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ABSTRACT

The study investigates how Rwanda’s competence-based curriculum (CBC) is being put into practice by
synthesizing existing evidence on the strategies used and the challenges encountered by teachers and school
leaders. Drawing on a systematic literature review design, the research collates empirical and theoretical studies,
evaluation reports, and analytical policy documents published since 2010 that focus on CBC implementation in
Rwanda and, where necessary, comparable sub-Saharan African contexts. The review follows explicit
procedures for eligibility screening, multi-database searching, quality appraisal, and thematic synthesis to ensure
a transparent and replicable process. Findings show that a range of context-responsive strategies are being used,
including school-based in-service training, collaborative lesson study, communities of practice, strengthened
instructional supervision, and the gradual adoption of learner-centered pedagogies and, in some settings, smart
learning technologies. At the same time, the literature highlights pervasive challenges such as inadequate teacher
preparation, systemic shortages of teaching and learning resources, curriculum overload, misaligned assessment
practices, socio-cultural and linguistic barriers, and inconsistent instructional leadership. Together, these factors
create an implementation gap between CBC policy intentions and classroom realities. The review concludes that
while meaningful progress is evident, deeper and more coordinated support across teacher development,
curriculum design, leadership, and resourcing is required to achieve the transformative aims of Rwanda’s CBC.

Keywords: Competence-Based Curriculum, Curriculum Implementation, Strategies and Challenges, Systematic
Literature Review, Rwanda Education System

INTRODUCTION

In many education systems, competence-based curricula are reshaping classrooms from places of rote
memorization to environments where learners actively build practical, transferable skills, making effective
implementation a critical global concern (Wellspring Foundation for Education, 2022; University of Rwanda
College of Education, 2015.). Competence-based curriculum (CBC) implementation in Rwanda refers to the
process of translating the national CBC framework into everyday teaching, learning, and assessment practices,
shifting emphasis from the accumulation of theoretical knowledge to the demonstrated performance of skills,
attitudes, and values in authentic contexts (Wellspring Foundation for Education, 2022; University of Rwanda
College of Education, 2015.). This study focuses on the strategies adopted to support CBC implementation such
as teacher training, curriculum support materials, and assessment reforms and the challenges that impede it,
including resource limitations, pedagogical difficulties, and school- and community-level contextual constraints
(MINEDUC, 2025; Rwanda Education Board, 2015; Ndayambaje, 2019).

Globally, many countries have reoriented their curricula towards competence-based approaches to respond to
the demands of globalized economies, rapid technological change, and the need for citizens who can think
critically, solve problems, and adapt to complex realities (University of Rwanda—College of Education, n.d.;
Rwanda Education Board, 2015). International organizations and regional bodies have promoted learner-
centered, skills-oriented curricula that link schooling to labor-market needs, positioning CBC implementation as
a central agenda item in education reform and comparative education research (University of Rwanda College
of Education, 2015.; Rwanda Education Board, 2015; Ndayambaje, 2019). Within this wider movement,
Rwanda’s curriculum reform is recognized as part of a broader sub-Saharan and East African shift towards
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competency-based education intended to improve quality and relevance (University of Rwanda College of
Education, Rwanda Education Board, 2015).

In the Rwandan context, the competence-based curriculum was introduced as a national reform to improve
education quality, align learning outcomes with labor-market demands, and support long-term development
goals such as Vision 2020 and subsequent national strategies (University of Rwanda College of Education,
Rwanda Education Board, 2015). The CBC emphasizes learner-centered pedagogy, integration of key
competences such as literacy, numeracy, communication, ICT, science, and entrepreneurship and the use of
authentic assessments that allow learners to demonstrate what they can actually do (University of Rwanda
College of Education, Rwanda Education Board, 2015). To operationalize these goals, national strategies have
focused on in-service teacher training, revision of teacher education curricula, development of new textbooks
and teacher guides, and expansion of schools and infrastructure to support CBC implementation (MINEDUC,
2025; Rwanda Education Board, 2015; Ndayambaje, 2019).

Despite these efforts, empirical studies and policy analyses indicate that effective classroom-level
implementation of CBC in Rwanda remains challenging (Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018;
Uwanyirigira, 2023). Reported obstacles include limited and uneven access to teaching and learning resources,
inadequate teacher preparation for learner-centered pedagogy, large class sizes, and difficulties in shifting from
traditional examination-driven assessments to competency-based evaluation practices (MINEDUC, 2025;
Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018). As a result, classroom practices in many schools tend to remain
teacher-centered and content-focused, raising concerns about the extent to which the intended goals of the
competence-based curriculum are being realized in practice (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018; Uwanyirigira, 2023).

A review of existing literature shows that many Rwandan and regional studies have centered on describing the
CBC framework, documenting policy intentions, or assessing outcomes in isolated subjects or localities, while
relatively few have systematically analyzed both the concrete strategies used to implement CBC and the day-to-
day challenges encountered across diverse school contexts (Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018).
Where empirical work exists, it often focuses on teacher perceptions or learner performance in specific subjects,
leaving limited evidence on how implementation strategies interact with contextual factors such as school
leadership, resource distribution, and community engagement (Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018;
Uwanyirigira, 2023). This gap justifies a study that explicitly investigates both strategies and challenges of CBC
implementation at school level, drawing on the perspectives of teachers, school leaders, and learners in different
settings (Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018).

