
that content should be taught. Culturally relevant education proponents not 
only put a premium on knowledge; they also value how that knowledge is being 
learned.

It is well settled that when delivering a speech, the speaker must tailor his 
message to the audience. The most successful speakers focus on the traits and 
characteristics of their audience members in order to determine the best way 
to connect with them, which in turn, helps them get their message across more 
effectively. This is not much different from the foundational elements of cultur-
ally relevant education. Under culturally relevant education, students are placed 
at the center. They are the focus. Teachers find the best ways to deliver their 
message to their particular students. With culturally relevant education, the req-
uisite knowledge is learned and, most importantly, the learning experience is 
richer and will make our children better students in school and in life.

Further Readings: Delpit, L., 1995, Other people’s children: Cultural conflicts in the classroom, 
New York: The New Press; Gay, G., 2000, Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, 
and practice, New York: Teachers College Press; Kleinfield, J., 1975, Effective teachers of 
Eskimo and Indian students, School Review, 83(2), 301–344; Ladson-Billings, G., 1994, 
The dreamkeepers:Successful teachers of African American children, San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass; Tharp, R. G., Estrada, P., Dalton, S. S., & Yamauchi, L., 2000, Teaching transformed: 
Achieving excellence, fairness, inclusion, and harmony, Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Patricia Espiritu Halagao

Curriculum

There is a sense in which the sum total of what is taught in school, which 
for the moment we can think of as the curriculum, is ignored as a debatable 
topic as educational theorists and practitioners worry more about how to teach, 
how to group, how to find and organize materials, how to assess, and how to 
report results for what is assumed should be taught because it is included in 
the textbook, the curriculum guide, or district or state directives that were is-
sued just recently or during some long-ago period. That is, the critical exami-
nation of the actual academic content, skills, dispositions, appreciations, and 
ways of learning to be planned, designed, taught, and assessed in an educa-
tional setting is taken for granted, approached as unproblematic, and accepted 
as the conventional and commonsensical wisdom, not the object of thorough 
and sustained scrutiny. Books and articles that tout “best practices” of curricu-
lum design and organization and instructional and assessment strategies help 
teachers and administrators to do better what presumably needs to take place 
in the classroom.

On the other hand, a careful examination of educational discourse and poli-
cymaking, starting from the early years of the twentieth century—contained in 
scholarly books and journals as well as countless articles that appear in popular 
newspapers and magazines—belies this sense of consensus about and lack of 
attention to substantive issues of curriculum. Indeed, it is not uncommon for 
the title of this collection or something very much like it to be referred to in 
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headlines that highlight the contested terrain that is curriculum work, as in a 
recent article in the Wall Street Journal that announced one content area (sex 
education) as having become the “latest school battleground.” If “culture wars” 
exist, as many scholars and media pundits would have us believe, they involve 
not just political parties, professional organizations, and national and commu-
nity interest groups, but our classrooms as well.

Put simply, there exists a universe of knowledge, skills, etc., from which to 
select a relatively small amount to comprise a curriculum; the curriculum can 
be planned and organized in a variety of ways; deliberations about curriculum 
choices can take many different forms and involve many different stakehold-
ers; and the results of what we plan for and do in the classroom can be assessed 
in a range of ways, with regard to both its educational and sociopolitical rami-
fications. There continues, always, somewhere to be many choices to make, 
and there is much contention, even if in partially stifled voices, about whether 
or not we are resolving curriculum questions—of content selection, for exam-
ple—in the best, most effective and most equitable ways for/in a democratic 
society.
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Selections from the History of American Curriculum

1870s–1890s

	 •	 Mental discipline theory and faculty psychology (Yale Report, 1828)
	 •	 Humanistic tradition (C. W. Eliot, W. T. Harris)
	 •	 Herbartians (C. DeGarmo, F. and C. McMurry)
	 •	 Committee of Ten Report, 1893

1900s–1930s

	 •	 Child Study Movement (G. S. Hall)
	 •	 �Social Efficiency and Scientific Curriculum Making (F. Bobbitt, W. W. Charters, R. 

