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Curriculum Planning: 

A Regional Approach

IN the current discussion of a 
national curriculum within an American 
tradition of local control, we must not 
overlook the possibilities of planning the 
curriculum in an intermediate unit: the 
region. Curriculum planning can be ad 
ministered in regions of cities, rural areas, 
and suburbs. In cities, the region may 
be an administrative district; in rural 
areas, a county unit; and in the suburbs, 
a voluntary association of separate school 
systems.

The advantages of regional curriculum 
planning consist largely of an enriching 
cooperation among contiguous, similar 
districts and avoidance of wasteful dupli 
cation in activities for curriculum im 
provement. A true story from a suburban 
area in the East exemplifies the wasteful 
ness of too much independence. Some 
time ago, three school systems within a 
few miles of each other engaged in almost 
identical studies of their language arts 
programs, without any one of the sys 
tems knowing about the work of the oth 
ers for nearly two years.

In rural areas, where schools fre-
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quently are small and the resources of 
these schools are few, special need exists 
for combining efforts in curriculum plan 
ning. Regional attack on curriculum 
problems seems to be working especially 
well in Hunterdon County, New Jersey. 
An account of this regional approach 
follows.

Regional Organization

Hunterdon County is a rural New Jer 
sey county lying midway between New 
York City and Philadelphia. It encom 
passes 29 separate school districts with 
a total enrollment of 13,000 pupils. These 
districts vary in size from single school 
units containing a few classes to multiple 
units with total enrollments of more than 
1,000 pupils.

For several reasons, personnel of the 
county's schools have adopted a regional 
approach to curriculum planning: first, 
they wish to improve understanding 
among elementary and secondary school
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teachers and administrators; second, they 
want to develop an educational program 
with continuity from kindergarten 
through the twelfth grade; and third, they 
wish to secure and distribute within the 
county the best leadership available. The 
schools of the county have been divided 
into four regions, each region being 
served by a high school and its feeder 
elementary schools. One region consists 
of 11 elementary school districts sur 
rounding the high school; another, five 
districts; still another, four; and the small 
est, three. School enrollment within the 
regions varies from 1,200 to about 4,000 
pupils.

Effective curriculum work is taking 
place in each of the four regions. One of 
the reasons for the effectiveness of this 
work is that independent districts have 
been willing to join voluntarily for a com 
mon purpose and to pool their resources. 
Another reason is the role played by ad 
ministrators, who have shown willing 
ness to work together and to set an ex 
ample by participating actively as mem 
bers of committees and study groups. It 
was, in fact, the superintendent of a re 
gional high school who first invited a 
group of elementary school principals to 
meet with him for discussion of mutual 
problems. Other administrators have fol 
lowed this practice on a regional basis 
so that they are conversant with the cur 
riculum programs in their respective re 
gions and are able to explain these to 
boards of education, parents, and the 
general public.

The county superintendent of schools 
serves a liaison function between the 
State Department of Education and local 
school districts. As official Hunterdon 
County representative of the state com 
missioner of education, the superintend 
ent is urged by the commissioner to give 
curriculum activity a priority of his time.

The superintendent encourages curricu 
lum projects by attending numerous 
meetings and by expending about $5,000 
annually in emergency funds, which have 
been made available by the state com 
missioner of education for consultant 
help, library materials, and preparing, 
typing and duplicating the reports of 
studies.

University consultants are employed 
part-time to provide professional help in 
structuring the programs and in design 
ing the studies within these programs. 
Four full-time helping teachers, who are 
associated with the county superintend 
ent and paid by the state, furnish much 
additional assistance in problems of the 
curriculum and group dynamics. Each 
region has the services of at least one of 
the helping teachers. Significantly, 
boards of education in the county encour 
age the regional programs by releasing 
teachers from their regular duties to par 
ticipate in study groups during the school 
day. Through the Hunterdon County 
Boards' Association, board members have 
featured programs explaining the work 
being done in the regions.

Structure with a Human Touch

How can professional people organize 
themselves effectively on a regional basis? 
One way is by forming separate articula 
tion groups and study groups.

In the Hunterdon County situation, an 
articulation group within a region con 
tains one or more administrators from 
each participating school district. The 
group serves as a curriculum steering 
committee to determine what curriculum 
problems shall be studied. It makes this 
determination by discussion and agree 
ment after consulting with the teaching 
staffs. In the smaller regions, selection 
and definition of problems have proved
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easier than in the larger regions. At the 
stage of problem selection and definition, 
competent consultant help is particularly 
needed and appreciated.

The study group or groups in each re 
gion are composed of teachers and ad 
ministrators who investigate the prob 
lems selected by the articulation group. 
Elementary and secondary school teach 
ers and a few administrators are the 
group members, and they are chosen 
largely on the basis of their own interest 
in the study which is to be undertaken. 
Every school district has one or more 
representatives serving on a study group 
as liaison personnel between the group 
and individual schools. Meetings are 
held about once a month and are at 
tended by consultants whenever consult 
ant services are felt to be needed.

