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This is one of a series of  
cases that illustrate the 
findings of the best evidence 
syntheses (BESs). Each is 
designed to support the 
professional learning of 
educators, leaders and 
policy makers. 



BES cases: Insight into what works 

The best evidence syntheses (BESs) bring together research evidence about ‘what works’ for  
diverse (all) learners in education. Recent BESs each include a number of cases that describe  
actual examples of professional practice and then analyse the findings. These cases support 
educators to grasp the big ideas behind effective practice at the same time as they provide vivid 
insight into their application. 

Building as they do on the work of researchers and educators, the cases are trustworthy  
resources for professional learning. 

Using the BES cases
The BES cases overview provides a brief introduction to each of the cases. It is designed to  
help you quickly decide which case or cases could be helpful in terms of your particular 
improvement priorities.

Use the cases with colleagues as catalysts for reflecting on your own professional practice and as 
starting points for delving into other sources of information, including related sections of the BESs. 
To request copies of the source studies, use the Research Behind the BES link on the BES website.

The conditions for effective professional learning are described in the Teacher Professional Learning 
and development BES and condensed into the ten principles found in the associated International 
Academy of Education summary (Timperley, 2008). 

Note that, for the purpose of this series, the cases have been re-titled to more accurately signal  
their potential usefulness.

Responsiveness to diverse (all) learners
The different BESs consistently find that any 
educational improvement initiative needs 
to be responsive to the diverse learners in 
the specific context. Use the inquiry and 
knowledge-building cycle tool to design a 
collaborative approach to improvement that is 
genuinely responsive to your learners 

Develop smart policy and curriculum documents to support
educational improvement 
This case provides educational leaders and policy makers with six criteria for the development 
of policy and curriculum documents. The criteria are elaborated and supported with 
examples. If documents incorporate a sound, evidence-based theory about how to achieve 
their intent, make connections with readers’ prior understandings, include misconception 
alerts, and are cognisant of memory capacity, then they are more likely to have a positive 
impact on student outcomes. 

This case promotes the use of “smarter” tools to support educational improvement. 

The wedge graph described in BES Case 28: To improve learning, engage with teachers’ 
beliefs about students and learning is an example of a smart tool, a feature of effective 
practice in all BES exemplars. 

Use the BES cases 
and the appropriate 

curriculum 
documents to 

design a response 
that will improve 

student outcomes
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6 Leadership through the selection and design of smart 
tools

Introduction

Not all educational leadership involves face-to-face interaction.  Leadership is also exercised in less 
personal ways, through the selection and design of such tools as written policy documents (for 
example, curriculum statements), graphs, software (for example, asTTle), and templates.  Given the 
power of tools to shape teaching practice, it is important to evaluate their worth.  Is a tool ‘smart’, 
because it helps those it influences to improve their practice, or is it ‘dumb’, because it shapes their 
practice in undesirable ways?

Smart tools have two particular qualities: they incorporate a sound, evidence-based theory about 
how to achieve the tool’s purpose and they are well designed.  In this case, we evaluate two 
curriculum documents in terms of the second quality, good design.  The examples are from 
Aitken’s study of curriculum design in social studies.  

Aitken contends that effective design involves:

1. making connections with teachers’ prior understandings;

2. accommodating the limited capacity of users’ working memory.

He uses the research on principles of curriculum design to examine the 1997 national policy 
statement Social Studies in the New Zealand Curriculum and then provides a model social studies 
curriculum statement as an example of effective curriculum design.

If a curriculum document (whether national or school) is badly designed—if the expression of ideas 
is unclear or contradictory—then the integrity of the learning area will be undermined and the 
effectiveness of teaching compromised.  If documents are well designed, they are likely to be 
understood and used.  This will increase the probability of a positive impact on student outcomes.  
Policy makers and school leaders need to be familiar with what constitutes good policy/curriculum 
design so that they can select or develop policies that teachers will be able to understand and 
implement in ways that will enhance student learning.

Context

The principles of good tool design

Drawing on cognitive theory, Aitken identified the two principles of effective design set out above.  
The following box explains how they apply to the design of curriculum documents.

