Group Dynamics
in Curriculum Improvement
HERBERT A. THELEN
What are conditions which foster in-service growth on the part of
teachers? Findings in the area of group dynamics can assist in
designing a program for curriculum improvement.

INHERE are a number of approaches
* to the improvement of curriculum,
iach has a limited usefulness, and each
is correct as far as it goes. Thus one
approach assumes that a "profession
ally minded" teacher, with some ad
consultant
provided
ministratively
help, will bring about improvements
in his teaching. Here the emotional
support and reward typically come
from the consultant; the teacher bucks
teaching standards within the school,
and, when the consultant is no longer
available for support, the "improve
ment" either regresses or simply termi
nates. A second approach to curricu
lum improvement is through "working
committees" on the faculty. Assuming
that these committees are freed to deal
with significant instructional problems,
then there are usually two conse
quences. The first is that the teachers
stimulate one another and possibly
move toward better practice. The sec
ond is that each committee prepares a
report of recommendations which are
usually accepted without commit
ment by the faculty, and then buried.
A third approach to curriculum im
provement is through "cooperation"
with the community. To the extent
that the cooperation centers about
practical problems of work-experience,
planting gardens, helping in settle
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ment houses, etc., it extends the range
of experience for the students. To the
extent that the teacher is creative and
knowledgeable, this approach may con
tribute to education rather than to
training only. To the extent that it
provides a set of expectations from the
"outside," there emerges a set of sup
portive forces which encourage new
developments. A fourth approach is
to send teachers to summer workshops
to get "the word," and this leads to
anything from a new direction main
tained through the support of the "in
ternalized" workshop group to all sorts
of new problems of communication
and of being out-of-step with the home
group. A fifth approach is through
studious application of a well-formu
lated method, such as those of curricur
lum makers. This provides a set of
methodological concepts on which a
school department can depend, but it
gives little guidance at the most im
portant point: namely, in deciding
just what the objectives should be.
Each of these approaches recognizes
some limited but important fact: that
individual growth of teachers is re
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quired for origination of new and bel
ter curriculum ideas; that the indi
vidual teacher must be supported emo
tionally by other people during the
creative act and also in maintaining
his new practices; that consultative aid
tan be helpful; that demands from the
community help to externalize prob
lems and give them enough objectivity
so that one knows how to make choices:
that methods of thinking about cur
riculum arc useful.
It is my purpose in this paper to
elaborate on these and some other con
ditions "required" for school-wide cur
riculum improvement. I shall present
the discussion as a development of a
general plan which a school might
adopt; but I do this primarily to illus
trate the required conditions, not to
advocate this particular plan. It is my
belief that if one examines successful
efforts to improve curriculum he will
find the conditions I am about to iden
tify, even though the implementing
plan may not formally provide for
them. 1
Conditions for Curriculum
Development

1. Improvement is the result of
changes in practices by individual
teachers. Of the possible changes a
teacher might intellectually diagnose
as desirable, he is actually psychologi
cally "ready" to experiment only with
certain ones. These are the ones which
do not involve more risk or frustration
than the teacher can tolerate; and they
arc also the ones for which the teacher
can sec how to rectify the situation in
: lor llic remainder of (his discussion I shall
dniw on ( >«»/« A t Work. C hicago: l T nivcrsit\
of Chicago Press. July IfT.-l.
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case his experimentation turns on:
badly.
2. Because of the highly persons
and creative involvement of the teach
er, he needs the emotional support < >•
a small group of associates. The grcni|
must be one in which he is free ti
verbali/e his bright ideas, obtain crit
icism without feeling defensive, experi
ment with tentative notions, make cl<
mauds for listening and reacting, am
obtain help to make observations
plan materials needed for new acti\i
ties. Such a group is essentially ;
psyche group or clique. Its member
give it loyalty and protect each othc-i
from real o r fancied attack.
:i. These self-training cells or clique
must communicate ideas and recoin
mcnclations for policy (both instriu
tional and administrative) to cad
other and to the administration. Tin
suggests that they must have the statn
of faculty working committees, am
that there must be expectancy for re
porting to the total group. For report
ing to the total group to be appro
priale, it is required that the tot;i
group have some over-all problems t
be solved and that the individuall
guided work of the self-training groiq:
results in some contributions useful t<
the solution of over-all school prob
leins.
4. The over-all problems for the t(i
tal faculty must be "externali/cd"; tha
is, they must be seen as demands fron
the "outside." The reason for this re
quirement is that if the "school prol
lems" are formulated as intranuira
concerns only, then the formulation o
(he problems will be used as the mean
for forwarding the interests of on
group against those of another, and cleEm CATIONAL LKADKRSHIP

