
Concerns -Based
Approach to

Curriculum
Change

Susan Loucks and Harold Pratt

Paying attention to teachers' concerns as they 
begin using a new curriculum helps assure 
that they will use it successfully.

Curriculum change isn't easy. Almost any edu 
cator can provide a list of reasons why it won't hap 
pen: "The teachers won't support it"; "The principal 
won't support it"; "The central office won't support 
it"; "The teachers have been around too long"; "The 
teachers haven't been around long enough"; "The 
school's too big"; "The school's too small." Human 
nature is such that changing anything is usually more 
difficult than maintaining the status quo.

Change is a complicated process, which until re 
cently had not been observed carefully enough to at 
tend to all of its complexities and therefore to ensure 
meaningful and long-lasting effects. We've delivered 
curriculum to teachers in bright, shiny new boxes and 
expected students to have made achievement gains by 
the end of the year. We've torn down classroom walls 
in July and expected to see proficient team teaching 
and individualizing in September. Frequently, we have 
different expectations from one year to the next. We 
rarely attend to the individual teacher in the process, 
and often do not involve the teacher at all until the 
new program is delivered. In too many cases, the re 
sults of our ignorance have been unfulfilled expecta 
tions and increased frustration.

One reason for this situation is that until re 
cently a clear, logical, and practical approach to the 
conceptualization and implementation of change did 
not exist. Such a model is currently being tested in a 
collaborative effort between a national research center 
and a large school district: the Research and Develop 
ment Center for Teacher Education at the University 
of Texas at Austin (UTR&D) and the Jefferson 
County, Colorado, Public School District (Jeffco).

Researchers at UTR&D have developed a model 
for change called the Concerns-Based Adoption 
Model, 1 and have spent six years defining and initially

1 G. E. Hall, R. C. Wallace, and W. A. Dossett. A Develop 
mental Conceptualization of the Adoption Process Within 
Educational Institutions. Austin: Research and Development 
Center for Teacher Education, The University of Texas, 1973.
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verifying its important dimensions by in-depth study 
in both school and university settings. Jeffco, a large 
school district west of Denver, Colorado, serving 
81,000 students in 108 schools, has a long-standing 
commitment to districtwide curriculum planning. It 
has evolved a systematic curriculum development 
process2 that involves teachers in all phases and in all 
decision making.

In early 1976, the Jeffco science department com 
pleted a two-year pilot study and field test of a re 
vised elementary science program (grades three-six). 
Along with district staff developers, the science staff 
was beginning to grapple with problems of imple 
menting the program districtwide. A systematic cur 
riculum implementation process was needed to parallel 
and complement the development process. An intro 
duction of the UTR&D staff and the concerns-based 
approach to Jeffco educators brought two worlds to 
gether; researchers and their model suggesting more 
effective ways to implement change, and practitioners 
in search of those better ways. A collaborative effort 
was soon underway.

Even before collaboration began, it was clear that 
both groups shared similar assumptions about change. 
These assumptions provided the framework for de 
signing specific aspects of the implementation effort 
for the science program. They are:

1. Change is a process, not an event.
2. Change is accomplished by individuals, not in 

stitutions.
3. Change is a highly personal experience.
4. Change entails developmental growth in both 

feelings about and skills in using new programs.

Change is a Process

The first assumption of the model is that change 
is not an event but a process that takes time. Too 
often policy-makers, administrators, and even teachers

assume that change is simply the result of an admin 
istrative decision, legislative requirement, new curricu 
lum acquisition, or procedural revision. The conviction 
lingers that somehow, with the opening of school, the 
change will have been made. However, R&D Center 
research indicates that three to five years are necessary 
to implement an innovation that is significantly differ 
ent from current practice.

Initially, the Jeffco science department consid 
ered a fairly typical "hit and run" inservice effort— 
three inservice days for teachers, two weeks apart, at 
the beginning of the school year. Knowing that change 
takes more time than that, they reconsidered and 
planned a full year of inservice activities beginning 
with an orientation for administrators.

Teacher exposure to the program started with a 
brief "pre-inservice" session aimed at creating aware 
ness of the new science program. Two months later 
the inservice began: three full-day released-time ses 
sions, paced to correspond with changes in the class 
room—each component scheduled as close as possible 
to the time of actual teacher use.

