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Are You Doing Inquiry Along These Lines?

DESCRIBING CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT
FROM THE INSIDE OUT

GLEN FIELDING, Oregon State System of Higber Education

Each year, thousands of teachers and administrators participate in local
curriculum-development projects in the United States. These projects are
Important because they clarify, update, and enhance what is taught to students.
Schools seem to prefer "homegrown" curriculums to curriculums produced
elsewhere, so local curriculum-writing efforts are especially significant' Of
the many schoolwide or districtwide improvement activities educators engage
in, curriculum development is one of the most substantive and consequential.

Little has been written about curriculum writing, however, from the
perspective of those who participate in it Books and articles on curriculum
development offer detailed guidelines for managing curriculum-improvement
projects, provide research findings on patterns of curriculum implementation,
or give conceptual models of curriculum decision making.2 But the more
subjective aspects of local curriculum work-the viewpoints and feelings of
curriculum writers-have received only modest attention.

Here I offer my impressions about curriculum writing from experience
over the last eight years coordinating and participating in local curriculum-
development efforts. Typically, the key actors in these projects were teachers,
though district curriculum specialists and building principals also carried out
important support and leadership roles. In each project, our primary task was
to decide what should be taught and learned in a particular subject area, across
different grade levels, and to translate our decisions into learning goals to
guide teachers' planning. We also undertook curriculum-development proj-
ects for other reasons:
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* to meet state standards requiring school districts to establish and
publish written expectations for student learning

* to provide teachers with the opportunity to think broadly about what
students ideally should be learning, beyond the content and skluls that might
now be emphasized

* to provide a basis for selecung textbooks and other nstrucuunal resourLes
* to guide the design of classroom and district managed assessments of

student learning

We particularly stressed developing curriculum-based assessment procedures
because these assessments can embody and support the learning expectations
contained in a curriculum and provide teachers and administrators with
information that helps improve curriculum and instruction. In the schools I
worked with, developing a good curriculum was one step in developing a
larger instructional improvement capacity. I wish to focus here on subjective
or experiental aspects of curriculum wnting that are often neglected in studies
of curriculum-development prolects: conversation, confrontation and exper-
imentation, consolidation and compromise, and communication.

CONVERSATION

I first used the term conversation to describe an aspect of curriculum
development after reading an article by Buchmann on the value of conversa-
tion in education.' Buchmann distinguishes conversation from the more
conclusion-driven and deliberative form of exchange associated with argu-
mentation and debate. Conversation, she suggests, evokes and clarifies peo-
ple's feelings, perceptions, images, and thoughts; it does not subject them to
critical scrutiny or debate As an open, nonjudgmental kind of discussion,
conversation facilitates the discovery of ideas and the development of a sense
of intellectual and emotional partnership.

Conversation is a large part of what goes on in curriculum-writing teams,
particularly in the early stages. Curriculum writers talk about at least three
topics: (1) their reasons for agreeing to serve on a curriculum team and their
expectations and concerns about the~work ahead; (2) their past experiences
in curriculum-improvem'ent efforts and the images and understandings that
grow out of those experiences; and (3) their perceptions about what is being
taught in their schools.

Motivations and Concerns

In my work setting, teachers are chosen to serve on curriculum teams
on the basis of their teaching expertise, their openness to new ideas, and their

'MargretBuchmann, Improving Educaton b Talking Argument orConversatilon TeadoJ s
College Record 86 (Spring 1985) 441-453
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skill in working with colleagues. But teachers' reasons for agreeing to serve
on curriculum teams often vary considerably. Through informal discussion,
team members often discover that some members agreed to join the team
primarily out of curiosity. Others seem motivated by a desire to influence the
course of study in their district. Still others seem most interested in discussing
substantive matters with colleagues and gaining new ideas and perspecuves,
from their viewpoint, the curriculum-development process iteself is as impor
tant as the products produced. Over time, what individuals hope to gain from
their participation may change. But conversation about personal motivations
and expectations helps members of a curriculum team get to know one
another better and makes them sensitive to the different expectations that
individuals bring to the group. Conversation tends to legitimate these differ-
ences and to suggest that one can contribute to the group without sharing the
same expectations as other group members.