A study on “competence-based curriculum implementation in Rwanda: strategies and challenges” is significant
because it can provide context-specific evidence to inform national policy, teacher education, and school-based
improvement plans (Ndayambaje, 2019). By identifying effective strategies, persistent obstacles, and the lived
experiences of key stakeholders, the research can support better design of teacher professional development,
more equitable provision of learning resources, and more coherent assessment and support mechanisms
(MINEDUC, 2025; Rwanda Education Board, 2015; Ndayambaje, 2019). The findings may also contribute to
continental and global debates on competence-based education by offering lessons from Rwanda that can be
compared to reforms in other countries undergoing similar curricular transformations (Ndayambaje, 2019;
Uwanyirigira, 2023).

In conclusion, Rwanda’s competence-based curriculum reform represents a profound shift in educational
philosophy and classroom practice, with the potential to strengthen learners’ skills, employability, and capacity
to contribute to national development when effectively implemented (Rwanda Education Board, 2015). The
extent to which this potential is realized depends on the coherence and adequacy of implementation strategies
and on how practical, pedagogical, and contextual challenges are addressed in real school environments
(MINEDUC, 2025; Ndayambaje, 2019; Ndihokubwayo et al., 2018). Investigating the strategies and challenges
of competence-based curriculum implementation in Rwanda therefore offers a valuable opportunity to generate
evidence that can strengthen the national education system and enrich broader discussions on competency-based
reforms in similar contexts (Ndayambaje, 2019; Uwanyirigira, 2023).
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Research Questions

1. What strategies are used by teachers and school leaders to implement the competence-based curriculum
in Rwandan schools?

2. What challenges do teachers and school leaders face in implementing the competence-based curriculum
in Rwandan schools?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research design

The study adopted a systematic literature review design, which is a rigorous, protocol-driven approach for
identifying, appraising, and synthesizing all relevant research on a clearly defined topic in a transparent and
replicable way. This design is suitable for competence-based curriculum (CBC) implementation because it does
not generate new primary data, but instead collates and integrates findings from existing empirical and theoretical
work spread across journal articles, theses, evaluation reports, and policy documents, allowing patterns,
consistencies, and gaps in the evidence to be identified. By following explicit steps formulating focused research
questions, specifying inclusion and exclusion criteria, conducting systematic searches, critically appraising study
quality, and using structured narrative or thematic synthesis the review design provides an organized way to
handle the growing but fragmented body of CBC literature in Rwanda and comparable sub-Saharan African
settings, thereby producing a comprehensive and trustworthy overview that can inform policy, practice, and
future research.

Eligibility criteria

The eligibility criteria specified which studies were included in, and excluded from, the reviewed to ensure focus
and transparency. The context comprised studies that examined competence-based curriculum or competence-
based learning in Rwanda; if limited evidence was available, closely related work from sub-Saharan Africa that
directly discusses CBC implementation strategies or challenges in basic or secondary education were also
considered. The phenomena of interest was strategies for implementing CBC (such as teacher training, pedagogy,
assessment, resources, and leadership) and (b) challenges or barriers to CBC implementation (such as teacher
capacity, resources, class size, and policy—practice gaps). The review included empirical qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed-methods studies, evaluation reports, and high-quality policy documents that present data or
systematic analysis, published from 2010 onwards in English or French to capture the period of CBC
introduction and early implementation in Rwanda. Opinion pieces without data, purely theoretical work that
does not address implementation, and studies on competence-based approaches only in higher education (unless
explicitly linked to school CBC implementation) were excluded.

Search strategy

The search strategy used a multi-database approach with predefined keywords and Boolean operators to identify
all relevant studies systematically. Searches were conducted in databases such as ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science,
Google Scholar, African Journals Online, and institutional repositories, including those of the University of
Rwanda and the Rwanda Education Board. Core search terms were in combined phrases like “competence-based
curriculum” OR “competency-based curriculum” OR “competence-based learning” AND “Rwanda” AND
(“implementation” OR “strategies” OR “challenges” OR “barriers”), with adjustments for each database’s
requirements. Supplementary searching included snowballing from reference lists of key articles and targeted
searches of relevant organizations such as the Ministry of Education, the Rwanda Education Board, and
development partners working in Rwandan education. All search strings, databases, and search dates were
documented to support replicability of the review.
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Study selection procedure

The study selection procedure followed a transparent, staged process to minimize bias. First, all records retrieved
from the searches were merged into a single database, and duplicate entries were removed during the
deduplication stage. Second, titles and abstracts were screened against the eligibility criteria to exclude clearly
irrelevant studies. Third, full texts of potentially relevant articles were retrieved and assessed in detail to confirm
inclusion or exclusion, and reasons for exclusion at the full-text stage were recorded. Ideally, two reviewers
independently screened studies and resolve disagreements through discussion to reduce selection bias.