Change is Accomplished by Individuals

The second assumption of the model is that the 
change process is experienced by individuals, not by 
institutions. For institutions to change, the people 
within them must change. Other approaches to change 
(organizational development, for example) view the 
institution as the primary unit of intervention, and 
focus on topics such as "communication" and "organi 
zational norms." The concerns-based approach em 
phasizes the roles of individuals in the implementation 
process.

In accordance with the concerns-based philoso-

2 Report of the Task Force to Define the Process of De 
veloping Curriculum. Lakewood, Colorado: Jefferson County 
Public Schools, 1974.
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phy, the Jeffco project paid close attention to the in 
dividual teachers who were implementing the science 
program. Between inservice workshops, two members 
of the science staff engaged in a variety of "comfort 
and caring" activities: talking with teachers in the 
teachers' lounge during the day, lunching with an in 
dividual teacher to discuss issues, observing science 
classes to help teachers deal with problems. In addi 
tion, inservice sessions offered choices of content and 
complexity for teachers with varying amounts of sci 
ence teaching experience and confidence with the cur 
rent curriculum.

The philosophy that individuals must be the 
major focus of interventions does not suggest ignor 
ing the institution or its representatives. Support for 
teachers at the building level is vital to successful 
change, and Jeffco staff developers made every effort 
to ensure that teachers would have logistical as well 
as moral support at the school level. Before teachers 
became involved in the science program, school prin 
cipals learned about the equipment and supplies 
needed, ordering and scheduling procedures, and other 
details. They also heard suggestions for how to be 
supportive of teachers in the change effort. In addi 
tion, the science department staff was available to 
principals and was called upon for various kinds of 
assistance, from cleaning and rearranging school sci-

Figure 1. Stages of Concern: 
Typical Expressions of Concern About the Innovation

Stages of Concern Expressions of Concern

8 Refocuslng I have some ideas about something that would 
work even better.

5 Collaboration I am concerned about relating what I am doing 
with what other teachers are doing.

4 Consequence How is my use affecting students?
3 Management 1 teem to be spending all my time getting ma 

terial ready.
2 Personal How will using it affect me?
1 Informational I would like to know more about it.

0 Awareness 1 am not concerned about It (the innovation).

ence storage areas to rearranging teaching schedules 
and unit plans so teaching could go smoothly.

Change Is Personal

The third assumption of the concerns-based ap 
proach is that change is a highly personal experience. 
Staff developers, administrators, and other change 
facilitators often attend closely to the trappings and 
technology of the innovation but ignore the percep 
tions and feelings of people. The personal dimension 
is often more critical to the success of the change 
effort than are the technological dimensions. Change

is brought about by individuals, so their personal 
satisfactions, frustrations, concerns, motivations, and 
perceptions all play a part in determining the success 
or failure of a change initiative.

In line with this philosophy, the inservice train 
ing offered to Jeffco teachers was not the same for 
everyone. Participants included both professionals and 
beginners, so training was geared to varying levels of 
teacher expertise. To attend to the diversity of inter 
ests and needs, choices of content and learning format 
were available at various times during inservice ses 
sions. The leader-to-teacher ratio was kept small by 
using trained, enthusiastic classroom teachers, who 
had already taught the curriculum, as leaders.

Change Entails Growth in Feelings and Skills

The fourth assumption is that change is a devel 
opmental process involving both the feelings and 
skills of individuals. Individuals go through stages in 
their affective orientation to the innovation, and in 
their skill and sophistication in using it. Research at 
UTR&D has identified seven "stages of concern" that 
individuals experience as they implement change. (See 
Figure 1.)

Six years of research indicate that as an innova 
tion is adopted, concerns develop through these seven 
stages. Initially, individuals have primarily self- 
oriented concerns; those of an informational and per 
sonal nature. ("What is it?" "How will it affect me?") 
As use of the innovation begins, concerns become 
management-focused; concerns about materials, sched 
uling, and time requirements are uppermost. When 
management problems become resolved, concerns can 
become focused on the impact of the innovation upon 
learners; concerns about consequences, collaboration, 
and refocusing become dominant.3 To be relevant to 
teachers who are implementing new programs, inserv 
ice activities should be addressed to resolving the dif 
ferent concerns as they emerge.