Team members also generally want to talk about time away from their
classrooms. Teachers derive their primary rewards from classroom work and
understandably feel ambivalent about leaving the classroom to attend to
broader, more remote educational issues. Particularly when a curriculum
group first convenes, many members want assurance that the number of days
required to complete the task will be manageable (e.g., 10 released-time days
during the year and a week during the summer) and that their administrators
clearly support their absence from classes. As English notes, although it may
be "philosophically stimulating to think about curriculum development as a
never-ending process," that prospect tends to discourage teachers and make
them question whether participation is worthwhile.4 Conversation clarifies
and confirms for teachers their common concern about issues of time and
closure and also reminds the manager of a curriculum group that time is
precious and must be managed well.

Teachers often want to share concerns about their relationship with their
school colleagues. Teachers on development teams know that the products
they produce will be scrutinized by their peers. They also know that teachers
typically expect much from products that other teachers produce and are
likely to criticize freely if products fail to measure up. This prospect of peer
review may at times be a source of concern for teacher developers. Talking
openly about the issue obviously does not resolve it; resolution comes only
when the quality of the final product is high and is perceived as high by
significant reference groups. But conversation can at least assure individuals
that they are not alone in their concerns and that appropriate steps will be
taken to gain feedback from peers during the drafting stage.

'Fenwick W English, "It's Time to Abolish Conventional Curriculum Guides," Educational
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Past Curriculum Projects

Curriculum development never takes place m a historical vacuum. Many
teachers on curriculum teams well remember previous efforts to improve
curriculum, instruction, and student learning in their districts and have strong
feelings about those efforts. For example, many members of the secondary-
level cumculum groups I am now working with remember the "graduation-
competency" movement of about a decade ago in which some districts listed
in writing more than 100 tasks students had to be able to do as a condition of
graduation from high school and then required teachers to determine, and
record on some sort of check-off sheet, whether each student met each
competency. Of course, while some districts no doubt managed to produce
meaningful competency-assessment systems, many teachers I know remember
the "competency days" as a bureaucratic exercise that created much more
paperwork than it was worth, not only because many of the competencies
seemed to be low level, but because it was nearly impossible to ensure quality
and consistency in measuring them. In this context, we cannot expect to
convene a group of secondary teachers to develop or update a curriculum
guide, particularly one that will serve as a basis for developing student- and
program-assessment procedures, without inviting conversation about the
competency movement and how to avoid its pitfalls.

Conversations about past efforts at instructional improvement, successful
and unsuccessful, enlarge a curriculum group's perspective on the complex-
ities and possibilities of the workahead of them. Also, listening and responding
to the descriptions, stories, and commentary of veteran teachers about earlier
curriculum projects validates team members' professional experience and
assures them that the team will avoid "reinventing the wheel" and repeating
mistakes made in other change efforts. Perhaps what binds a curriculum group
together is as much its shared sense of curriculum lessons from the past as
its aims for the future.

Current Patterns of Curriculum and Instruction

Another topic of conversation that requires much attention concerns
team members' perceptions of what is taught in their school districts and what
learning expectations seem to be appropriate or inappropriate. Particularly
when teachers from different schools and districts meet together, the conver-
sation often involves many discoveries and revelations because teachers so
rarely get a chance to discuss in depth what they want and demand from their
students. Even when teachers from the same district meet, the most basic
questions commonly arise about the scope and sequence in use in the district.
(At what grade are fractions introduced? Do you do much with Asia or Africa
in 6th-grade social studies? How much emphasis is placed on , ersuasive
writing in freshman composition?)
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Usually, teachers are eager to discover and clarify current practice in
their districts before exploring new theory and research in the field or trying
to develop a formal philosophy about a curriculum. Perhaps teachers are
generally curious about how their own teaching priorities compare with their
colleagues', but I also think that unless teachers have a chance to surface and
explicitly state their assumptions about scope and sequence, it will be difficult
for them to appraise proposals for innovation--either from the scholarly
literature or from reform-minded colleagues. Just as research on science
education suggests that students need to bring to the surface their personal
constructs about the natural and physical world before they can meaningfully
encounter formal scientific concepts and models, so do curriculum writers
need to clarify and communicate' their current expectations for student learn-
ing as a basis for receiving and accommodating new ideas and suggestions.