Data extraction

Data extraction was carried out using a standardized form (for example, in a spreadsheet) to ensure systematic
and consistent collection of information from each included study. For every study, bibliographic details (author,
year, country, and publication type), the study aims and research questions, and information on context and
participants (such as education level, subject area, region, and stakeholder groups) were recorded.
Methodological details, including design, data collection tools, and sample size, were also captured. The
extraction paid particular attention to findings on strategies used to implement CBC (for example, types of
teacher professional development, classroom practices, assessment reforms, resource provision, and leadership
practices) and findings on challenges or barriers (for example, teacher knowledge and beliefs, workload, large
classes, limited materials, and policy misalignment). Authors’ conclusions and recommendations relevant to
CBC implementation were summarized to support interpretation and implications.

Quality appraisal

Quality appraisal assessed the methodological rigor of each empirical study to inform how much weight its
findings did carried in the synthesis. A suitable critical appraisal checklist, such as an adaptation of CASP or a
similar framework, was applied to consider aspects including clarity of aims, appropriateness of study design,
adequacy of sampling, quality of data collection and analysis, ethical considerations, and acknowledgment of
limitations. Based on these criteria, studies were classified as high, medium, or low quality, and this classification
were used to interpret evidence cautiously rather than to excluded studies solely on quality grounds. High- and
medium-quality studies were emphasized when drawing conclusions, while findings from lower-quality studies
were noted but treated with greater caution.

Data synthesis

Data synthesis used a thematic approach structured around the two research questions. Initially, extracted
findings were read repeatedly and subjected to coding, with codes assigned to text segments that describe CBC
implementation strategies or challenges. These codes were then be grouped into broader themes such as “teacher
professional development strategies,” “learner-centered instructional practices,” ‘“‘assessment reforms,”
“resource constraints,” “teacher capacity gaps,” and “policy and leadership issues.” For Research Question 1
(“What strategies are used...?”), themes describing planned and enacted strategies at classroom, school, and
system levels were synthesized, while for Research Question 2 (“What challenges...?”), themes showing barriers
at teacher, school, community, and policy levels were organized. Where data permit, findings were also
compared across different study types, education levels, and regions within Rwanda to highlight areas of
convergence and divergence in the literature.

Ensuring rigor and transparency

Rigor and transparency were ensured by systematically documenting all stages of the review process and
reflecting critically on potential sources of bias. A PRISMA-style flow diagram was be used to display the
number of records identified, screened, included, and excluded, along with reasons for exclusion at each stage
of the selection process. An audit trail was maintained, including records of search strategies, screening decisions,
coding frameworks, and quality appraisal outcomes, so that the process was traceable and replicable. The review
was also explicitly discussed possible biases, such as language restrictions, limited coverage of grey literature,
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and reliance on published studies, and explained how these factors may have influenced the findings and
conclusions.

Ethical considerations

Because the review used published and publicly available documents, formal ethical approval was usually not
required; however, the study still respect intellectual property and accurately represent authors’ findings without
plagiarism or misquotation. Proper citation and paraphrasing were used consistently in line with APA 7th edition
to acknowledge original authors’ contributions.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE
REVIEW)

Component Description
Research Systematic literature review synthesizing empirical and theoretical evidence on competence-
design based curriculum (CBC) implementation in Rwanda (and closely related sub-Saharan

contexts where necessary).

Review focus | To identify (1) strategies used to implement CBC, and (2) challenges faced in implementing
CBC in Rwandan schools.

Research 1. What strategies are used by teachers and school leaders to implement the CBC in Rwandan
questions schools? 2. What challenges do teachers and school leaders face in implementing the CBC
in Rwandan schools?

Eligibility Inclusion: Studies on CBC/competence-based learning in Rwanda (or comparable African
criteria contexts) that report strategies and/or challenges; empirical qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
methods studies, evaluation reports, and analytical policy documents; published from about
2010 onward; in English/French. Exclusion: Opinion pieces without data; purely theoretical
papers not addressing implementation; studies only on higher education unless linked to

school CBC.
Information Educational and multidisciplinary databases (e.g., ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science), Google
sources Scholar, African Journals Online, national and institutional repositories (e.g., Ministry of
Education, Rwanda Education Board, University of Rwanda), and reference lists of included
studies.

Search strategy | Use predefined keywords and Boolean operators, for example: “competence-based
curriculum” OR “competency-based curriculum” OR “competence-based learning” AND
“Rwanda” AND (“implementation” OR “strategies” OR “challenges” OR “barriers”); adapt
terms for each database and document full search strings and dates.

Study selection | 1) Remove duplicates; 2) Screen titles and abstracts using eligibility criteria; 3) Retrieve and
process screen full texts; 4) Record reasons for exclusion at full-text stage; 5) Summarize selection
in a PRISMA-style flow diagram.

Data extraction | Use a structured form to record: bibliographic details; aims; context and participants; design
and methods; key findings on implementation strategies; key findings on challenges/barriers;
authors’ conclusions and recommendations.

Quiality Critically appraise included empirical studies using an appropriate checklist (e.g., adapted
appraisal CASP): clarity of aims, suitability of design, sampling, data collection, analysis, ethics, and
Page 7193
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limitations; categorize overall quality (e.g., high/medium/low) and use this to weight
evidence in synthesis.