Finney, D. Snedden)
	 •	 The Project Method and Activity Curriculum (L. T. Hopkins, W. H. Kilpatrick)
	 •	 �NEA Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education, Cardinal Principles 

Report, 1918
	 •	 Progressive Education Association
	 •	 John Dewey (Democracy and Education and Experience and Education)
	 •	 Social Reconstructionism (T. Brameld, G. Counts, H. Rugg)

1940s–1950s

	 •	 Essentialism (Council for Basic Education, W. Bagley)
	 •	 Life Adjustment Education (C. Prosser)
	 •	 Structure of the Disciplines (J. Bruner, P. Phenix, J. Schwab)
	 •	 �The Tyler Rationale and Behavioral Objectives (R. Gagne, J. Popham, R. Tyler)



1960s–1980s

	 •	 �Open Education and Radical Criticism (S. Ashton-Warner, G. Dennison, J. Holt, 
H. Kohl, J. Kozol, A. S. Neill, C. Silberman)

	 •	 Career Education (S. P. Marland)
	 •	 �Back to Basics and Academic Excellence (A Nation At Risk, M. Adler, W. Bennett, 

E. D. Hirsch)
	 •	 �Critical and Feminist Theories (J. Anyon, M. Apple, H. Giroux, M. Greene, M. Grumet, 

J. Macdonald, N. Noddings, W. Pinar)
	 •	 �Multiculturalism (J. Banks, G. Gay, C. Grant, C. McCarthy, S. Nieto, C. Sleeter)

1990s–2000s

All of the above . . .  and, for example: arts-based education; “at-risk” programs; authen-
tic assessment; brain research; character education; cognitive pluralism; computer-based 
education; concept-based education; constructivism; cooperative learning; critical thinking; 
curriculum integration; democratic schooling; distance learning; ecological education; gay-
lesbian-bisexual studies; gifted education; globalization; high-stakes standardized testing; 
HIV/AIDS education; inclusive education; multi-age classrooms; multiple intelligences; 
national standards; No Child Left Behind Act; poststructuralist and postmodern theories; 
religion-based education and spirituality; school-university partnerships; school vouchers 
and charter schools; shared decision making; whole language; etc.

Differences of Definition

Several different areas of controversy regarding curriculum can be identi-
fied, starting with its very definition. While arguments about definition can 
seem stodgy and irrelevant to what takes place in the classroom, in fact the 
way one conceives of curriculum can have a significant impact on its study 
and practice. The fact that there are estimated to be more than 120 definitions 
in the professional literature, taking us well beyond the word’s Latin root of 
“racecourse,” perhaps testifies to the importance and variance of its basic char-
acteristics.

Thus, for example, James Popham and Eva Baker’s well-known definition 
in Systematic Instruction stresses “all planned learning outcomes for which 
the school is responsible.” Such a definition places a priority on what has been 
planned and what can be determined to be learned. Curriculum developers and 
evaluators (and scholars) would have such characteristics uppermost in their 
minds when studying, planning, organizing, and assessing the curriculum. But 
what about what occurs and is observable in classrooms that are not planned, 
e.g., what are often referred to as “teachable moments”? Do they have no signifi-
cance with regard to student learning and what can be considered part of the 
curriculum that students experience? And what about those experiences that are 
planned (or unplanned) for which learning outcomes are not easily determined, 
especially in the short run, such as appreciations and more expressive ways of 
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learning? Should they be excluded from consideration and perhaps downplayed 
with regard to their potential educational value?

Another definition focuses on all experiences children have under the guid-
ance of teachers, which de-emphasizes the planned and at the same time speci-
fies the teacher’s role. Some might argue that the experiences students have in 
school that are not under the direct guidance of teachers should also be con-
sidered (and assessed) as part of the curriculum, for example, what occurs in 
playgrounds, hallways, cafeterias, and the like. Some curriculum scholars posit 
curriculum as the interrelated complex set of plans and experiences that stu-
dents have under the guidance of the school. This definition highlights “plans” 
but does seem to allow for the unplanned (experiences) as well (though what 
exactly is meant by “interrelated” is unclear). Moreover, it does not specify the 
teacher as the only school participant who is involved with what can be consid-
ered the curriculum, placing the emphasis instead on what “a student under-
takes.” Anyone adopting such a definition, then, will give careful attention to all 
experiences that students have in school, which will include more than just what 
the teacher does in the classroom.