If this phase of conversation and clarification is skipped, team members
often respond to new ideas by saying, "Yes, we already do that" It is easy to
think our actual practice conforms to the "ideal" when our understanding of
our own practices is implicit and vague. For example, in one curriculum-
development project in elementary social studies, in the early stages of work,
group members read a critique of the "expanding-horizons" curriculum (a
curriculum in which students study families at grade 1, neighborhoods at
grade 2, communities at grade 3, and so forth). The critique suggested that
students are capable of learning about distant times, places, and cultures in
the early grades and are often fascinated with these topics. Most team members
believed that they already incorporated in their teaching many of the broad
historical and cross-cultural themes the author of the critique referred to. Yet
later, when the team developed a draft set of learning goals, the goals contained
few if any cross-cultural and historical topics. (Later the group decided to
modify and expand the goals.) The initial article proposing new ideas had
little impact, perhaps because the group members had a vague, uncertain
basis for appraising the author's ideas. Perhaps few of us are fully ready to
confront and grapple with a new idea until we have had time and support for
talking about what we currently think and do.

CONFRONTATION AND EXPERIMENTATION

Although the term confrontation is perhaps overly dramatic, I use it to
suggest the head-on encounter with ideas for change that curriculum groups
must experience if their work is to advance beyond the level of confirming
and codifying exlstmng curriculum patterns. Ideas for change commonly come
from teacher-members of a curriculum team, particularly those who have
attended workshops on new instructional content and materials or who are
active members of a curriculum-related professional association, such as the
National Council of Teachers of English or the National Science Teachers
Association, or who are dissatisfied with conventional practices they observe
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in their school or district. Ideas for change also come from district curriculum
coordinators who usually are expected to stay abreast of current theory and
research in a curriculum area and to obtain copies of new teaching materials
Increasingly, ideas for change may be found in documents produced by state
departments of education. In Oregon, for example, schools are required to
integrate into their curriculum learning goals established by the state, some
of which reflect innovative ways of thinking about a learning area.

The kind of intellectual confrontation I have witnessed in curriculum
groups was often concerned less with the theoretical or empirical support for
a new idea and more with how the new idea will translate into practice and
affect current instructional patterns. Of course, theoretical or empirical sup
port also matters to group members, they certainly will quickly reject a new
idea that lacks sense or appears faddish. But the full measure and meaning of
a new idea cannot be evaluated until its implications for curriculum and
instruction are at least somewhat clear.

For example, virtually all teachers I have worked with embrace the
current trend in language arts to teach writing as a complex process of
thinking, creating, and rethinking, not merely as a matter of combining and
applying discrete language skills. What requires conceptual stretching, how
ever, is determining how best to show a commitment to writing as a process
in terms of a structured set of learning goals and how best to show the
connections between broad, fundamental aspects of thinking and communi
cating and more specific writing skills.

As another example, most of my science-teacher colleagues respond
favorably to the theme of "science-technology-society" (STS), which embodies
a much broader conception of science education than traditional courses.
What creates intellectual tension, however, is the effort to teach science in an
interdisciplinary and more "social" context and still ensure that students grasp
key concepts from the individual scientific disciplines. New ideas in them
selves may not cause much disequilibrium in curriculum meetings. But when
curriculum writers begin probing the implications of new ideas for particular
design decisions, a kind of conceptual confrontation often results.

This process of confronting new possibilities seems to take place through
design experimentation. As Schon points out, in a broad sense, to experiment
is to act to see what follows.5 In the curriculum groups I have worked with,
once team members generally agree that an idea is worth thinking about, they
usually engage in a form of exploratory experimentation to see what the new
idea "feels like" in the context of the curriculum being developed or improved.
For example, math teachers might explore the possibility of integrating basic
probability and statistics in a core program at the junior high level by thinking
about the kind of instructional units that might be created in these areas and

'Donald A SchOn, Educating the Reflective Prauttioner (San Francisco Josse) Bass, 198')
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by developing and trying out in their classrooms new lessons m these areas.
Social studies teachers might accept the notion that the curriculum needs to
deal more fully and sensitively with the historical and contemporary influence
of religion in American society and culture and then ask themselves how a
U.S. history class would be different if this topic were treated more system
atlcally. Rather than talking about these questions abstractly, team members
usually probe and play with concrete possibilities-not, at this point, with an
eye to definite answers, but as a way of discovering directions to pursue and
test further.

