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What Is Curriculum?

InEoduction

Defining th€ word c11fticulw is no easy matter. Perhaps the most common
defnition derives from the word's Latin root. which means 'racecourse'.
Indeed, for many students, the school curriculum is a rac€ to be rur. a serjes
of obslacles or hurdles (subjects) to be passed. It is important to keep in mind
that schools in Westem civilization have been heavily iDfluenc€d since the
fourtl century u.c. by the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle and that the
wotd cwriculum has been used historidally io d€scribe the subjects taught
during tle classical period of Greek civilization. The interpretation of the
\\,ard cufticuhn bto^dened in the twentieth c€ntury to include subjects orher
than the classics. Today, school documents, newspaper articles, commirtec
reports, and many acad€mic textbooks refer to any and all subjects offered
or prescribed as 'the curriculum of the school .

Consequently, it is not surpdsing that writers such as Longstreet and
Shane (1993) consider tha! 'curiculum is an historical accident it has nor
beetr developed to accomplish a clear set ofpuposes. Rather, it has evolved as
a respons€ to the increasing complexity oleducatio4al decision making' (p. 7).

Sone Definitiotrs ot Curriculum

Many writers advocate their owr, prefered definition of.a/rtr!1,u, ;hich
enphasizes other meanings or connotations. particularly those the term has
taten on recently. According to Porteli (1987), more than 120 definitions of
the .errn appear in the professional litemture devoted to curriculum, presum
ably becaus€ autlors are conc€rned atout eiiher delimiting what the iem
means or esiablishing new meari[gs that have become associated with it.

Hlebowitsh (1993) criticizes cornmentators h the curnculum ficld who
foous 'only on certain facets of early curriculum thought whil€ ignoring others'
(? 2).

We need to be watclful, thereforc, about defaitions &at caprue only a
few of the various charact€ristics of curriculum Cloombs and Tiem€y, 1993),
especially those tlat are patisan or biased. Portelli (1987), &awine on a meta-
phor developed by Soltis (1978), notes,'Those who look for the definirion of
curriculum are lite a sincere but misguided centaur hunter, who even wirh a
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tul1y provisioned safari atrd a glln kePt alwavs at the ready' nonetheless will

never require the services of a taxidermist' (p. 364)
The incompleteness of atry defiaition notwithstanding, certain detuitions

of the term can provide insigtrts about common emphases and characteristrcs

within the general idea of cuniculum Consider, for example, tl€ following

d€firitions of curdculum.

. Curiculum is the 'pemanent' subjects that embodv essential knowf

edge.
. Curriculum is those subjects that are most useful for contemporary

living.
. Curdculum is all planned leamings for which the school is respotrsible
. Culriculum is the totality of leaming expedences so that studeDts can

attain g€neral skills aDd knowledge at a variety of leaming sites
. Cu[iculum is what tle students constdct from working \rrith the com-

puter atrd its various Detworks, such as the Intemet
. Curriculum is the questioning ol authority aDd the searching for com_

plex views of human situatiotrs

D.fnition I

Curriculum is such 'permanent' subjects as Srammar, rcading' logic rhetotic

mdthematics, and the geatest books of the Westem world that best embo'lv

essenti^l knowledge.
An €xample is the NatioDal Curficulum enacted iD the United Kingdom in

1988, which prescribed tle curriculum in tems of thr€e core and seven foun-

dational subiects, iDcluding speciic cotrtent and speciic goals for student

achievement in each subject.

Ptoblems Posed D the Defnition

This defirition suggests that the curriculum is limited to only a few academic

subjects. It assumes that what is studied is what is leamed lt does not address

cuestions such as: Does the state of kaowledge change? lf so, shouldn't the

subieclr maidns up the cufficulum also changel \\rhat rnakes leardng 'uch
suUiecrs essent iat :  Coodson and Marsh ( l096l poinl  or l  lbzi  tbe Nal ioDal

Curriculum in tle United Kinsdom is simplv a reconstitution of the subjects

included in the SecoDdary Re$laticns of 1904, suggesting that 'historical

amn€sia allows cudculum reconstructlon to be prese[ted as dur'iculum revo-

lution' (p. 157). Gdffrtl (2000) eotrteDds t}}at a knowledge-based curriculum

such as ttrc Nadonal Curriculum does not exist independeady of space and

rime. It should not be considered ahisto.icaly, for it is neither neutral' factual'

D4i"ition 2

Cutriculum h tho.\e srbJects that arc most usefut far liring in contemtotutl

The subjecrs ihat makc |p this cufficulum are usually chosen jn tenns olmajor
present-da), jssues and problems x,ithin socjety, bur the definition irsctf does
not prcctude indivjdnal students frot makjng ihejr own choices about which
subjects are most useful.