Another definition was offered almost 100 years ago by J. Franklin Bobbitt in 
his book, The Curriculum (1918), which is generally recognized to be the first 
textbook focused specifically on “curriculum.” For Bobbitt, the curriculum was 
“that series of things which children and youth must do and experience by way 
of developing abilities to do the things well that make up the affairs of adult 
life; and to be in all respects what adults should do” (p. 42; emphasis in origi-
nal). This definition implies a broadening of the scope beyond what takes place 
directly in school. At the same time, it specifically fosters the notion that the 
curriculum should be primarily (or exclusively) about “abilities to do things.” 
Enhanced understandings and deeply held appreciations, for example, are ap-
parently not included. In addition, preparing for “the affairs of adult life” is pri-
mary, rather than, for example, what children are experiencing (or reflecting 
about) currently in their lives or critically examining social conditions. This 
definition also appears to assume that there is a consensus about the things that 
all “children and youth must do and experience,” that is, what the most impor-
tant “affairs of adult life” actually are and what specifically “adults should do.” 
All aspects of a definition have serious repercussions not only for one’s view of 
what is (should be) taught and evaluated in school but also with regard to what 
researchers might emphasize in their own work in addressing the curriculum. 
If one accepts Bobbitt’s definition, much time needs to be spent in determining 
the specific “things” that children and youth must learn to do in school and how 
they align with what adults presumably should do.

There are many other definitions of curriculum that could be considered. The 
point is that the curriculum is an applied field of inquiry whose very definition 
has been a “battleground” of sorts, with significant implications for the way one 
determines school knowledge as well as approaches to teaching, learning, and 
evaluation. The definition one adopts also sets parameters for the kind of re-
search that is most meaningful, including the extent to which one attends to the 
hidden curriculum (i.e., institutional norms and values not openly acknowledged 
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by school officials that are in fact immersed in classrooms and schools) and the 
null curriculum (i.e., subject matter and ways of learning that are not selected to 
be a part of school life). It can even indicate whether or not the exclusive focus 
of one’s attention should be on the classroom or school life in general, or, per-
haps, broader institutional and discursive practices, structures, images, and ex-
periences that go beyond the school setting. Different conceptions, while in the 
background of debates, do lead to significant differences regarding curriculum 
study, development, implementation, and assessment.

The Struggle over the Curriculum

As Herbert Kliebard (2004) makes clear, the historical struggle over the cur-
riculum, including its definition, has involved a variety of competing interest 
groups. Their debates, sometimes quite heated in the scholarly writings and 
popular journals of the field, have focused on a number of related, crucial issues, 
for example the nature and effects of societal forces, the nature of learners and 
learning, the nature of subject matter, and the purposes of schooling.

One of the fundamental questions of curriculum deliberation, though not 
always explicitly articulated, involves the extent to which and how the curricu-
lum should respond to social change. For example, throughout the past cen-
tury various educators and others have expressed concerns about the lessening 
influence of the family and the church. Should the school be expected to play 
a more expansive role in children’s lives, such as regarding what is taught in 
the classroom? Should the curriculum focus on aspects of daily life that other 
institutions previously could be expected to address, for example involving per-
sonal character, physical health, and domestic affairs? Likewise, concerns about 
economic and technical-scientific changes have convinced some educators that 
the curriculum should place a high priority on preparing students for work (vo-
cational skills), for utilizing the latest technologies, and for proficiency in math-
ematics and science. Others have been more concerned with what they perceive 
to be a significant decrease in civic participation and have advocated a curricu-
lum that places more emphasis on the active and critical engagement of social 
issues and problems.