As the group as a whole examines the yield of exploratory experiments,
team members become sharper and more precise about what innovative
elements they want the curriculum to embody. They clarify their expectations
and aspirations for new Ideas, a process often involving elaboration or refine
ment of the tentative responses worked through during initial experiments.
Perhaps at this point a group is in the strongest position to develop a formal
set of assumptions about what is most important for students to learn in a
particular subject area and about how students best learn what is important.
Although curriculum scholars generally suggest that key assumptions about
subject matter, teaching, and learning be articulated at the beginning of a
curriculum group's work, I have found that local development teams engage
more fully and critically in the task of explicating assumptions after they have
carried out these conversational, confrontational, and experimental processes.

CONSOLIDATION AND COMPROMISE

Consolidatlon involves brmnging together and creating an organizing
framework for both the novel and familiar aspects of the subject matter in a
manner consistent with the guiding assumptions referred to earlier. Consol
idatlon results in a kind of extended outline showing the major categories or
strands of learning In a curriculum and indicating which spiral, throughout
many grades or courses and which are taught at only one or two and which
are mainly interdisciplinary and which are discipline-specific. Consolidation
involves a blending and ordering of the new and the old. It is a movement
from design possibilities to design structures. It is where conversation about
what is and vision about what might be come together in a concrete, though
still general, form.

Consolidation requires Intellectual discipline and imagination, but it does
not arouse high levels of affect. Although several drafts of an organizing
framework usually need to be prepared and reworked, and some disagree
ments among team members about the labeling or sequencing of categories
typically develop, emotions seldom rise to the surface.

But consolidation paves the way for a phase that is usually high in affect,
compromise. During this phase, team members must make tough choices
about how much relative emphasis to give particular learning strands or topics
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and whether certain topics should be pruned or weeded out entirely. Most
commonly, a curnculum outline that follows experimentation and consoli
danon is bloated. It is crammed with strands of content, skills, processes, and
atitudes that all students are expected to acquire and apply. What raises the
emotional level of curriculum work, particularly at the secondary level where
teachers typically have much invested in specific areas of learning, is the
requirement that a curriculum provide students with the opportunity not
merely to cover a subject but to grasp its essence. Then we confront the
unfortunate reality that students can never learn all we would like them to
learn about all the subjects we might find valuable. Nor can we get away with
merely listing worthwhile topics and skills without making the hard judgments
about which ones are vitally important and which are merely desirable. At this
point, where curriculum priorities are set and where excess is eliminated,
mindividuals' values, backgrounds, and interests often come to the fore most
clearly. Priorities and commitments are articulated to some extent as a result
of confrontation and experimentation, but during consolidation and compro-
mise values are tested under the press of having to make more specific
decisions.

For example, in one secondary social studies project, we produced a first
draft of a core curnculum structure that contained 18 areas of learning. These
areas included standard topics m history, geography, and government, as well
as concepts and skills dealing with life-span psychology, the sociology of
religion, Western and non-Western philosophy, comparative political and
economic systems; relauonships among science, technology, and society, social
and historical inquiry, group decision making, community service, public
advocacy; and social action. All these areas of learning appear to be of un-
deniable Importance. But it does not seem feasible to require all students, as
part of a core program in social studies, to learn about and exhibit some
reasonable level of mastery over such a range of content and skills. We are
now pruning and restructuring this curriculum to make it more powerful and
achievable, but the process is demanding because it is difficult to determine
what to give up and what to emphasize more fully.

I use the term compromise to characterize this phase of curriculum work
as a way of polnung out the inevitable trade-offs, and sense of loss, that the
phase entails. In descriptions of national, university-based curriculum projects,
the themes of deliberation and persuasion have been emphasized-making
and justfying choices and convincing others of the wisdom of one's point of
vlew.6 Dehberation and persuasion are essential aspects of compromise. But
dehberation and persuasion tend to suggest images of juries and verdicts and
of clear decisions of guilty or not guilty, up or down, one way or the other.
Compromise suggests the element of give-and-take, of letting go of some

6
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worthwhile goals to gain other more important ones. Team members do
disagree and argue during this process, but the end product represents less
one person's success in winning over others than the group's struggle as a
whole to achieve an appropriate balance and emphasis in the curriculum.

