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Preface

The Curriculum Problem

What a society should teach their children is one of those nasty but wonderful problems
that is impossible o solve and impossible to avoid. We can’t teach everything. It’s too much.
On the other hand, if as a society we try to wash our hands of the problem, it just shows up
elsewhere. Parents, individually and in their various groups—ethnic, religious, geographical,
occupational, and so on—now face the very same problem. There’s no avoiding the need to
choose. Somehow, through its institutions, society must select from the unimaginably vast
store of human knowledge and the immense expanse of arts, crafts, and techniques some
few precious things that can be taught and learned in childhood.

From a strictly rational perspective the problem looks hopeless. What criteria should we
use! If we think of the welfare of society, should we teach for military might, material well-
being, political unity, religious salvation, or cultural excellence? If we think of the welfare
of individual students, which virtues should we emphasize—health, courage, kindness,
learning, wisdom, or happiness! What tough questions! Can there be a rational, objective
way to decide such questions?

When we look at the problem socially and culturally, though, it looks trivial, at least
for stable traditional societies. We teach our children what our parents taught us—our
language, customs, history, religion, arts, crafts, industries, and so on. We might have to
consider whether our generation should add something to the curriculum for the next
generation, but this is a kind of question of customs that our traditional institutions manage
easily. The conclusion of this line of thought is that social and cultural change make the
curriculum problem hard. Stability makes it easy.

Anmerican society is the most dynamic society ever, so solving the curriculum problem
is especially hard for us. That we are a multicultural society in which many individuals and
communities follow traditional ways of life, many different traditions, makes the problem
of finding a national curriculum that much harder. That we are immersed in an ever-
accelerating global economy in an ever-shrinking world makes it not only harder but also
more urgent.

Curriculum problems today are closer to the heartbeat of American society than they
have ever been. They are central to our economic welfare, to the vitality of our democratic
political institutions, to the vexing problem of the place of religion in public life, and to the
character of our intellectual and cultural life. As the social fabric is stretched and ripped by
change, innovators call for a new curriculum to prepare children for the New World while
traditionalists call for repair and restoration. Who are we? Who do we want our children to
be? What kind of world shall we prepare our children for?

The urgency and importance of curriculum problems is greater than ever before.
Americans are not going to turn these problems over to professionals, but professional
roles are crucial nevertheless. Professional curriculum expertise will be needed to solve
these problems. The need for sound professional curriculum work is greater than ever.
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Who is this Book for?

1 wrote this book for readers who want to improve what teachers teach and students learn
in American classrooms and schools. 1 imagined that some readers would be brought to
the study of curriculum by passion and some by professionalism. A passion for helping high
school students lean to use their minds in powerful ways brought me to it many years
ago. Your passion will probably be different. Perhaps you have a passion for improving the
lives of children or for social justice, community, self-expression, multiculturalism, the arts,
languages, history, writing, mathematics, science, technology, religion, or similar ideals.
Perhaps it is professionalism more than passion that brings you to the study of curriculum.
You may be studying it to prepare to be a counselor, principal, teacher educator, state
or federal education official, evaluator, researcher, or the like. Some authority may have
required you to take a course in curriculum for your degree or professional certification.
Both passion and professionalism are commendable motives for curriculum work. One of
the themes of the book is that passion and professionalism enhance each other and that
effective curriculum work requires both.

The reader I have kept primarily in mind already has some experience with curriculum
matters. The more experience you have had, the better. You have at least worked with
a curriculum as a classroom teacher. You may have seen an innovative curriculum being
planned and may even have participated in making or implementing one. You want to
make a difference. You want your curriculum work to succeed. You want the curriculums
you work on to turn out as you intended rather than to backfire or morph into something
you don't recognize. You want them to last, to grow, to spread, and not to be erased by
the next wave of change. You want to make a difference, but you don’t want to commit
a blunder that disrupts your school or ignites a controversy that divides your school or
community.

I think of people who do curriculum work in schools as the primary professionals in
curriculum, for they are the ones whose work most directly affects what students experience.
Their job titles may be teacher, lead teacher, head teacher, department chair, principal,
assistant or associate principal, head, supervisor, director or coordinator of curriculum, or
assistant or associate superintendent, but they do curriculum work. This book is primarily
for them. It is also for other curriculum professionals whose work informs, enhances, and
supports theirs—teacher educators, curriculum developers, curriculum reformers, theorists,
scholars, researchers, and teachers of professional courses in curriculum.

Most readers will be teachers or former teachers, but some will have come to curriculum
studies by a different path. Parents working to improve their child’s school, school liaisons
from community organizations, volunteers on loan from industry, and scholars or researcher
interested in applying their expertise to curriculum questions have all made important
contributions to curriculum. If any of these descriptions fit you, this book should help you
achieve your professional goals.