(isions will be based on power rather
than on objective assessment of con
ditions. This is typically the case with
legislative processes. There is, how
ever, one important difference between
legislation and curriculum improve
ment: namely, that decisions for the
latter purpose bind the teachers to
take action, whereas legislation re
quires no personal-emotional commit
ments.
5. The requirement that problems
lor the total faculty be seen as demands
Irom the outside means, practically,
that the demands come from the "com
munity." For the "community" to be
in a position to make demands on the
school means that the school and com
munity must be associated in purposes
accepted by both. And the condition
under which this is possible is one of
cooperation on joint problems. The
problems on which community agen
cies, groups and individuals have in
terests which overlap those of the
school are problems of training stu
dents to meet their needs. In other
words, the legitimate-overlap is in mat
ters of youth welfare, work-experience,
civic participation, social opportuni
ties and the like.
Such cooperation is between selected
single teachers or groups ol teachers
uith agencies or individuals in the
community. The demand on the fac
ulty as a whole is for policy to guide
this cooperation. Such policy, arising
from a wide variety ol working rela
tions on a variety of needs of students
for training, should be based on pro
fessional study of how the training ex
perience is to be inaugurated, super
vised and guided. This, then, is the
fust kind of "outside demand" or exAPRIL 1951

ternali/cd problem to be solved by the
I acuity on the basis of relevant in
sights from the small teacher groups.
6. School-community training expe
rience is directed at the immediate
needs of children in their effort to live
successfully in the community. Such
training is not necessarily e ducative i n
the larger humanistic sense. This,
then, poses a second kind of demand
on the total faculty: to develop meth
ods of teaching whereby the training
experience is made educative. Roughly
speaking, this is the usual definition of
the job of in-service training, and our
additional insistence on the communi
ty-based training activity is for the
purpose ol keeping the discussion ol
teaching methods "down to earth" and
in line with objective reality condi
tions. In other words, the school-com
munity operating relationship is needed
to keep the school from simply floating
oil in its own little island culture that
may have no relationship to "real"
problems and that therefore may be
unable to provide any objective cri
teria for testing competing ideas about
teaching.
The kind of teaching problems
which the faculty would be studying
can be illustrated in the following
manner. Suppose, during training to
be consumers, the students work in
stoics, have a hand in purchasing ma
terials for their clubs or science de
partment, test materials and products,
and the like. The e ducational p rob
lem, over and above such practical
need-meeting training, is to build on
this experience1 some understandings of
such general matters as the ethics of
waste; the relationships among design,
function and beauty; the relationships
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among labor, materials and manage
ment; the problems and significance of
policies for distribution of goods and
services; and the like. While only cer
tain teachers would supervise any par
ticular type of training experience, it
is the responsibility of a ll teachers to
illuminate the significances, values, so
cial roles and societal problems in
volved in these practical matters.
7. While not directly a condition for
in-service training, the preceding de
sign leads logically to a further oppor
tunity. It is this: through the teacher's
experience in the community and
through his discussion with the chil
dren of the meanings of their experi
ences to them, a variety of practical
suggestions should emerge for the im
provement of the lot of children in the
community. That is, the teachers will
be in an excellent position to form
opinions of needed modifications in
agency programs and other arrange
ments for children. In effect, the school
can become an instrument for "feed
back" to various agencies and groups
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about problems and conditions of child
welfare. It seems to me that this pos
sibility should entitle the school as
represented by selected teachers anil
principal to a place on the communm
council or other official family of com
munity institutions. By such means,
two-way communication with the com
munity is established: (a) the teachers
initiate requests for assistance by the
community in setting up training ex
periences outside the school; and now
(b) the teachers report back to the
official agencies of the community
facts and suggestions about aspects of
child welfare relevant to community
programs.
Thus this over-all design, originating
in an analysis of conditions required
for effective improvement of curricu
lum by a school, results in a rationale
for the "community school."
"We arrive at three possible and
complementary roles for the schools as
institutions within the community:
(a) collaborators with others in setting
up and supervising training experiEDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP

ences; (b) professional educators work
ing among themselves to improve
methods for simultaneous training and
education of children; (c) consultants
to the collaborating agencies on aspects
of their functioning related to the wel
fare of students.
"The role of collaborator gives indi
vidual teachers their 'place' in die com
munity. The 'professional educator'
role gives the faculty group as a whole
its 'place' among other groups in the
community. And the consultative role,
usually but not necessarily exercised
through school officials as representa
tives of the school, gives the school as
an institution its 'place' in the com
munity." 2
Translation of this design into effec
tive operating procedure will require
many decisions about how to organize
the necessary roles, obtain sufficient
and appropriate communication, plan
agenda for faculty meetings, and the
like. The following recommendations
in this regard seem most important:
1. The small working groups should
be formed through voluntary selection
of faculty members by one another.
There should be no effort to force
people into the program. As it moves
along, a group standard of participa
tion will develop, and this will provide
the only pressure. If such a standard
does n ot develop, then the program is
missing the boat, possibly through lack
of emotional support by die principal,
possibly through too small a rate of
•'Ibid., Chapter III.
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reward by satisfaction in accomplish
ment.
2.. The principal must be emotion
ally involved in the work. Probably he
might serve best in the role of execu
tive secretary to a faculty steering com
mittee which plans agenda for the
meetings of the total faculty. The prin
cipal's actions can be of great assist
ance in scheduling classes so that selftraining committees can meet, occa
sional expert consultation is available,
the teachers are put in touch with ap
propriate citizens or agencies such ac
tivities will do more than any amount
of talking to maintain the program.
The principal may find, however, that
he has to work out some conflicts be
tween his role as executive secretary on
the one hand and as administrator and
public relations man on the odier.
3. In appraising the program and
its accomplishments, evaluative criteria
must be applied not only to changes
produced but also to the adequacy of
the processes of working together. If
the conditions of cooperation and com
petition are realistic and-steadily im
proving, then the proper evaluation is
that the accomplishment is adequate.
But the effects of actual changes should
also be studied to sharpen up goals,
and diagnose needed skills. (A faculty
workshop might help if such needs be
come apparent.) The problems of eval
uation will be comparatively easy to
solve as long as the school keeps close
interactive contact with the commu
nity.
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