Data synthesis | Conduct narrative/thematic synthesis: code extracted findings; group codes into themes
(e.g., teacher professional development, classroom practice, assessment reforms, resource
constraints, teacher capacity, leadership/policy issues); structure results around the two
research questions and compare patterns across study types and contexts.

Rigor and | Maintain an audit trail of search decisions, screening logs, coding framework, and appraisal
transparency outcomes; use clear tables and a flow diagram; explicitly discuss potential biases (e.qg.,
language, publication bias) and limitations of the review.

Ethics No human participants are directly involved; rely on publicly available sources; ensure
ethical scholarship through accurate citation, careful paraphrasing, and avoidance of
plagiarism.

ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This analysis synthesizes findings from multiple studies on the implementation of Rwanda's Competence-Based
Curriculum (CBC). The literature reveals a concerted national effort to shift from a knowledge-based to a
competence-based educational paradigm, but this transition is characterized by a complex interplay of promising
strategies and persistent, systemic challenges.

Strategies Used by Teachers and School Leaders to Implement the Competence-Based Curriculum

The literature identifies several key strategies employed at the school and local government levels to facilitate
CBC implementation. These strategies can be grouped into four main themes:

Collaborative Professional Development and Peer Learning

A key strategy that has strengthened Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC) implementation in Rwanda is the
shift toward collaborative, school-based models of professional development. School-Based In-Service Training
(INSET) has emerged as one of the most effective mechanisms, as school leaders actively schedule and facilitate
regular INSET sessions that allow teachers to discuss and resolve CBC-related instructional challenges within
their immediate teaching environment (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2023; Nshimiyimana & Andala, 2024). These
sessions contextualize professional learning, enabling teachers to address practical classroom difficulties while
adapting CBC principles to local needs. Another powerful approach has been the use of lesson study cycles.
Evidence from the SIIQS project shows that repeated cycles of collaborative planning, micro-teaching, lesson
revision, and video-based reflection significantly enhanced teachers’ pedagogical skills, resulting in improved
lesson plans and more effective classroom discourse that encouraged higher-order thinking through open-ended
questioning (Mutsinzi et al., 2017). In addition, the establishment of school-based communities of practice has
proven central in sustaining professional dialogue and peer learning. Researchers such as Nsengimana et al.
(2023) recommend these communities as essential for boosting teacher competence and confidence, especially
when supported by Sector Education Officers (SEOs) and school leaders who help sustain continuous, informal
peer coaching and knowledge-sharing structures (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2021). Together, these collaborative
strategies enable ongoing professional learning that is practical, context-responsive, and aligned with CBC
principles.

Instructional Leadership and Monitoring

Instructional leadership has played a critical role in supporting teachers and ensuring effective CBC
implementation, particularly through strengthened supervision and monitoring practices. Studies reveal that
active instructional supervision—where school leaders regularly observe lessons, hold pre-observation
discussions, and provide constructive feedback—significantly enhances teacher competency in lesson planning
and delivery (Nshimiyimana & Andala, 2024). However, research by Nsengumuremyi and Imaniriho (2025)
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highlights persistent weaknesses in this area, noting that inconsistent supervision practices in some schools limit
teachers’ ability to fully implement CBC pedagogy. At a broader level, multi-tiered monitoring systems have
also contributed to the success of CBC rollout. Sector Education Officers (SEOs) collaborate closely with district
education officials and school leaders to provide structured oversight, coaching, and classroom follow-up,
thereby creating an interconnected support network that reinforces curriculum standards across schools
(Ndihokubwayo et al., 2023). Despite these strengths, scholars emphasize the need for increased funding and
logistical support, as SEOs often operate with limited resources. Nonetheless, effective instructional leadership
remains a cornerstone of CBC implementation, ensuring that teachers receive ongoing guidance and
accountability aligned with curriculum goals.

Fostering Learner-Centered Pedagogies

The CBC emphasizes active learning, and teachers across Rwanda have increasingly adopted learner-centered
pedagogies to align instruction with competence-based principles. A prominent strategy has been the deliberate
use of collaborative learning, such as group work and peer discussions, which helps students construct
knowledge collectively and enhances conceptual understanding. Research by Nshimiyimana and Andala (2024)
demonstrates that collaborative learning significantly improved students’ comprehension of mathematics
concepts, particularly through structured group tasks and dialogic engagement. Teachers have also made
concerted efforts to shift from traditional teacher-centered instruction toward methods that enhance student
participation and ownership of learning. Observational findings by Ndihokubwayo et al. (2020) confirm that
learner participation has improved as teachers employ more interactive techniques, including question-and-
answer sessions, problem-solving activities, and practical demonstrations. Additionally, the use of CBC-aligned
teaching materials has facilitated this pedagogical shift. New textbooks designed to promote inquiry,
collaboration, and skill acquisition provide structured activities that guide both teachers and students toward
interactive learning experiences (Ndihokubwayo & Habiyaremye, 2018). Collectively, these strategies reflect a
growing emphasis on environments where learners are active participants and knowledge constructors, rather
than passive recipients.