Well-designed tools make connections 
with teachers’ prior understandings

Well-designed tools accommodate the 
limited capacity of users’ working memory

They:

• clearly communicate the purpose of the
curriculum so that attention is focused on
the underlying intentions;

• anticipate the existing understandings
(schema) that teachers are likely to bring
to the curriculum and the misconceptions
these might create;

• link abstract principles with concrete
examples so that policy intentions are
most likely to be attended to by teachers.

They:

• use graphics to show how the various
requirements of the curriculum are
interconnected and to utilise the full capacity
of working memory (visual and verbal);

• organise text logically and use signalling
devices to reduce the cognitive load when
connecting related text that is located in
different places

• develop an internally coherent design that
minimises complexity.

Design of the 1997 social studies curriculum statement

Aitken then analysed the New Zealand social studies curriculum (1997) to identify the extent to 
which the principles of good design were evident.  Based on his analysis, he generated a set of 
design criteria to guide future curriculum development.  To show how they would promote sense-
making, the author used them to develop a model ‘essence statement’ for social studies521.

521 This statement was constructed by the author as an examplar of good curriculum design.  It does not have 
offi cial status.
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Leadership 
dimension 8

Leadership through selecting, developing, and using smart tools

Aitken’s six criteria for evaluating the design of a policy or curriculum statement are:

1. It is logically structured around a clear and unambiguous purpose.

2. It clearly explains the rationale for change.

3. It incorporates misconception alerts.

4. It acknowledges teachers’ existing understandings and integrates them into the new document.

5. It maximises internal coherence and minimises complexity.

6. It clearly connects abstract ideas to spatially contiguous detail and examples.

We outline these criteria in the following sections and conclude the case with examples from 
Aitken’s model curriculum statement.

Criterion 1

The statement is 
logically structured 
around a clear and 
unambiguous purpose

Rationale

Settling on a clear purpose makes the development process more 
difficult, but it is essential for creating coherence and reducing the 
cognitive load required to implement disparate and potentially 
contradictory elements.

Coherence is enhanced when there is a single aim that is clearly aligned to the core purpose of 
the curriculum and when all elements of the curriculum are derived directly from this core 
purpose.  The following example elaborates and illustrates this criterion using Aitken’s model 
essence statement for social studies.

A model aim statement

The aim of social studies
The aim of social studies is to build the capacity for students to 
participate in human communities and to contribute to the common 
good.

Strand titles are aligned to the purpose of citizenship 
education and the relationship is defined in the text 
that follows.

Related curriculum elements are derived directly 
from the purpose by (a) repeating essential 
components of the aim in headings, (“human 
communities”) and (b) using connectives in the text 
(“by drawing on the content …”).

Key phrases in the aim are immediately defined.

There is only one aim and it is aligned to a clear 
purpose – in this case, “social studies as citizenship 
education”. The aim is stated in one sentence.

 “Participate in human communities” refers to the pursuit of individual 
and group interests and aspirations; “contribute to the common good” 
refers to contribution to the wider community and to fulfilling
responsibilities beyond personal or immediate group aspirations.

Developing understanding of how human communities operate
By drawing on the  content and methods of the social science 
disciplines – in particular, history, geography, economics, sociology,
and political studies – students will develop understanding of important
ideas about how human communities operate …

Strand 1: Culture, heritage, and place
Students will understand how communities develop a way of life and 
an identity based on their culture and heritage …
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Leadership 
dimension 8

Criterion 2

The statement clearly 
explains the rationale 
for change

Rationale

Drawing attention to the underlying purposes counteracts the 
tendency to attend only to the surface features of policy or 
curriculum.

In the example below, the ‘Rationale for change’ box alerts users to important differences between 
the aim of the 1997 curriculum statement and the aim found in the new essence statement.  
Placement of the rationale next to the relevant text minimises the cognitive load required to 
connect the two.

A model rationale

Criterion 3

The statement 
incorporates 
misconception alerts

Rationale

Misconception alerts serve to counteract possible over-assimilation by 
clarifying how the new policy differs from the old or from what might 
be assumed.  In other words, their function is to minimise confusion 
about what the policy is and is not.

Misconception alerts avert possible misinterpretation by (a) clarifying in what ways the statement 
requires significant new understandings and practice, (b) affirming current practice, where 
teachers might incorrectly understand that it was to be discarded, and (c) explaining specifically 
what the statement is not suggesting.  The model essence statement explains that the aim of social 
studies will be achieved by ‘developing understanding of how human communities operate’ and by 
‘developing and applying the skills necessary for effective participation in human communities’.  
The diagram shows how misconception alerts clarify the meaning of ‘developing understanding of 
how human communities operate’.