Why this Book?

Graduate students and teachers of introductory graduate courses in curriculum have many
textbooks to choose from, so who needs another one? During three decades of teaching
graduate courses in curriculum, 1 have struggled to find a book that adequately introduces
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the subject to serious professionals at the graduate level. I found many impressive books
on curriculum theory that say little or nothing about curriculum practice and many well-
written books for practitioners that leave out theory and research or give them a lick and
a promise. In teaching I have tried to make the best of the situation by giving in-depth
attention to a few curriculum problems using original curriculum documents, then adding a
few lectures about more general themes. This approach has many benefits but it sacrifices the
broad, comprehensive understanding that I feel is vital for responsible curriculum practice
and scholarship.

In the 10 years [ spent writing the first edition of Fundamentals of Curriculum, published
in 1990, I tried to write the book that [ wanted to teach with—an introduction that is
comprehensive, scholarly, and professional. I have used the first edition of the book in
teaching many times since then and corresponded with colleagues who have used it. My
confidence in the vision of curriculum studies that informed the first edition has grown.
This revised edition has given me a welcome opportunity to clarify and extend this vision.

What’s Distinctive About this Book?

Four words sum up the distinctive qualities of this book: comprehensive, rigorous, practical,
and professional.

Comprehensive

This book is comprehensive in that it acquaints readers with the major schools of thought,
the major value systems, the major lines of activity, and the major forms of inquiry in the
field. Clearly, it is impossible to cover the field of curriculum studies in one volume. It is not
even possible in one volume merely to mention all of the important types of work. A single
volume can, however, be comprehensive in the sense of providing an entry into all the
major forms of thought, inquiry, and practice. Readers may not find between these covers
everything that will be important to them in their study of curriculum, but they should at
least meet the important things and find out how they can learn more about them.

Rigorous

The book is rigorous in several ways. First, it cites and describes the most rigorous research
and scholarship on curriculum questions. Every chapter presents research relevant to the
topic of the chapter. Second, it uses research and scholarship to ground discussions of
curriculum questions. Discussions of teaching with a curriculum are grounded in research
on teaching, discussions of curriculum development by research on development, and so
on. Third, in Chapter 5 on curriculum studies it introduces readers to the considerations
involved in doing rigorous studies of curriculum questions.

I believe strongly that the introductory graduate level course in curriculum should in-
troduce students to research and scholarship. Some programs leave research for advanced
seminars in later years. | think that inquiry is so central to curriculum studies that it is
not possible to introduce the subject adequately without it. The sooner students about to
enter the field encounter research and scholarship, the sooner they can begin developing
the skills and knowledge they will need to design and catry out studies that meet rigorous
standards of inquiry.
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Many curriculum questions are deep and difficult. Curriculum work is multivalued, com-
plex, and varied. There are no recipes, no formulas. | have tried to acknowledge the difficul-
ties and tried not to oversimplify. On the other hand, scholars and researchers sometimes
increase the difficulties with technical terminology and unnecessary abstraction. | have
done my best to minimize these and to write in a clear, straightforward style accessible to
any college graduate.

Practical

This book is practical in two senses of the term. First, it is focused on curriculum practice.
Theory, research, and other important facets of curriculum studies are presented as vitally
important to practice, but the primary subject of the book is what teachers and others do that
students experience. The book is practical also in a more philosophical sense. Philosophers
since Aristotle have distinguished between theoretical questions whose object is finding
the truth and practical questions whose object is deciding what to do. This book takes the
fundamental questions of curriculum studies to be practical questions and the primary task
of curriculum inquiry to be informing decisions about what to do.

This focus on the practical runs against prevailing trends to focus on theory in Cur-
riculum Studies. Over the past scholarly generation, the focus on curriculum improvement
that formerly characterized the field of curriculum has shifted to a focus on theory. Pinar,
Reynolds, Slattery, and Taubman in Understanding Curriculum (1995) state that the curricu-
lum field “is no longer preoccupied with development. .. [T}he field today is preoccupied
with understanding. .. . It is necessary to understand the contemporary field as discourse,
as text, and most simply but profoundly as words and ideas” {p. 7). The discourse that
preoccupies the curriculum field today is primarily about values. Purpel and Shapiro in
Beyond Liberation and Excellence: Reconstructing the Public Discourse on Education (1995),
for instance, write about preparing teachers “who reflect on, and understand, the broader
human and social purposes of what they do” and have “consciousness and conscience about
the fundamental values that [they are] trying to initiate in the classroom” (pp. 109-110).
Theorists such as Beyer and Apple in The Curriculum: Problems, Politics, and Possibilities
(1998) reject technique as a focus for curriculum studies. They maintain that curriculum
studies should focus on “what should be taught and why we should teach it” rather than on
“problems associated with how to organize, build, and above all now, evaluate curriculum”
(p- 3).