COMMUNICATION

Through the process of confrontation, experimentation, consolidation,
and compromise, team members develop a good idea about the specific shape
and substance of the curriculum guide they are preparing. By this point, most
teams have fairly detailed notes about what students will be expected to learn
in major areas of knowledge and skill and how much emphasis will be placed
on one area in relation to another. Yet the most time-consuming and the most
subtle aspect of curriculum development lies ahead. The communication
phase focuses on translating the understandings, agreements, and informal
notes generated in earlier phases into statements of student learning goals
that are meaningful to fellow teachers.

Writing learning goals and objectives often is treated in educational
textbooks as primarily a technical task, one of specifying the conditions, tasks,
and criteria to be used to determine whether students have learned what is
expected. But curriculum team members sometimes take those presentations
too literally when beginning to formulate goals or objectives for a curriculum
guide. Although teachers, in their own week-to-week teaching, may rebel
against textbook-based training in writing "behavioral objectives" or "per-
formance indicators," when preparing formal curriculum guides some teach
ers feel obligated to specify behaviors in a quasi-scientific form. Often, goal
statements written in this manner appear contrived. ("Given a paragraph
containing a series of related items-for example, Portland, Denver, Los
Angeles, New York-85 percent of the students at grade 4 will be able to
substitute for the series a superordinate term or phrase, for example, large
ci/tes.)

By stressing the communicative aspects of goal writing, I suggest that goal
writing is less a technical process than a matter of finding-an appropriate voice
and audience for the substantive conceptions a curriculum group has devel
oped. Curriculum groups work hard at this stage to develop a clear language
and style that is natural and accessible to other teachers. For example: "Stu
dents should be able to think of reasons that characters in a story act and feel
as they do. They should also be able to refer to specific aspects of the story to
support their conclusions", "Students should understand the concept of
photosynthesis well enough to be able to explain it to a 9- or 10-year-old." A
tension often exists between the need for precision and the desire to write in
a natural voice, particularly when subtle distinctions in expectations across
grade levels need to be communicated. But curriculum teams must first create
statements that convey meaning and vitality to their colleagues, even if some
degree of technical precision or completeness is sacrificed.
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Communication does not end when learning goals are expressed in
writing. In my work context, goal statements must be submitted to a "field
review" by all teachers who will be expected to use the statements, and the
development team must consider reactions and recommendations from
reviewing teachers before releasing a final version of the curriculum guide.
Once a final version is published, the authors generally need to communicate
furtherwith their colleagues about the guide's distinctive features and practical
implications, and plans need to be established for facilitating and supporting
teachers' use of the guide and for making periodic improvements in it.

CONCLUSION

Local curriculum-development projects deal with the heart of school-
ing-the issue of what teachers should teach and what students should learn
School districts regularly establish teams of teachers and other educators to
wrestle with curricular questions and to produce or upgrade curriculum
guides. Yet these participants have seldom written about the processes of
curriculum construction they experienced.

Here I have offered an admittedly impressionistic account of the general
ways local curriculum teams move through the task of designing and devel-
oping a district curriculum guide. These observations reflect my particular
work situations and may not generalize well to other settings. But I believe
that accounts of local development efforts, written from participants' perspec-
tives, are needed to build a better understanding of the complexities of school-
based curriculum imnprovement. Descriptions of local curriculum work from
an insider's vantage point may lead to more elaborate models of curriculum
development and to more effective guidelines for managing curriculum proj-
ects. I would be pleased to learn of persons doing work along these lines or
interested in doing studies of curriculum development from the inside out.

GLEN FIELDING is Associate Research Professor, Teaching Research Division,
Oregon State System of Higher Education, 345 North Monmouth Avenue, Monmouth,
OR 97361.

Sirotnik, Kenneth A, and John I Goodlad, eds. School-University Partnersoips
in Action: Concepts, Cases, and Concerns. New York Teachers College
Press, 1988. 235 pp. $28.95/$16.95.

Sirotnik and Goodlad address school-university partnerships that are "mutually
collaborative arrangements between equal partners working together to meet
self-interests while solving common problems." Following a historical review,
five contemporary partnerships are described. Based on a critical analysis of
these cases, the editors construct an ideal model for school-university partner-
ships and project guidelines for future collaborative partnerships.

-RobertnJ Vadella
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