Another broad issue involves the extent to which children should be involved 
in their own learning experiences, that is, in directly helping to plan them or 
at least to have their personal interests and concerns providing guidance when 
planned by others. Some educators have argued that active engagement with 
activities and materials, so that children initiate and direct (construct) their own 
understandings, is in fact necessary for authentic learning to take place. If so, 
then the curriculum would need to be organized with the learners’ experiences 
uppermost in mind. Standardized content and a top-down design approach 
would be downplayed and flexibility, creativity, and direct student (and teacher) 
involvement would be expected.

Issues involving the nature of subject matter for schools have also been in-
tensely addressed during the last century. For example, some have argued strongly 
for curriculum to follow the structures of the recognized and longstanding 
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academic disciplines, building on the work done by recognized scholars over 
several centuries. Thus, children might study the discipline of history and in 
essence become “junior historians” at a young age. Others have argued that sub-
ject matter needs to be more broadly conceived and made more “relevant” to 
learners; thus, it is argued, a field like social studies that focuses on citizenship 
rather than the discipline of history would be more appropriate for a population 
of students who are not necessarily college bound. And others have suggested 
a more integrated approach to curriculum, with multidisciplinary content and 
skills being brought to bear on projects or social problems that children are 
studying and that may be of more personal interest to them.

Finally, the larger social purpose of schooling has always been a matter of 
considerable dispute. What is the primary goal that schools should aspire to? 
Is it extensive knowledge of the academic disciplines; critical understanding of 
the social and natural worlds; advanced literacy skills; development of the full 
range of intelligences; preparation for adult careers; advanced reasoning and 
problem-solving abilities; active involvement in democratic citizenship; a pas-
sion for learning and self-understanding; or some other overall aim? Indeed, to 
what extent should there even be predetermined goals toward which curriculum 
decisions should be directed? Such fundamental questions can lead to very dif-
ferent perspectives on what the curriculum is, what it is for, and how it should be 
determined.

There were at least four interest groups during the first half of the twentieth 
century that competed for supremacy in the determination of the curriculum 
(Kliebard, 2004). The first group, which held sway on curriculum matters during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was the humanists, who could 
be considered “the guardians of an ancient tradition tied to the power of reason 
and the finest elements of Western cultural heritage” (p. 23). They sought to pro-
vide all children with a common curriculum that stressed mental discipline and 
the powers of reasoning on the one hand and the classical traditions (including 
religious) and academic (university-based) disciplines on the other. Reacting to 
this approach were at least three groups of reformers who sought to change what 
schools taught and how the curriculum was organized. The developmentalists 
or child-centered progressives were educators who sought curriculum that was 
more “in harmony with the child’s real interests, needs, and learning patterns” 
(p. 24). Some adherents, such as William Heard Kilpatrick in 1918, believed that 
children should not be taught directly but instead should engage in projects that 
essentially linked their immediate experiences and interests with worthy living. 
Academic content would be brought to bear when necessary for the fulfillment 
of “purposeful acts.”

Another group consisted of social efficiency educators or scientific curricu-
lum makers who were particularly concerned with “creating a coolly efficient, 
smoothly running society,” which included “applying standardized techniques 
of industry to the business of schooling” (Kliebard, p. 24). Like Franklin Bob-
bitt, they sought to ascertain, with expanded testing and counseling, the ex-
pected futures of children and then differentiate the curriculum so that children 
would receive the kind of education that would best prepare (fit) them for their 
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predicted life after school. In such a way, schools would be less wasteful and 
the curriculum could more directly link to the presumed adult roles that future 
citizens would occupy. Identifying precise objectives for each subject area, cre-
ating more school subjects to transmit the knowledge that was needed to live 
and work in an increasingly industrialized and urbanized nation, and providing 
different kinds of education for the different potential futures of students were 
important aspects of this group’s agenda.

A fourth group of educators took a social meliorist or social reconstruction-
ist approach to curriculum work, whereby they “saw the schools as a major, 
perhaps the principal, force for [progressive] social change and social justice” 
(Kliebard, p. 24). When in 1932 George Counts asked, “Dare the school build a 
new social order?” it wasn’t a question of whether it could or not, but whether 
it would strive to do so. Emphasizing the political character of the curriculum 
choices that are made, the primary question for these educators was not whether 
to advocate or not, but the nature and extent of one’s advocacy; not whether or 
not to encourage a particular social vision in the classroom, but what kind of 
social vision it would be. For these educators it was to be one dedicated to the 
elimination of poverty, inequality, and prejudice.