Discourse about ideas and values is undoubtedly an important part of curriculum studies.
Advancing curriculum discourse is commendable and important. But “inveterate, unexam-
ined, and mistaken reliance on theory,” to quote Schwab’s (1970) memorable indictment,
ducks the central question every practitioner faces: “What should I do?” The theorist who
provides a valuable new way to think about a curriculum question only leads practitioners
part of the way to an answer to this practical question. As this book will show through
many examples, theory does not solve curriculum problems, it only provides a resource for
those who would solve them. Responsible practitioners armed with a good theory must still
reason and experiment a great deal more to settle on a justified action. If curriculum studies
does not help them with this necessary work, who will?

A further difficulty with so much reliance on theory is the proliferation of theories.
Theorists have created so many plausible, interesting theories that the most dedicated
scholar working full time could not even read them all. The field has no means to test
theories and anyway a whole generation of researchers would not have time to test them
all. With new theories published every month and no generally accepted way to judge
their relative quality and value, practicing curriculum professionals can only shake their
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heads in bewilderment. To make matters worse, curriculum theorists have splintered into
special interest groups that take particular perspectives—feminist, critical, postmodern,
deconstructionist, Deweyan, Jungian, Lacanian, and the like—and each group speaks to its
own concerns.

A practical perspective is one way to rescue curriculum studies from its current predica-
ment. Theory’s inherent shortcomings do not matter so much when we treat theory as a
resource for reasoning about practical problems rather than as the answer to theoretical
problems. This book treats curriculum theories with great respect. It shows readers how to
critically analyze and assess curriculum theories and how to use theories of many kinds in
many ways to enhance decisions and inform actions. But its focus is practical.

Professional

This book’s approach to curriculum matters is professional in the narrow sense that it is
designed to prepare readers for professional roles doing curriculum work. It is also professional
in another sense that is moral and ethical. Professionals serve their client’s interest, not their
own interest and not the interest of other groups to which they may belong. In public schools,
the curriculum professional’s client is the local public and so the curriculum professional
is obligated to serve the public interest. Throughout the book, | assume that readers will
be looking for actions that they can justify as being in the public interest, whether they
personally prefer those actions or not.

Finding the public interest can be difficult when the public is divided, and curriculum
professionals often find themselves embroiled in controversy. Professional ideals obligate
them to act fairly toward all sides, even though they may passionately favor one party. Many
curriculum professionals want to lead in making curriculum improvements. Some even
speak of themselves as “change agents.” This causes no problems when leaders persuade
the interested parties and work through established institutions to secure public approval
for curriculum initiatives. But professionals overreach when they act on their own beliefs
alone and undertake initiatives regardless of public support.

Questions about professional obligations and the public interest can be quite complex
but some things are clear. Professionals as a rule only make curriculum decisions within the
boundaries set by public policy. The public does not cede to professionals the authority to
make curriculum policy. They expect professionals to follow public policy or else resign.
The opinions of professionals carry extra weight beyond that of other participants in cur-
riculum decisions only when they have greater expertise and then only to the extent that
local leaders acknowledge this expertise. In short, the curriculum professional is a public
servant, not a free agent. Still, as this book shows, professionals can have great power and
influence in curriculum matters by virtue of their expertise and the trust they earn from
other stakeholders.

Organization of the Book

This book consists of two parts, Perspectives and Practice. The five chapters of Part ],
Perspectives, look at curriculum from five fundamental perspectives that every professional
needs to understand: curriculum work, traditions of curriculum practice, curriculum theo-
ries, curriculum reforms, and curriculum studies. Chapter 1, Curriculum Work, answers the
question “What is curriculum?” by looking at the curriculum work that teachers, school
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leaders, curriculum specialists, and others do. Chapter 2, Traditions of Curriculum Practice,
presents an historical tour of the curriculum of American schools from colonial times to the
present. Chapter 3, Curriculum Theory, focuses on the main ideas and visionary ideals that
guide Americans’ thinking and action on curriculum questions. Chapter 4, Curriculum
Reform, takes a close look at the biggest, noisiest, most visible, and perhaps the most
significant—although that’s disputed—phenomenon associated with curriculum, the re-
form movement. Chapter 5, Curriculum Studies, introduces the most important varieties of
inquiry that scholars and researchers undertake in studying curriculum questions. Together
these chapters review the major ways of thinking about curriculum and doing curriculum
work.

Part II, Practice, applies the ideas in Part I to important curriculum challenges that arise
when people try to improve curriculums in schools and classrooms. Chapter 6, Curriculum
Practice, describes what'’s involved in teaching with a curriculum and sustaining an existing
curriculum in a school. Those who would change practice need to appreciate what it takes
to maintain it. Chapter 7, Teaching with a Curriculum, treats the curriculum problems
that arise for teachers in the normal life of classtooms. Chapter 8, Improving Classroom
Curriculum, explores approaches to help teachers make major changes in their classroom
curriculum. Chapter 9, Improving School Curriculum, explores the challenges principals
and other school curriculum leaders face in making major improvements in a school’s
curriculum.