Leveraging Smart Learning Technologies

Although the availability of digital resources varies across educational settings, the use of smart learning
technologies is emerging as an influential strategy, especially within better-resourced institutions. Smart learning
tools—including digital learning platforms, interactive content, and online assessment systems—have been
shown to enhance student engagement and support competence-based teaching approaches. Tuyizere (2024)
reports that when students use these technologies, their academic competence, motivation, and participation
significantly improve, suggesting that digital tools offer opportunities for richer, more personalized learning
experiences aligned with CBC objectives. These technologies also support learner-centered pedagogy by
enabling self-paced learning, interactive simulations, multimedia learning materials, and immediate feedback
mechanisms. Although widespread integration remains constrained by infrastructural and financial limitations
in many schools, the evidence suggests that smart learning technologies represent a high-potential strategy for
improving teaching effectiveness and strengthening CBC implementation. As Rwanda continues to invest in
digital transformation, such tools may play an increasingly central role in making teaching and learning more
interactive, competency-driven, and future-oriented.

Challenges do Teachers and School Leaders Face in Implementing the Competence-Based Curriculum in
Rwanda

The challenges are more numerous and deeply rooted, often undermining the effectiveness of the strategies
mentioned above. They can be categorized into five critical themes:

Inadequate Teacher Preparedness and Professional Capacity

The most consistently reported challenge in the implementation of the Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC) in
Rwanda is the limited preparedness and professional capacity of teachers to deliver competence-based
instruction. Numerous studies highlight that teachers have received insufficient and often superficial training on
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CBC principles and methods. For instance, Ndihokubwayo et al. (2019), Nsengimana (2021), and Rugamba
(2016) found that many teachers either had not participated in CBC training at all or received only minimal
orientation that did not equip them with a thorough understanding of competence-based pedagogy or cross-
cutting issues. Further evidence from Nsengimana et al. (2023) shows that even teachers who completed training
struggle to grasp the deeper pedagogical shifts required by the CBC. As a result, teachers frequently revert to
familiar, teacher-centered instructional approaches, largely because they lack confidence and practical mastery
of learner-centered or inquiry-based methods (Bizimana, 2025; Dusabimana & Mugabo, 2022). Additionally,
the language of instruction presents a compounding challenge. The transition to English-medium instruction
from Grade 4 has created barriers for teachers who themselves have limited English proficiency, reducing their
ability to effectively engage learners in competence-based activities that require communication, explanation,
and guided inquiry (Dushimumuremyi & Sibomana, 2019; Nsengimana, 2021). Collectively, these factors
indicate that teacher readiness remains a foundational obstacle to successful CBC implementation.

Systemic Resource Constraints

Another significant barrier to effective CBC implementation lies in the systemic shortage of physical,
instructional, and financial resources across schools. Studies consistently show that many schools lack adequate
CBC-aligned teaching and learning materials, including textbooks, teaching aids, and laboratory equipment
necessary for the practical and activity-based learning envisioned under the CBC (Nsengimana, 2021;
Nteziyaremye et al., 2024). These shortages severely restrict teachers’ capacity to implement hands-on, learner-
centered activities, especially in science subjects. Furthermore, inadequate infrastructure compounds the
challenge. A lack of functional science laboratories and insufficient chemical reagents hampers practical
experimentation and the development of scientific competencies among students (Nsengimana, 2021). Funding
gaps further exacerbate the situation. Ndihokubwayo et al. (2023) and Nsengimana (2021) report that CBC
implementation has been undermined by the absence of a dedicated government budget for sustained teacher
training, monitoring, and provision of instructional materials. Without financial commitment to resource
provision and professional development, schools struggle to meet the demands of an ambitious curriculum that
relies on well-equipped learning environments. These systemic constraints reveal a significant disconnect
between curriculum expectations and the realities of classroom conditions.

Curriculum Design and Assessment Issues

The design and structure of the CBC itself present a series of implementation challenges that impede effective
teaching and learning. A recurring concern among teachers is curriculum overload, with multiple studies
indicating that the volume of content is too extensive to be effectively covered within the allocated instructional
time (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2019; Rugamba, 2016). This overload forces teachers to rush through lessons,
thereby compromising the depth and quality of learning, which are central to competence-based approaches.
Additionally, some CBC content—especially in textbooks—has been criticized for being too advanced for
learners at certain grade levels, suggesting that better scaffolding and contextualization are needed to support all
students’ learning (Ndihokubwayo & Habiyaremye, 2018). Bizimana (2025) further identifies a “substantial
mismatch” between the theoretical intent of competence-based education and the practical realities of classroom
implementation, highlighting a persistent design-reality gap that weakens the curriculum’s effectiveness.
Challenges also extend to assessment practices. As Ngendahayo and Askell-Williams (2016) argue, assessments
must shift from memorization-based tasks to authentic, application-focused evaluations that align with CBC
goals. However, limited attention to assessment reform risks undermining the curriculum’s broader objectives.
These issues illustrate that curriculum design and assessment alignment remain critical areas requiring
refinement.