While other important interest groups could be mentioned, especially for the 
last half-century (for example, see Michael Apple’s book Educating the “Right” 
Way: Markets, Standards, God, and Inequality, for a discussion of the New Right 
alliance consisting of neoliberals, neoconservatives, authoritarian populists, and 
elements of the professional managerial class), the point being made here is that 
groups of educators and others have long advocated for different approaches 
to certain fundamental issues of schooling. Their different ideas, policies, and 
practices relating to curriculum have in fact helped to shape the battleground 
that is our schools today.

What Knowledge Is of Most Worth to Schools?

Issues of planning and development have been arguably the least contentious 
aspect of this applied field of study, but in fact here too differing approaches have 
served as a source of conflict. The dominant approach that was made famous by 
Ralph Tyler and others has been challenged by those seeking an approach to 
curriculum design that is based less on linearity, specificity, and observable and 
measurable performance than on reflective inquiry, flexibility, expressive out-
comes, and democratic life.

Probably the most evident source of conflict in schools involves what should 
be taught to which students at what time, involving issues of scope and sequence. 
Here, the contentious nature of the debates appears more regularly in the popular 
media as well as in the work of curriculum theorists and policymakers. This may 
be of little surprise when one considers the fact that in the state of Florida, for ex-
ample, 440 viable high school majors were recently approved for school adoption 
(and, college-style, for students to choose from). Obviously no school can select 
more than a handful to offer. Who will make these choices, using what criteria? 
What will make up the actual sequence of courses in each major chosen? What 
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will comprise the content of the courses offered? From animal caretaker, business 
publishing, cabinetmaking, florist assistant, and eurhythmics to art and theatre, 
social studies, English and journalism, mathematics, and biological sciences, the 
options for what can be studied in school—the universe of knowledge that can be 
viewed as legitimate for school adoption—is made more explicit here.

The conflicts that rage over the courses to be taught as well as the character of 
the courses chosen can often be found in bold form in the headlines of local and 
national newspapers and popular periodicals. What follows are 40 representa-
tive examples from the last several years that provide an indication of the wide-
ranging debates over content selection that are currently taking place:

	 •	 As AP expands, studies disagree on its value
	 •	 Panel sounds alarm on science education
	 •	� Can less equal more? Proposal to teach math students fewer concepts in 

greater depth has divided Maryland educators
	 •	� Yoga, hip-hop . . .  This is P.E.? Updated programs are more active and var-

ied, but new tests, finances, training, and traditions slow their adoption
	 •	� Rethinking recess: As more schools trim breaks, new research points to 

value of unstructured playtime
	 •	 Law tells schools to teach students about on-line safety
	 •	 Computer science fighting for time
	 •	 Driver education hits dead end
	 •	� High schools teach more kids basics in Finance 101: 14 states require 

money management to graduate
	 •	� Arabic, the new French? Pressure to compete globally and boost national 

security is driving interest in less-common languages such as Chinese and 
Arabic

	 •	 U.S. students need more math, not Mandarin
	 •	� Traditional social focus yielding to academics: Instead of a year to adjust to 

puberty, 13-year olds now given algebra and other demanding coursework
	 •	� Giving voice to teen’s thoughts: Programs in Miami-Dade and Broward 

counties give high-schoolers the opportunity to learn through poetry 
slams and spoken word workshops

	 •	 Students set the rules at New York City high school
	 •	 High schoolers combine service learning projects with classroom learning
	 •	� As the evolution-creationism debate rages, Florida picks a new generation 

of textbooks
	 •	� Intimidation alleged on “intelligent design” Teacher cites school board 

pressure
	 •	 Ohio board undoes stand on evolution
	 •	 Vocational education conflict heating up
	 •	 Vocational education: “It’s not your grandfather’s trade school”
	 •	 Educators divided over what to learn from 9/11
	 •	� Have we forgotten civic education? Two centuries after Jefferson, social 

studies are lacking at public schools
	 •	 Philly schools to require African history class
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	 •	� Tennessee creates official curriculum for African-American history: Many 
schools offer the subject, but now classes will be uniform

