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Can We Build Better Curriculum Theory?

THE possibilities of building better cur- 
riculum theory will be more accessible 

when we learn more about theory-build 
ing. We need to become more astute 
about our own modes of thinking. This 
will involve (a) asking fundamental 
questions that can free us from unneces 
sary bondage to certain assumptions; (b) 
setting up criteria and procedures for 
theory-building in our field; and (c) pre 
paring specialists for such work and pro 
viding them with the means to do it.

Fortunately, this is not an utterly new 
undertaking. We have much to learn 
from other fields, especially from the 
physical sciences where theory has been 
developed successfully and from the phi 
losophy of science where theory-building 
has received considerable attention in 
recent years. But our success lies not in 
thoughtlessly imitating the more success 
ful. We have our own questions and 
necessities which provide us with special 
vantage points for theory-building. It is 
important to look for stimuli for fresh 
thinking about curriculum problems, 
rather than patterns to follow. The pur 
pose of this article is to suggest some 
stimuli and to illustrate their usefulness.

One of the most remarkable feats in 
the history of the physical sciences was 
Copernicus' claim that the earth moved 
around the sun. This was contrary to 
the daily seeing of all humanity! Yet,

' Acknowledgment is made to Clifford Bebell 
whose encouragement and suggestions helped in 
tlie development of this article.
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the man could depart from traditional 
ways of thinking about geocentrism. 
Burtt comments about this as follows:

... to Copernicus' mind the question was 
not one of truth or falsity, not, does the earth 
move? He simply included the earth in the 
question which Ptolemy had asked with 
reference to the celestial bodies alone ..." 
You see what happened? Copernicus de 
parted from some basic assumptions and. 
thus, reinterpreted the data of his ex 
perience in order to deal with a hard 
question.

This point of view and way of think 
ing can help in dealing with hard ques 
tions in the curriculum field. Consider, 
for example, the why's and wherefore's 
concerning the gap between theory and 
practice. It is commonly assumed that 
theory is ahead and practice somewhere 
behind. There is something wrong with 
this assumption. First, it emphasizes the 
improvement of practice and leaves out 
theory per sc as a factor that could be 
improved, too. Second, assuming that 
there are common elements in the teach 
ing-learning process at all levels, it 
presents an embarrassing paradox. On 
the one hand, it is claimed that if teach 
ers follow the recommended theory; then 
their teaching will be significantly more 
effective. On the other hand, the assump>- 
tion admits that we do not know how to 
teach teachers to teach more effectively. 
Even with the rejection of this paradox,

- E. A. Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundations 
of Modern Science. Garden City. N.Y.: Double- 
day and Co., 1954. p. 50-51.
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one must still deal with the questions 
that it suggests; for example, is theory 
ahead of practice at all levels and in all 
areas of curriculum work? Does the in 
dividual who assumes that theory is 
ahead of practice grasp its implications 
for his own ways of thinking and work 
ing? These questions suggest a third 
weakness in the assumption. It obscures 
ambiguities in the words, "theory" and 
"practice," and, also, obscures questions 
about their relations. Is theory merely 
speculation or a set of directives derived 
from a particular ideology or a system 
of definitions and operating principles 
developed according to the rules of 
science and logic? Does practice include 
the performance of any tasks having to 
do with curriculum problems at any level 
and in any area? Are there significant 
differences in the functions of each kind 
of theory in the performance of various 
tasks? These questions suggest fresh 
ways of looking at old problems. As did 
Copernicus, let us dismiss unnecessary 
assumptions and look for ways of re 
interpreting the gap between theory and 
practice.

