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Does the national curriculum influence teaching?  
 
Abstract 

The work presented here is part of a bigger project where the aim is to map the status of science as a 

school subject and explore the implementation of the current science curriculum in Iceland from 

2011/2013. The focus is on the curriculum, classroom learning environments, teaching and 

assessment methods, facilities and attitudes of science teachers. The new curriculum calls for a 

broader approach to science with more integration of subjects, with overarching sustainability and 

literacy aims, and an emphasis on pupil skills and competences furthermore more choice for both 

teachers and pupils. The aim is to explore if national curricula influences what and how is taught in 

science lessons or if other factors are at work. This work builds on a previous survey (Bjarnardóttir, 

Símonardóttir & Garðarsdóttir, 2007). which was replicated in spring of 2014 with minor 

adaptations, mapping the status of science teaching. The survey is part of a bigger ongoing project 

which includes classroom observations, interviews, and document analysis. The results indicate that 

teachers generally have a positive view regarding the curricula though strong negative voices are 

heard. The conclusion is that national curricula does influence what and how is taught in science but 

that the implementation process is slow and other factors such as resources, teacher attitudes and 

skills have a large influence on the teaching of science.  

 

Introduction 

Seven science curricula have been developed in Iceland over the last five decades or more: in 

1960, 1976, 1978, 1989, 1999, 2007 and 2013, all making different demands of teachers and 

learners. Þórolfsson, Finnbogason and Macdonald (2012) in their study of science curriculum 

change over a period of 50 years (1960) indicate that each curriculum carries with it some of 

the previous curriculum leading to a ‘patchwork quilt’ of ideas. 

The 2011/2013 national science curriculum is significantly different in form from previous 

versions. All groups preparing the curriculum were required to write not more than 10 pages, 

considerably less than the 76 pages in 1999. The new curriculum builds on a competence 

approach. Five thematic topics are defined, such as conditions for life, and five types of 

procedural knowledge, such as creativity and production of knowledge. Teachers are 

expected to intertwine the topics and types in planning multi-disciplinary teaching sequences. 

In addition, there are six fundamental concerns upon which all work must be based, including 

sustainability education. The call for a multi-disciplinary approach will require considerable 

support for teachers, especially time for planning. 

The aim of this study is to discuss the views held by teachers on teaching and the new 

curriculum. The value of this study lies in describing the status of science education in 

Iceland now when a new curriculum in science takes effect. It is hoped that this research will 



contribute to and further the development of science as school subject in Icelandic 

compulsory schools in the beginning of the 21st century. The benefit of obtaining a long-term 

view is that it provides an assessment of science in Icelandic schools that reflects changes (or 

not) in the views and practice of teachers, thus providing valuable information for creating 

professional development opportunities as the 2013 curriculum comes into effect by 2016. 

Method 

The data are from several sources: from a survey of science teachers during 2014, two 

teacher surveys from 2007 and survey and other data from 1992. In 1992 Macdonald 

published several reports on the status of science education 25 years after the reforms 

introduced in the late 1960s culminating in the physics and chemistry curriculum in 1976 and 

the proposal for a biology curriculum. A team of researchers carried out the Intentions and 

reality project from 2005-2008 and visited 17 schools, observing classes, taking interviews 

and getting responses to a survey (Lewthwaite 2005, Macdonald, Pálsdóttir & Þórólfsson, 

2007). 

Pétursdóttir and Óskarsdóttir carried out a survey in 2014 based on that by Bjarnardóttir, 

Símonardóttir & Garðarsdóttir (2007), but with some adaptations. The revised questionnaire 

consists of 45 items and covers most aspects of teaching and learning such as teaching and 

assessment methods, teaching materials, knowledge and attitudes of teachers, professionalism 

and cooperation, and environment and facilities for teaching. This paper is part of a bigger 

ongoing project led by Pétursdóttir which includes classroom observations, interviews, and 

document analysis. 

Resource adequacy and time 

Icelandic schools are small and often teachers teach at more than more one school level. 

Their interest lies strongest in teaching biology and environmental science but weakest in 

physics and chemistry. Specific outdoor areas are rare, and the environment of the schools 

though rich is used to a little extent. Resources for the use of ICT in teaching seem to be 

growing with an influx of tablets and overhead projectors. 

Since the discontinuation of standardised tests in science a common complaint between 

teachers has been that the subject is not given less time in timetables and opportunities for 

integration of subjects and team teaching seem underused. In 65% of cases is science thought 

on a whole year basis with weekly classes in the timetable, in 16% of responses is the 

teaching both in weekly lessons and in themes in specific periods and in 14% of responses is 

science taught in specific periods in the year. In 2014 the percentage of teachers that integrate 

their teaching of science to some extent has risen from 36% to 44% with the percentage who 

say they do so to a large extent staying the same. 

Skills, knowledge and professional attitudes  

In the 2014 survey 53% of respondents say they have no special training in teaching science. 

The 2014 survey indicates a low interest and collaboration about teaching science, with low 

perceived interest of colleagues, support from then and participation in discussions. Teachers 

use a variety of teaching methods, with the most variety in primary classes. Lectures and 

teacher led discussions are the most commonly used methods by lower secondary teachers. 



 Teachers of science have more experience in now, 42% have taught for 10 years or less 

compared to 67% in 2007. The 2014 survey shows that 62% have been teaching science for 

10 years or less. In all 41% of the 2014 teachers have never taken part in any continuing 

professional development in science. Probably the poor supply of courses and advisers 

accounts in part for this low figure. 

The 2014 survey showed mainly positive attitudes toward the new national curriculum, with 

31% expressing positive views, 45% neutral and 24% negative views. Of 65 open text 

responses 15 said not yet, whereas 18 gave tangible examples of changed emphasis and 8 

expressed positive expectations. 

Discussion 

Evidence suggests that the position of natural science as a school subject has weakened in the 

recent years. Following the economic crisis, and the fact that standardised test in science were 

discontinued in 2008 has been widely criticised. The new curriculum placed an emphasis on 

pupil skills and fundamental concerns in education. For these new emphases to take place a 

change in teaching and assessment is required. For example the new curriculum places 

emphasis on competence and self evaluation 

The industry has been concerned by the lack of vocational and technical training for the 

workforce and focused the problem on middle school pupils who seem lose interest in 

studying science and technology related subjects. Few young people choose science as a 

study area (GERT, 2012) in the secondary schools. The coordinators of the project produced 

a strategic plan for strengthening science education. It is worth noting that this group did not 

include sustainability in its discussions or publications. 

The pattern of teachers’ interest in teaching the different areas of science has not changed 

from previous surveys “It is not easy to change always - you want to go back to your old style 

of teaching”.  The new curriculum offers opportunities that teachers have not utilised fully. 

 In the data we saw some indications of change but for them to be implemented on a larger 

scale professional opportunities need to be more frequent and more diverse, using a 

collaborative approach on how these opportunities might be used. 
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