The Jeffco science implementation effort was de 
signed with the Stages of Concern model in mind. The 
"pre-inservice" sessions were designed to address in 
formational and personal concerns (stages 1 and 2). 
They were held for small numbers (teachers from two 
schools) in a familiar setting (one of their schools). 
The content was informational: a science department 
member described the program with an entertaining 
slide presentation, noted what changes had been made,

3 For concerns readings, see: G. E. Hall and W. L. Ruther 
ford. "Concerns of Teachers About Implementing Team Teach 
ing." Educational Leadership 34(3): 227-33; December 1976; 
G. E. Hall and S. F. Loucks. "Teacher Concerns as a Basis for 
Facilitating and Personalizing Staff Development." Teachers 
College Record, September 1978.
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described plans for inservice, suggested schedules for 
teaching, and distributed the new teacher's guide. The 
atmosphere was intimate and informal, with a ques 
tion and answer session so individuals could ask what 
ever they wished.

The three full-day inservice sessions held later 
focused on management concerns (stage 3). Teachers 
worked with the materials, experiencing the learning 
process their students would use. Classroom manage 
ment techniques were demonstrated and discussed.

It was anticipated that some teachers at the in- 
service sessions, particularly those who were experi 
enced in science teaching, would have more "conse 
quence" (stage 4) than "management" concerns. To 
address these teachers' concerns, self-paced instruc 
tional modules were made available. Modules were 
developed around student-focused topics such as the 
implications of Piaget's work for teaching science, 
techniques for stimulating student talk in discussions 
(such as using "wait time"), and using the out-of- 
doors for teaching science concepts. Time periods 
were allotted during the inservice days for teachers to 
choose either group work, in which they could get 
more detailed assistance in use of materials, or work 
with the modules.

Outcomes and Future Directions

Three years have passed since the Jeffco imple 
mentation effort was designed, and the new curricu 
lum was first introduced into the schools. Although 
collaboration with district staff developers is ongoing, 
the study in schools has been completed. What have 
we found out? Preliminary data analysis indicates 
first, and perhaps most important to any implementa 
tion effort, that science teaching is occurring across 
the district.4 In many cases, teachers who had neither 
the time nor interest to teach science before are now 
doing so. Workshop questionnaires indicate a high 
level of satisfaction with inservice content and for 
mat. Science department staff, who continue having 
personal contact with teachers, say teacher commit 
ment to and enthusiasm for science teaching is greater 
than ever.

These outcomes are highly satisfying, but there 
are also many questions that remain unanswered. In 
formational and personal concerns are lower, and con 
cerns about management and consequence have in 
creased. We believe that many of these concerns will 
be resolved with experience.

Some teachers are beginning to have consequence 
concerns; most do not. Should they? If so, how can 
consequence concerns be brought about? If initial in- 
service training was focused mainly on management 
concerns, should later inservice efforts attend to con 

sequence concerns? What should be the workshops' 
content and format?

Another interesting outcome is that different 
schools appear to have different profiles of concern. 
There is more and more indication that principals in
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these schools have had a great deal of influence on 
whether teachers remain with management concerns, 
or whether these are resolved and consequence con 
cerns emerge. Our research indicates that what the 
principal does is critical to the success of an imple 
mentation effort. Does the principal make sure equip 
ment and time are available for the new program, 
indicate that use is indeed a priority, provide moral 
support when needed, and legitimize early failures 
when they occur? Where this is true, teachers have 
resolved management concerns; where this kind of 
support does not come from the principal, manage 
ment concerns often remain high. What is the prin 
cipal's role in change? How can he or she be prepared 
to play that obviously vital role?

Although many questions are as yet unanswered, 
the continuing collaboration between UTR&D and 
Jeffco has added to knowledge about the process of 
curriculum implementation. We are beginning to shed 
some light on the complex nature of change in educa 
tion, but the illumination reveals a whole roster of 
new questions to pursue. The continuing effort prom 
ises benefits not only for the two institutions, but also 
for others interested in school improvement. K

4 Reports of teacher change over time, measured by their 
stages of concern and levels of use, include: S. F. Loucks and 
G. E. Hall. "Implementing Innovations in Schools: A Concerns- 
based Approach." Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, San Francisco, 
April 1979; S. F. Loucks and M. Melle. "Implementation of a 
District-wide Science Curriculum: The Effects of a Three-year 
Effort." Paper to be presented at the annual meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, Boston, April 
1980.
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