Socio-Cultural and Attitudinal Barriers

Socio-cultural norms and entrenched teacher attitudes present another layer of complexity in CBC
implementation. Several studies reveal that despite policy directives promoting learner-centered approaches,
many teachers continue to prefer traditional, teacher-led instructional methods (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2021,
2023). This resistance is often linked to inadequate training, limited confidence, and the comfort associated with
long-standing pedagogical habits. Cultural influences also shape teaching practices. Bizimana (2025) notes that

Page 7196 www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue XI November 2025

3, S
¢ RSIS ~

Rwandan instructional culture is influenced by a combination of Western educational ideals and African
communal values, creating tensions in the practical application of CBC methodologies. For example, while CBC
emphasizes individual problem-solving and creativity, classroom practices may be influenced by traditions of
collective learning and respect for authority, making it challenging to fully adopt student-driven instruction.
Another socio-cultural barrier relates to language use. Outside of school, the use of English is limited, reducing
learners’ opportunities to practice and reinforce communicative competence—an essential component of CBC
goals (Dushimumuremyi & Sibomana, 2019). These linguistic and cultural factors shape classroom dynamics
and influence the extent to which teachers and students are able or willing to embrace learner-centered,
interactive pedagogy.

Weak Instructional Leadership and Support Systems

Although strong instructional leadership is essential for CBC implementation, inconsistencies and weaknesses
in leadership practices pose significant challenges. Nsengumuremyi and Imaniriho (2025) show that when head
teachers fail to conduct consistent instructional supervision—including pre-lesson conferences, classroom
observations, and feedback sessions—teachers lack the professional support necessary to refine their lesson
planning and pedagogical skills. Weak supervision limits opportunities for coaching, reduces accountability, and
allows ineffective teaching practices to persist. Beyond supervision, teacher involvement in curriculum design
has been minimal, contributing to implementation difficulties. Studies by Ndihokubwayo et al. (2019) and
Rugamba (2016) reveal that teachers felt excluded from the curriculum development process, perceiving the
CBC as a top-down policy imposed without adequate consultation with the practitioners responsible for
implementing it. This lack of ownership reduces teacher motivation, inhibits innovation, and leads to
misunderstandings about curriculum expectations. Combined with broader systemic weaknesses in support
structures, these leadership challenges hinder the consistent and effective application of CBC principles across
schools.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this synthesis reveal that the implementation of Rwanda's Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC)
is a complex, multi-layered process characterized by promising, context-driven strategies that are simultaneously
constrained by deep-rooted systemic and attitudinal challenges. This discussion interprets these findings, arguing
that the interplay between the bottom-up strategies employed by educators and the top-down systemic barriers
creates a critical "implementation gap.” The success of the CBC ultimately hinges on the Rwandan education
system'’s ability to better align national policy ambitions with the realities of classroom capacity and culture.

Interpreting the Strategies: Grassroots Adaptation in the Face of Systemic Constraints

The strategies identified such as school-based INSET, collaborative lesson study cycles, and communities of
practice illustrate more than isolated examples of good practice; they reflect a broader pattern of grassroots
adaptation in the midst of systemic limitations. The reliance on school-level and peer-supported professional
development (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2023; Mutsinzi et al., 2017) indicates that educators are taking initiative to
fill gaps left by insufficient national training structures. These locally driven mechanisms demonstrate significant
agency, cooperation, and resilience among teachers and school leaders, who have recognized the necessity of
building their own professional learning networks to make sense of the Competence-Based Curriculum. At the
same time, this phenomenon points to a national-level weakness in reform planning: the absence of sustained,
centrally funded, high-quality capacity-building programs. As Sector Education Officers (SEOs) struggle with
insufficient resources to support schools effectively (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2023), much of the burden of
continuous professional development shifts to teachers themselves, resulting in practices that are innovative yet
uneven across different regions.

The partial uptake of learner-centered pedagogies further illustrates this mixed pattern of progress and limitation.
Evidence from studies on classroom practice shows that teachers are increasingly incorporating collaborative
learning, interactive activities, and new CBC-aligned textbooks into their instruction (Ndihokubwayo &
Habiyaremye, 2018; Nshimiyimana & Andala, 2024). The documented improvement in learner participation
(Ndihokubwayo et al., 2020) suggests that the philosophical intent of the CBC to cultivate active, independent,
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and engaged learners is gaining traction. This reflects an important milestone, demonstrating that teachers are
not rejecting the curriculum's direction, but are instead experimenting with and adopting some of its pedagogical
principles. From a policy perspective, these behavioral shifts indicate that elements of the reform are indeed
reaching classrooms and shaping teacher practice in meaningful ways.

However, the deeper challenge lies in the incomplete internalization of these methods. Studies show that many
teachers continue to rely on traditional teacher-centered practices despite outwardly incorporating learner-
centered techniques (Bizimana, 2025; Dusabimana & Mugabo, 2022). This suggests that while teachers may be
using group work, problem-solving activities, and improved CBC materials, these practices may be applied in a
superficial or procedural manner rather than as part of a fundamental shift in teaching philosophy. In other words,
teachers may be implementing the forms of learner-centered pedagogy without embracing its core values, such
as positioning students as co-constructors of knowledge and viewing the teacher primarily as a facilitator of
inquiry. This “technical compliance” rather than “transformational change” reflects the broader systemic issues
particularly the weakness of sustained professional development and instructional coaching that inhibit deeper
pedagogical transformation. Without stronger, ongoing national support, these grassroots strategies risk
plateauing, as teachers may not fully develop the confidence, conceptual understanding, and reflective practice
necessary for genuine CBC implementation.