One of the study groups, which has 
concerned itself with children's listening 
skills, has involved all the teachers in its 
region, a total of 200, in the process of 
inquiry and in a general meeting which 
concluded the formal part of the study. 
The study group itself has prepared an 
open-ended curriculum guide indicating 
some "dos and don'ts of effective listen 
ing" and a wide range of pupil experi 
ences in listening, with blank pages for 
use by teachers in recording their own 
experiences in teaching listening skills. 
Other study groups have given their at 
tention to creative writing, vocabulary 
development, work-study skills in the so 
cial studies, program design in the social 
studies, language structure, selected read 
ing skills, and English for college prepar 
atory pupils. As a consequence of the 
work of study groups, five written reports 
have emerged, and these reports are in 
great demand.

Activities of the articulation commit 
tees and study groups in Hunterdon 
County seem to thrive best where there

is skilled leadership, a friendly atmos 
phere, and marked willingness to work. 
In the best-functioning groups, adminis 
trators treat teachers as their professional 
equals. Productivity is greatly enhanced 
by conducting curriculum meetings in 
comfortable surroundings and through 
out the school day. Cooperative and 
friendly feelings are engendered to a 
point at which group members desire so 
cial contact with each other. This desire 
is indicated in part by members' interest 
in conducting dinner meetings for both 
social and professional purposes.

Effective Planning

Each of the characteristics of effective 
curriculum planning on a regional basis 
requires analysis:

Articulation. Nominally, articulation 
occurs best in small school systems. How 
ever, the very factor of smallness in 
school systems may induce the invalid 
assumption that everyone knows every 
one else and that communication about 
practices and policies is therefore taking 
place. Even in areas smaller than Hun 
terdon County, articulation must be 
planned if it is to occur at all.

Hunterdon has established four media 
for achieving articulation: several re 
gional articulation committees made up 
of elementary and secondary school prin 
cipals; study groups within regions in 
volving both elementary and secondary 
school teachers, periodic institutes for all 
teachers within a given region; and pub 
lications which reach all school personnel 
within the region in which a given pub 
lication is prepared. These media have 
proved helpful, yet inadequate, and con 
tinuous attention must be given to the 
knotty problem of articulation.

Economy. The Hunterdon County pro 
gram has been operated basically at a
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recent annual cost of $5,000. The chief 
expenditures have been for consultant 
service. Employment of a part-time gen 
eral consultant, and of special consultants 
as they are needed, seems an economical 
way of securing help. One full-time cur 
riculum coordinator would cost about 
three times the aggregate of consultant 
fees. Under the present arrangement, 
general and special consultants work 
where and when they are acutely needed. 
Purposes that change from region to re 
gion and from time to time determine 
the consultants' activities on their days 
of service.

The second largest expenditure from 
the county's curriculum fund is for ma 
terials, especially books, monographs, 
and magazine subscriptions. Apart from 
the fund, individual school districts con 
tribute financially by releasing repre 
sentative teachers for full days of meet 
ings in study groups.

Differentiation of Roles. Roles of the 
county superintendent, the four county 
helping teachers, superintendents and 
principals in the regions, and classroom 
teachers have evolved through general 
understanding rather than by written 
agreement. The county superintendent 
seeks to provide comprehensive leader 
ship without dominating the work of re 
gional committees and groups. Each of 
the helping teachers has assumed major 
responsibility for the servicing of activi 
ties in a given region. This servicing con 
sists of helpfulness to study groups and 
liaison with the county office.

Superintendents and principals are in 
variably members of the regional articu 
lation committees, and many of them 
serve also as members of study groups. 
Representative teachers spend several 
days each year in study group meetings, 
and simultaneously involve other teachers 
in activities sponsored by the study

groups. Teachers who have no direct 
involvement in study groups perform the 
important functions of developing ideas, 
trying ideas, and reporting reactions in 
both oral and written form. If it became 
necessary, precise role definitions could 
be made, and statements about roles 
could be reduced to writing.

Human Relations, Communication, and 
Involvement. Need for desirable inter 
personal relationships, effective commu 
nication, and skillful involvement ap 
pears in all curriculum improvement pro 
grams. As might be expected anywhere, 
the major difficulties that have arisen in 
the Hunterdon County program have 
centered about human relations, com 
munication, and involvement. The giv 
ing and the alleged taking away of status 
and prestige, competing jurisdictions of 
individual functionaries, the phenome 
non called the hidden agenda, failure of 
persons to> receive messages or to receive 
them correct!)', and problems in securing 
the most interested representatives to 
study groups have sometimes blocked 
progress temporarily. The Hunterdon ex 
perience has revealed once more the 
importance ot being sensitive to other 
people's feelings, needs and potentiali 
ties.

The regional projects in Hunterdon 
County have met with sufficient success 
to indicate that curriculum improvement 
on a regional basis should be tried in 
many other situations. If curriculum im 
provement should be found definitely to 
proceed best in units of 30,000 to 50,000 
pupil population, regions of correspond 
ing size could be established in cities, 
rural areas, and suburbs. Major atten 
tion should be given to making the size 
of the unit manageable so that both the 
human and the technical problems of 
improvement may more readily be 
solved.
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