A model misconception alert

A clear rationale 
for change is 
provided directly
to the left of the 
related curriculum 
element.

The aim of social studies
The aim of social studies is to 
build the capacity for students 
to participate in human 
communities and to contribute 
to the common good.

Rationale for change
The 1997 curriculum statement for social studies aims to 
“enable students to participate in a changing society as 
informed, confident and responsible citizens”. This is 
essentially a citizenship education aim but, as stated, it is 
difficult to assess the contribution and impact of social studies 
because other school subjects contribute to this aim and 
because much of this participation occurs beyond the school.
Hence the new and more specific emphases in the essence 
statement on building capacity, participating at the more 
manageable level of communities (rather than “society”), and 
on the common good purpose. 

Developing understanding of 
how human communities 
operate

By drawing on the content and 
methods of the social sciences 
disciplines – in particular,
history, geography, economics, 
sociology, and political studies 
– students will develop 
understanding of important 
ideas about how human 
communities operate. 

This is not to say that students  ideas are 
not important; rather, that they need to be 
validated against the body of disciplinary 
knowledge that informs social studies.

This statement gives the social sciences 
more prominence than the 1997 curriculum 
statement by naming the relevant social 
sciences and by giving them explicit status 
as the source of important ideas.

The rationale explains 
what the proposed 
change is not suggesting.

The rationale affirms
current practice.

The rationale clarifies new 
intentions.
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Leadership 
dimension 8

Criterion 4

The statement 
acknowledges 
teachers’ existing 
understandings and 
integrates them into 
the new document

Rationale

This helps teachers make links to their current understandings and 
reduces perceptions that the required changes will be disruptive and 
unreasonable.

It is desirable to have continuity of language and meaning between old and new policies.  When 
shifts in language and meaning are necessary, well-designed statements make links between old 
and new understandings.  This can be achieved by:

• providing a rationale that alerts teachers to changes in emphasis;

• describing the difficulties associated with current policy (where more substantive change is
required).

By framing such explanations as critiques of current policy rather than current practice, users are 
less likely to be alienated.  

A model connection to existing understandings

Criterion 5

The statement 
maximises internal 
coherence and 
minimises complexity

Rationale

Working memory poses severe limits on users’ ability to understand 
and integrate multiple, interacting elements.  Complexity is reduced 
through the use of fewer elements and through giving examples of 
how competing elements can be integrated.

Complexity is reduced when:

• the same words are consistently used to communicate the same idea throughout the text
(instead of varied to avoid repetition);

• headings are used to highlight the important ideas, and the words from the headings are then
used in the subsequent text;

• connecting words and phrases are used to reinforce links between the different sections of the
text.

• related sections of the text are placed together.

Complexity is further reduced by simplifying the structure of the text (for example, by reducing the 
number of curriculum requirements or achievement objectives).

Strand 1: Culture, 
heritage, and place

Students will 
understand how 
communities develop a 
way of life and an 
identity based on their 
culture and heritage …

Because the 1997 curriculum offers no direction 
about the New Zealand content that needs to be 
understood at each level, there is a hit-or-miss 
aspect to the development of this knowledge.

The 'Essential learning about New Zealand Society' 
section of the 1997 curriculum defines this 
knowledge but separates it from the achievement 
objectives, making it difficult to integrate and 
monitor. This statement makes the nature of this 
knowledge more explicit by including it as a strand 
with its own achievement objectives.

The rationale phrases 
criticisms and shortcomings as 
critique of the 1997 curriculum, 
not as a critique of current 
practice.

The rationale identifies
substantive changes or 
reorganisations and explains 
the difficulties associated with 
the current curriculum. 

The names of strands use familiar words, for example: 'organisation', 'culture', 'heritage'.
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Connectives reinforce links between 
each section of the text.  For example, 
the words “Social studies will achieve 
this aim” provide a direct link back to 
the previously stated aim.

Headings introduce the key idea for the 
following section, using the exact
wording of the text.

Instead of separating strand 
descriptions from their related 
achievement objectives (AOs) as in the 
1997 statement, AOs are integrated into 
the descriptions.

The aim of social studies

The aim of social studies is to build the capacity for students to 
participate in human communities and to contribute to the common 
good.