Confronting the Core Challenges: The “Implementation Ecosystem”

The challenges surrounding CBC implementation inadequate teacher preparedness, constrained resources,
curriculum overload, socio-cultural barriers, and inconsistent leadership form a deeply interconnected
“implementation ecosystem” rather than discrete issues. Each challenge reinforces the others, creating a cyclical
and self-perpetuating set of constraints that make meaningful reform difficult to achieve. For example, resource
shortages amplify the effects of poor training, while curriculum overload magnifies teacher resistance and
weakens instructional supervision. Recognizing this interdependence underscores that CBC implementation
cannot be improved through piecemeal interventions; it requires a holistic, systems-level approach that
simultaneously strengthens teacher capacity, curriculum design, leadership, and material support. This
perspective calls for a shift from treating implementation problems as isolated technical deficiencies to
understanding them as symptoms of broader structural and systemic misalignment.

At the center of this implementation ecosystem is teacher preparedness, which functions as the most influential
constraint affecting all other aspects of reform. The inadequate and often superficial training described by
Ndihokubwayo et al. (2019) creates a foundational weakness that cascades across pedagogical practice,
assessment, classroom management, and curriculum interpretation. When teachers lack a deep understanding of
competence-based pedagogy, they are less confident in experimenting with inquiry-based or learner-centered
methods and more likely to revert to traditional modes of instruction. This weakness is intensified by the
language barrier noted by Dushimumuremyi and Sibomana (2019), which limits teachers’ ability to explain
concepts clearly in English and reduces their comfort with open-ended questioning and student-led inquiry.
Consequently, the combination of pedagogical and linguistic insecurity not only affects lesson delivery but also
shapes teachers’ perceptions of the curriculum's feasibility, contributing to broader skepticism about the reform.

Curriculum overload further entrenches these challenges by placing unrealistic demands on teachers, thus
undermining the core intentions of the CBC. As highlighted by Ndihokubwayo et al. (2019) and Rugamba (2016),
teachers consistently report that the volume and complexity of content are unmanageable within the allocated
instructional time. This overload is not merely a technical issue but a structural failure to align curriculum policy
with classroom realities. Faced with pressure to “cover” content, teachers default to teacher-centered,
transmission-based methods, which are incompatible with deep, competency-based learning. The contradiction
creates a form of “policy friction,” where the systemic push for rapid coverage directly contradicts the
pedagogical push for slow, inquiry-oriented learning. This tension mirrors implementation challenges reported
in other contexts, such as China, where ambitious national reforms falter when practical demands exceed
teachers’ capacities or available support.

Socio-cultural and attitudinal barriers further compound the complexities of implementation, often being
misinterpreted as simple teacher resistance. However, when examined within the broader ecosystem of
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inadequate training, curriculum overload, limited resources, and weak involvement in curriculum design, teacher
resistance appears as an understandable and rational response to an unsupported reform (Rugamba, 2016). The
exclusion of teachers from the curriculum development process denies them the opportunity to contribute their
classroom knowledge and undermines their sense of ownership over the reform. As a result, teachers may view
the CBC not as a collaborative professional endeavor, but as an externally imposed mandate that increases
workload without sufficient support. This disconnection between policy planners and practitioners creates an
attitudinal divide that weakens motivation and reduces the likelihood of sustained pedagogical change.
Addressing these socio-cultural dimensions is therefore essential to building a coherent and resilient
implementation ecosystem in which teachers feel empowered, supported, and genuinely invested in the aims of
the curriculum.

The Critical Role of Leadership: The Bridge Between Policy and Practice

The inconsistency of instructional leadership highlighted by Nsengumuremyi and Imaniriho (2025) underscores
the pivotal role that school leaders play in mediating the relationship between national policy expectations and
everyday classroom realities. Effective leadership acts as the essential bridge that connects policy to practice by
translating broad curricular ambitions into actionable guidance, emotional support, and instructional direction
for teachers. When head teachers provide consistent, constructive supervision through pre-observation
conferences, lesson feedback, mentorship, and ongoing pedagogical dialogue they help teachers make sense of
the CBC’s demands and develop the confidence required to adapt to learner-centered pedagogies. This leadership
presence is especially crucial in contexts marked by curriculum overload and limited teacher preparedness, as
school leaders can help teachers prioritize content, model new pedagogical approaches, and create an
environment where innovation is encouraged rather than feared. Strong instructional leadership thus becomes a
compensatory mechanism that buffers systemic weaknesses and supports teachers in navigating the complexities
of reform.