Karl Mannheim, writing about prob 
lems in developing scientific politics, 
made the following assertion:

If we seek a science of that which is in 
process of becoming, of practice and for 
practice, we can realize it only by discover 
ing a new framework in which this kind 
of knowledge can find adequate expression." 
This makes sense in the curriculum field 
where the units of analysis from the so- 
called basic disciplines just do not fit 
together to provide a workable system 
of theory for interpreting our data. The 
socio-cultural milieu plus human rela 
tions plus growth and development plus 
personality factors plus a theory of learn-

3 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia. ( A 
Harvest Book) New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Co., n.d. p. 171.
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ing plus curriculum objectives plus sub 
ject matter plus a few other things add 
up to indigestible hash, theoretically 
speaking. Theory-builders need to start 
with curriculum problems, both opera 
tional and theoretical, and develop a 
rationale appropriate to them. One of the 
inadequacies of action research lies in 
this lack of rationale, and practitioners 
have neither the know-how nor the time 
to build theory along with everything 
else. We may discover that it would be 
quite practical to consign theory-builders 
to ivory towers. Becoming more astute 
about theoretical problems in our field 
could produce a dialectic between action 
and theory from which would emerge 
new structures of knowledge about cur 
riculum work. And curriculum research 
would be instrumental to such trans 
formation.

Now let us look at some other ideas 
which may help in understanding what 
theory-building entails. In "Foundations 
of Physics" Frank writes:

Speaking exactly, we have to remember 
(hat experiments confirm a system which 
consists not only of two but of three kinds 
of statements: equations, plus operational 
definitions, plus logical and mathematical 
rules.4  - 

Notice the difference in what is being 
added here and the list of terms with 
plus signs in between them in the pre 
vious paragraph. Does this suggest some 
keys to better curriculum theory? One is 
that the development of theory depends 
upon its structure as well as its content. 
Structure includes such things as prin 
ciples for verifying hypotheses, rules in 
volved in the formulation of definitions 
and hypotheses, criteria for ascertaining 
the validity and reliability of one's pro 
cedures, and mathematical models that

4 Philipp Frank, "Foundations of Physics." 
International Encyclopedia of Unified Sciences, 
Vol. I, No. 7. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1952. p. 4.
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COMING 
THIS

SPRING

six new books for the Reader's Digest 
Reading Skill Builders—grades 2, 7 and 
8 reading levels!

now a complete Reading Skill Builder Series 
for grades 2 through 8 reading levels! (Two 
books for each grade)

a wonderful opportunity for the elementary 
and junior high-school pupil to develop basic 
reading skills while enjoying articles of high 
interest and challenging content in the 
Reader's Digest Reading Skill Builders!

To discover what exciting new opportunities await
your pupils in this unique series, send for Brochure EL/3.

READER'S DIGEST EDUCATIONAL DEPARTMENT Pleasantville, N. V.

can provide "deductoscopes" for seeing 
further into curriculum problems. The 
most serious barriers to the development 
of such useful structures lie in our 
meager knowledge of science, mathe 
matics and logic and, also, in accompany 
ing negative attitudes toward them. They 
are not "givens" to which to acquiesce. 
They are not necessarily inadequate for 
providing structures for thinking about 
curriculum problems. We need special 
ists who are equipped to be inventive 
 who can look for relevancies that 
already exist and explore the possibilities 
of new developments, especially in 
mathematics and logic, that will contrib 
ute to the structure of better curriculum 
theory.

Another key to better theory in the 
preceding cjuote lies in the centrality of 
operational definitions and principles. 
Operational concepts are not new in the 
curriculum field. But there is a long

distance to go before they are filled with 
meanings that contribute to better 
theory. There is too much space between 
our "what's" and our "how's." Teachers 
are saying this when they state that 
theory is irrelevant to their work. For 
example, curriculum objectives are de 
fined in terms of student behaviors, but 
how can teachers operate in order to 
achieve such? Is it not important to de 
fine objectives in terms of student- 
teacher behaviors? Or, to consider 
another aspect of the matter, it is im 
portant for teachers to understand chil 
dren, but even more important for them 
to understand themselves in relation to 
their pupils. The old slogan, "Helping 
teachers understand children," should 
be replaced with "Helping teachers un 
derstand teaching." Here, you see, we 
are back to the matter of what units of 
analysis to use and, also, to the paradox 
previously mentioned. One thing is cer-
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lain. The operations of the teacher (or 
other practitioner) must be central in our 
theory. Action research has strength be 
cause its method provides means for 
putting the "what's" and "how's" into 
functional relations. But to leave the 
development of curriculum theory on the 
doorstep of any and every practitioner 
assumes unnecessarily piecemeal prod 
ucts. We must be reminded again and 
again that operational definitions and 
principles are not enough.