	 •	 International studies a hard sell in U.S.
	 •	 Today’s textbooks labor to be careful with Clinton scandal
	 •	 Need to celebrate Constitution Day called into question
	 •	 How can we fix the world if we can’t read a map?
	 •	 Social Studies losing out to reading, math
	 •	 Teaching Thanksgiving from a different perspective
	 •	� Clauses and commas make a comeback: SATs helps return grammar to class
	 •	� Some teachers say tests stifling creativity: Drilling for exams replaces 

hands-on learning activities
	 •	� Facing obstacles to sex education: Maryland schools reach to parents from 

different cultures
	 •	� Sex-ed class becomes latest school battleground: Some parents and states 

object to restrictions linked to federal abstinence funds
	 •	� Education Commission of the States wants to put arts back on states’ high-

priority list
	 •	 Democrats in 2 southern states push bills on Bible study
	 •	 For teachers, much gray if curriculum adds gays
	 •	 Lawsuit in Massachusetts challenges use of gay-themed storybook
	 •	 School must teach back-to-basics “phonics”
	 •	 Teach the simple joys of reading

One can see from these and other examples that many of the issues discussed 
earlier in this chapter are embedded in our more public debates, with reference 
to the purpose of schooling, the nature of learners and learning, the nature of 
subject matter, and the relationship of schools to social change, as well as issues 
more directly involving, e.g., standardized testing, legislative and school board 
activities, the decision-making process, scholarly research, and cultural differ-
ences. Indeed, the curriculum represents the essence of what schools do—that 
is, what they teach, or, put more broadly, what experiences they provide for 
students—and so it is hardly a surprise that this is where the conflicts sometimes 
rage most intense. Headlines trumpet; politicians legislate; advocacy groups 
lobby; parents inquire or insist; and teachers and their students are left to work 
out the possibilities for teaching and learning in their classrooms.

As Fred Inglis (1985) suggests, at a basic level the curriculum is “another 
name for the officially sanctioned and world-political picture which we produce, 
circulate and reproduce in our society” (p. 63). It does not merely imply but 
actually teaches particular versions of not only what is “good” in life and what 
is not but also who is good and who is not. The curriculum represents a kind of 
battleground in which contrasting messages of who we are and what we should 
become, both individually and as a society, are played out. In effect, the curricu-
lum comprises “stories we tell ourselves about ourselves” (p. 31). What “stories,” 
then, are we telling by the arguments that we have and the choices that we make? 
Are they ones that emphasize democratic social relations, an expansive view of 
intelligence, and critical understandings of the social and natural worlds, or do 
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they instead stress competitive individualism, “basic skills,” and preparation for 
work? It is clear that these are truly stories that matter.

Further Readings: Bobbitt, F., 1918, The curriculum, Boston: Houghton Mifflin; Eisner, E. W., 
2002, The education imagination: On the design and evaluation of school programs, Upper 
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall; Inglis, F., 1985, The management of ignorance: A political 
theory of the curriculum, Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell; Jackson, P. L., ed., 1992, Handbook 
of research on curriculum, New York: Macmillan; Kliebard, H., 2004, The struggle for the 
American curriculum, 1893–1958, New York: RoutledgeFalmer; Marshall, J. D., Sears, 
J. T., & Schubert, W. H., 2000, Turning points in curriculum: A contemporary American 
memoir, Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill; Ornstein, A. C., Pajak, E. F., & Ornstein, S. B., 
eds., 2007, Contemporary issues in curriculum, Boston: Pearson; Schubert, W. H., Lopez 
Schubert, A. L., Thomas, T. P., & Carroll, W. M., 2002, Curriculum books: The first hun-
dred years, New York: Peter Lang.
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