Conversely, when leadership is weak, irregular, or overly compliance-driven, it amplifies all other challenges
within the CBC implementation ecosystem. Teachers become isolated in their struggles, unable to rely on school-
level structures for guidance, feedback, or emotional reassurance. This leadership vacuum is exacerbated by
systemic underfunding of multi-tiered monitoring structures, as noted by Ndihokubwayo et al. (2023), which
signals a national undervaluing of the human and institutional support mechanisms essential for sustainable
educational change. Without adequate resources, Sector Education Officers and school leaders cannot provide
regular coaching, organize professional development, or monitor practice in a meaningful way. As a result,
leadership must be reconceptualized not as a bureaucratic function focused on enforcing compliance, but as a
developmental role centered on capacity building, collaborative problem-solving, and ongoing pedagogical
support. Only by shifting leadership toward a supportive, learning-centered model can Rwanda create the
enabling conditions necessary for deep and lasting CBC implementation.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the Rwandan experience with CBC implementation offers a powerful lesson on the distinction
between curriculum change and curricular transformation. While change is undeniably underway with teachers
adopting new instructional strategies, classrooms being equipped with updated materials, and professional
collaboration becoming more common true transformation remains elusive. The obstacles identified across
studies reveal that deep, systemic implementation is being hindered by persistent capacity gaps, overloaded
content, inadequate training, and inconsistent leadership support. These challenges collectively signal that the
current system, though moving in the right direction, is not yet robust enough to sustain the level of pedagogical
shift envisioned in the CBC reform.

The emerging argument, therefore, is that the strategies identified so far are necessary but not sufficient.
Achieving the CBC’s aspirations of fostering creativity, problem-solving, and adaptability (Ngendahayo &
Askell-Williams, 2016) will require a more harmonized and sustained approach across multiple levels of the
education system. This includes aligning curriculum design with classroom realities by reducing content load
and involving teachers meaningfully in curriculum review; investing in continuous, context-responsive
professional development that moves beyond episodic workshops; strengthening instructional leadership to
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emphasize supportive coaching rather than compliance-driven inspection; and allocating dedicated financial
resources to close gaps in materials, infrastructure, and teacher preparation. Ultimately, the success of the CBC
will depend not on the strength of policy documents, but on the system’s long-term commitment to creating an
enabling ecosystem in which teachers and school leaders can thrive as agents of meaningful and lasting change.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To bridge the gap between the policy ambitions of the Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC) and its practical
implementation in Rwandan classrooms, the following concrete recommendations are proposed for government
bodies, school leaders, teachers, and development partners.

Revise and realign the CBC Documents

To strengthen the CBC, Rwanda should begin by revising and realigning its curriculum documents through a
practical curriculum audit. This process would involve a task force of experienced master teachers systematically
reviewing syllabi and textbooks to identify and reduce content overload, ensuring that core competencies can
realistically be achieved within the available instructional time. Additionally, textbook developers and
curriculum designers should be required to scaffold complex learning activities by breaking them into smaller,
age-appropriate steps, addressing concerns raised by Ndihokubwayo and Habiyaremye (2018) about tasks being
too demanding for learners’ developmental levels.

Overhaul Teacher Professional Development

Teacher professional development should be overhauled by moving away from one-off, cascade-style training
toward a sustained, school-based support model. This would involve allocating dedicated funds for each school
to hold regular peer-led INSET sessions that address real classroom challenges. In addition, the government
should develop and distribute subject-specific teaching kits—such as basic science experiment materials or
language-learning tools like flashcards and role-play guides—to ensure teachers can implement hands-on,
competency-based activities even in low-resource environments.

Strengthen Systemic Support

To reinforce systemic support for CBC implementation, the government should establish a dedicated CBC
Implementation Fund at district and sector levels, ensuring a protected budget for essential needs such as
teaching materials, school-based training, and transport for SEOs to conduct effective monitoring. Additionally,
a national CBC “Help Desk” should be launched as a simple digital platform—such as a WhatsApp group, SMS
service, or online portal—where teachers can seek real-time guidance, share practical solutions, and receive
expert support on implementation challenges.

Institutionalize Collaborative Learning

To institutionalize collaborative learning, schools should protect time for teachers by mandating a weekly
“Collaborative Planning Hour,” allowing subject or grade-level teams to jointly plan lessons, create resources,
and review student progress, similar to effective lesson study practices. Additionally, schools should develop a
“Model Lesson” bank by recording short video clips of teachers demonstrating successful learner-centered
techniques—such as guiding group discussions or using local materials for science activities—and sharing these
clips during staff meetings to provide practical, peer-led training support.

Start Small with Learner-Centered Methods

Teachers can begin implementing learner-centered approaches using simple, low-preparation technigques such as
“Think-Pair-Share,” where students first think individually, then discuss with a partner, and finally share with
the class, which increases participation without requiring complex planning. Additionally, teachers can leverage
local resources for hands-on learning—for example, using local plants for biology experiments, bottles and water
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for physics activities, or product labels from students’ homes to build English vocabulary—making lessons
practical, relevant, and resource-efficient.

Align Support with Identified Gaps

To address the most pressing CBC implementation needs, funding should prioritize “resource-light” initiatives,
such as producing and distributing low-cost teaching kits and maintaining the model lesson video banks
described earlier. In addition, schools and districts should support contextualized action research led by teachers
to explore specific local challenges—for example, investigating effective strategies for teaching CBC in large
P5 classes—and disseminate the findings across schools to inform practical, evidence-based improvements.
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