To summarize this point, here is a 
statement of it by Hempel:

In the contemporary methodological liter 
ature of psychology and the social sciences, 
the need for "operational definitions" is 
often emphasized to the neglect of the re 
quirement of systematic import, and occa 
sionally the impression is given that the most 
promising way of furthering the growth of 
sociology as a scientific discipline is to 
create a large supply of "operationally de 
fined" terms of high determinacy and uni 
formity of usage, leaving it to subsequent

research to discover whether these terms 
lend themselves to the formulation of fruit 
ful theoretical principles. But concept for 
mation in science cannot be separated from 
theoretical considerations; indeed, it is pre 
cisely the discovery of concept systems with 
theoretical import which advances scientific 
understanding; and such discovery requires 
scientific inventiveness and cannot be re 
placed by the certainly indispensable but 
also definitely insufficient operationist or 
empiricist requirement of empirical import 
alone."

In conclusion, the following major 
points have been made:

(a) In the curriculum field we need to 
become more astute about our own 
modes of thinking;

(b) Theoretical developments in the 
physical sciences and in the philosophy

5 Carl G. Hempel, "Fundamentals of Concept 
Formation in Empirical Science," International 
Encyclopedia of Unified Sciences, Vol. 11, No. 7. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952. p. 
-47.
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TV 
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Blended Social Studies PROGRAM

was created.

TEXTBOOKS : The content of the books has been organized to fit the child's maturation 
level. Motivation and built-in aids, workshops that are fun, a multitude of maps and strik^ 
ing pictures in both black-and-white and in color, pleasant and interesting style for easy 
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ASCD Research Institute, May 3-8, 

Chicago, Illinois.

Will focus on learning. Open to in 
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on the science table, all these seem 
nearly impossible when you cannot work 
in your own room because it is always 
occupied. And for children, it is hard 
to share when you have never had any 
thing that is your own!

So, although we work together to 
solve what we can, quite clearly, intelli 
gent, dedicated, professionally minded 
teachers can only accomplish so much, 
no matter how much participation occurs 
in the solving of double session problems. 
Such teacher participation has many 
values whether schools work on single, 
double or triple shifts. Perhaps its great 
est value can be that the continuing 
crises of zooming school population may 
force a degree of democratization upon 
schools which might not otherwise occur. 
But lasting solution to such problems is 
beyond the confines of the school build 
ing and of the professional realm in 
which teachers must actively participate. 
Only through action by the wider com 
munity, by all of the people, can ade 
quate means be provided to achieve and 
maintain the kind of schools we need 
for the children we teach.

(Continued from page 389)

of science contain valuable stimuli f< i 
fresh thinking about curriculum pro' - 
lems; and

(c) Specialists in curriculum theo y 
could help by developing a rationale f >r 
both theoretical and operational proh 
lems in the field.

Underlying these major points is the 
idea that scientific concepts and methods 
can provide the bases for thinking about 
curriculum problems. This is an hypothe 
sis rather than an assumption. As an 
hypothesis, the idea can lead to signifi 
cant questions. As an assumption it will 
lead only to trite and insignificant con 
troversies. There is too much at stake for 
us to be content with the latter.

 RUTH M. LABSON, research assistant 
and instructor, Ohio Wcslcyan l^nivcr- 
sittj, Delaware, Ohio.
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