Each chapter includes several features. Each opens with a quotation and a set of guiding
questions. I suggest that you reflect on these before you read each chapter. The main body
of each chapter is written for you to tead as if it were an essay. Each has an argument or
story with a beginning, a middle, and an end. At the end of each chapter is a section called
“Questions and Projects” that suggests inquiries you might pursue to carry the ideas in that
chapter into your own professional life. Some of these suggest applying the ideas to concrete
school situations you face. Others suggest ways that you could do studies that contribute
to the knowledge and resources of the curriculum profession. Some can be completed in a
couple of hours and others could be dissertations or even the work of a lifetime. Each chapter
ends with an essay called “Further Studies” that recommends reading, Web resources, and
other ways to study more about the topic.

New in the Revised Edition

This revised edition is a thorough reworking of the first edition that preserves its essential
message and basic structure while changing most of the words. The number of chapters is
reduced from 13 to 9 and the number of pages reduced almost as much. The text is leaner
and simpler. The book is more tightly focused on the ideas, arguments, and examples that [
believe are essential learning for anyone entering the study of curriculum. I have integrated
the findings of many excellent studies done in the intervening decade, updating the book
and at the same time strengthening it as an introduction to research and scholarship in
curriculum studies. I focused the book more tightly on the concerns of primary curriculum
professionals. I cut chapters on curriculum development and curriculum policy even though
these are very important topics for the educational community at large because they were
less central to the concerns of curriculum professionals and scholars. I clarified the practical,
professional approach that is the book’s main message. | also updated examples, references,
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and recommended reading. The revised edition is a new book that should be feel quite
familiar to those who knew the first edition.

A note on terminology may be helpful. In this book the plural of curriculum is curricu-
lums, not curricula. Both are correct, but the standard English plural sounds better to me
than the Latin, and it’s less pretentious and simpler. I've used a variety of terms to describe
the roles of people who work with curriculum—curriculum worker, curriculum professional,
curriculum leader, curriculum specialist, curriculum expert, and others. The choice I make
among such terms in any particular case is usually not significant. The variety simply reflects
the variety of roles occupied by people who work on curriculum matters. Similarly, [ use
curriculum work, curriculum practice, curriculum leadership, and a variety of related terms
to describe curriculum related activities.

Suggestions for Teaching and Learning with the Book

Specifics are the things I've wished that I could put in this book but could not without
writing in hypertext. Curriculum questions come to life fully only when we see specific
people acting in real events in authentic settings. It’s up to the readers of this book and
their teachers to supply these specifics. Use the material in the book as a starting point for
thinking about a specific situation. Read about traditions of curriculum practice in the book,
and then use what you learn to examine traditions of practice in some situation you know
well—rural schools in the Midwest, beginning reading, teacher preparation, girls’ schools,
New York City schools. Read about theories in the book and compare them to ideas you
have heard. Do you recognize any family resemblance to progressive ideas or traditional
ones, to Noddings’ ideas about caring or Gardner’s about multiple abilities?

Before you read, think about situations you have experienced or heard or read about
that fit the content of the chapter. What did people do in those situations and how did the
actions turn out! Think about educational problems you face now or anticipate facing. To
what extent and in what ways do these questions apply to your present problems? Reflect on
or better still write about your response to the quotation. Jot brief answers to the questions
at the beginning of the chapter. This will prompt you to consider what you already know
and believe about this subject.

If your schedule permits you to read a chapter at a single sitring, that would be best.
A quick reading followed by re-study of those sections that seem most novel or difficult
would be ideal. Read actively! As you read, apply the ideas to situations you know from
personal experience and to problems you face now or anticipate facing. As you encounter
key ideas, mark those that are new to you as well as those that are familiar but important.
Make judgments. Disagree. Mark ideas that you think are wrong, dangerous, dubious, or
worthless. If you have a chance to discuss these ideas with others, compare notes on your
judgments.

After you read a chapter, note what you’ve learned from that chapter that may be
important to you. Note, too, what questions you have now as a result of reading the chapter.
Finally, keep a personal learning agenda listing things you've encountered that you'd like
to learn more about later. You may not have an opportunity to learn them just then, but
keeping a personal learning agenda will help you remember later what you thought was
important. No single book can provide an adequate foundation for a career in curriculum.
This one is only an introduction. The essay “Further Study” can guide you to sources for
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independent reading. I hope you find your work with Fundamentals of Curriculum to be
personally and professionally challenging and meaningful.

Palo Alto, California
September 2001
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