I look at 
the IDeA Model…there’s this spectrum that allows us to rethink are we doing 
things right.  

These comments were mirrored by Samantha, a veteran in curriculum design and audit: 

I think it’s good to actually…to understand my…curriculum philosophy, and 
then we have some checklist for us to be aware, to be more conscious…. So 
once we are more aware of it, and conscious of it, we know that the approach 
that we are going to adopt for our design. 

Thirdly, it is useful as a curriculum review tool to manage and audit curriculum quality for 
performance and product improvement. Jane, ATO Curriculum Director, highlighted the 
possibility of the tool as a benchmarking device: 

[W]e do have like curriculum review checklist…but those 
are…more…theoretical...so if this [Model] can be a part of it and if you can 
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send [it] to every…ATO and CET centre…that’s important as learning for 
everybody. 

CONCLUSION 

The descriptors used are intentionally generic as they do not suggest any particular legacy, 
whether process or product, transformative or pragmatic, interpretivist or compliant. In this 
sense, the Model is unremarkable. However, the IDeA Model is a tool to aide powerful 
dialogical and cyclical processes potentially resulting in curriculum design, re-design and 
review that is richly nuanced and of ever-evolving quality, be it for CBT, polytechnic, higher 
education or workplace environments. Thus, the Model provides a range of contrasting 
assumptions for consideration in curriculum-making practice, both widening and deepening 
the discussions to be had, and questions to be asked when designing high-quality Singaporean 
adult education curriculum.For further information on the Model and the heuristic, see the 
final report (Bound, Choy & Rushbrook, 2016) on the testing of the Model being written as 
this article goes to press. 
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