Achieving the aim

Social studies will achieve this aim by developing understanding 
of how human communities operate and by developing and applying 
the skills necessary for effective participation in human communities.

Developing understanding of how human communities operate

By drawing on the content and methods of the social science 
disciplines … students will develop understanding of important ideas
about how human communities operate …

Strand 3: New Zealand society

Students will understand the significance of the status of M ori political 
and economic organisation as tangata whenua; the nature and 
continuing importance of the Treaty of Waitangi …

Leadership 
dimension 8

A model showing how coherence can be maximised

Criterion 6

The curriculum 
statement clearly 
connects abstract 
ideas to spatially 
contiguous detail and 
examples

Rationale

Helps accurate interpretation of principles and reduces cognitive load 
that is imposed if principles and examples are spatially separated.

Text that communicates abstract ideas does not aid sense-making because abstract statements can 
be “understood in superficial and idiosyncratic ways”522.  Abstract ideas in curriculum statements 
are most likely to be understood when they:

• are supported by definitions that make their meaning clear (for example, by explaining how
they will be applied or by giving examples);

• are accompanied by misconception alerts that anticipate misunderstandings;

• come with performance objectives that make it clear what the desired outcomes are in terms of
teaching and learning.

When curriculum statements are constructed in this way, the cognitive load on teachers is 
significantly reduced because they do not have to figure out for themselves what the abstract ideas 
mean and how they are to be applied.  The following model shows how these techniques clarify the 
meaning of the concept ‘topical issue’.

522 Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002).  Policy implementation and cognition: Reframing and refocusing 
implementation research.  Review of Educational Research, 72, pp. 387–431.  See p. 416.
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Leadership 
dimension 8

Model showing how the meaning of abstract ideas can be clarified with the help 
of concrete examples

Conclusion While we have used a curriculum statement to illustrate good policy design, the six criteria 
outlined above are applicable to any national or school policy.  A policy’s design has a big influence 
on how well it is understood and implemented.  Ensuring that policies and other tools are well 
designed is an important leadership task.

Key 
questions

Examine a curriculum statement or policy statement that influences leaders’ or teachers’ practice: 

1. Is the purpose clear?

2. What understandings/misunderstandings are teachers likely to bring to their interpretation of
the statement ?

3. Are concrete examples provided to support the abstract ideas?

4. Could a graphic be used to indicate how the elements of the statement relate to each other?

5. Do the words used signal how the different parts of the text relate to each other?

6. Do the different elements of the policy (goals, procedures, success indicators …) form a coherent
whole?

Source Aitken, G. (2005).  Curriculum design in New Zealand social studies: Learning from the past. 
Unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Auckland.

Further 
reading

Halverson, R., Kelley, C., & Kimball, S. (2004).  Implementing teacher evaluation systems: How 
principals make sense of complex artifacts to shape local instructional practice.  In W. K. Hoy &
C. G. Miskel (Eds.), Educational administration, policy and reform: Research and measurement
(pp. 153–188).  Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishing, Inc.

Spillane, J. P. (2006).  Distributed leadership.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002).  Policy implementation and cognition: Reframing 
and refocusing implementation research.  Review of Educational Research, 72, pp. 387–431.

Topical issues  are those about which groups in the community urge 
conflicting courses of action based on different value judgments and where 
any resolution is likely to cause significant objection.

The focus in social studies is on the decision-making process associated with 
attempting to resolve public issues rather than issues of personal morals.
These skills are best developed in situations that are meaningful to students and that 
are significant for human communities and societies. At each level, therefore,
students will examine a range of topical political, economic, social, cultural or 
environmental issues.

Topical issues will form a fourth curriculum strand within which teachers select issues 
of relevance to their students and communities and which promote consideration of 
the common good.

Strand 4: Topical issues
As they carry out inquiry into topical issues, students at each level will learn to:
• clarify facts by distinguishing fact and opinion, by interrogating evidence, by 
detecting fallacies, and by clarifying meaning;
• clarify multiple historical perspectives;
• acknowledge and unravel interconnected causes …

Shows how the Topical issues
strand is linked to performance 
objectives.

Abstract ideas are defined – in this 
case by naming clusters of topical 
issues and providing information 
that helps teachers select from the 
clusters.

Explains what the proposed 
change is not suggesting
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