Prcblens posed by the Defrhitian

This deinition seems to imply that what is contemporary has more value rhan
whai is longlasting lt encourages schools and studenrs to accommodxic them_
selves to society as il exists instead of artemprjng io improve it. It leaves open
questjons such as: whar accounrs for srabiliry in the cur cutum? What is us;fLrl
knowledge? Ifusefut pracrical skills arc increasingly emphasized, lvhar becomes
of intellectrat developmenr?

Delnition 3

Cturtic"lum is dll pldnnea bamings for which the tchooL is rcspohsibte.
'Planned learninss' can b€ long wrjrten cloc menis specjfying conrenr, shorter
Iisls of inrcnded learning outcomes, or simply the general ideas of reachers
aboul what srudenrs should know. Exponcnts of cuffjculum as a plan include
Saylor. Alexander, and Lewjs (i981), Beauchamp (1981), and posner (t998).

Prcblens Po'ed b the Defnitton

This definition seems to assume rhat whar is studied is leamed. It ma), limil
'planned lealnings' to ihose that are easrest to achieve, not those ihar are mosr
desirable. It does nor :tddress questions such as: On whar basis does rhe school
selecl and take responsibility for ceriajn leamings while excludjng others? Is il
possible for teachcrs ro separate rhe ends ofinstrucrion from rhe means? Are
unplanned, bul acrual, leamings ej{cluded from rhe cuidcutum?

Defunion 4

CrrricLlum is the totali4) of teaming exrctiences yorided ta student., s.) thal
they can aftain senerul ski s and knowtedse at a.r'driery of tearning sites.
Enphasis is on learninS rarher than teaching, especially tearnj.rg skilts and
knowledge at siles oiher rhan schools. The assumption is that a sires - includ-
rng workpiace srtes can be conducive 1l] learning generat knowledge. This
approach ro currjculum has been heavity publicized in a number of countries
recently and is usually suppoded for economic reasons by business organiza-



trons, orher vocationally orienred groups, and advocales ofexplicit comp€lencv

Problems Posed br the Dqfnilian

Tlis definition usually leads lo a narrow technical-functionalist approach to

culficulum, requi ng ihat undulv large nunbers oi outcomes rnd high levels of

"""in"i 
o t" identificd walker (1994) and Cairns (1992) are critlcal ofthe

miformity and the focus on ninimun srandards the definition encourages

Moore (2'000) poinrs out that lh: €cononjc well-being of a lation depends

on muih besides vocalonal trarnlng

Defnitiot s

Curticulum is vhat the student conslructs from working \|Xh the cotnputet dnd xr

wriaus ,etworks, such as the Internet
obviously, rhis is a modern definition l! assumes that compurers arc everv-

where in ihe home. school, and offic€ and sludenrs. perceiving theln as part

of ihe natural landscapc, are lhiving Alihough teachers hare been slow m

,eveloDroE .omputer "kir ls nran) dre now oecorLnr n\ol \ 'd Advocarc'
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computrng rechnoro"re'  h ' \c cr""r 'd a r ' rL e tor incr ' ' -

inilv active learning; students can coDstruct thei own mcanings as they locatc

".ii.." 
." tn" Intiinet, explore issues and conmunjcate with others Social

skills are also developed lhrough cha! groups, confercnces, and e lnail commu'

Prcblems Posed br the De|inilion

A thouah'ome wri ler '  such ds \ inc /L/  r1000 conrend tn '  'choo- io r fe

ne,r fuiure r i l l  ch;nge dr. 'L icJl l )  " '  rJdenr\  "cce5'  more ' lecrronic resource'

ii"- ir'" l"*", .tl'"i" 
'uch 

rs Reid (2000) and westburjr (2000) believe that

schools will remain long endurirg inslitutions BudiD (1999) retninds us |har

t . . i " . r"^t  i .  nor a r ' .urruf rool  wh-r is noq avai ' l - le on Ine lnrcrner '  for

*,rpr. ," i .  
"" ,  

necr 'sarr v wnur should oe on rr  or sL rr  $r l l  oe on i '  romorroq

Furrhermore, nol all studenrs have the same levei ofaccess to the lnternet' and

in" r'.*';"g ii p-..* mav prove to be far more passive rhan row commonlv

rr"ii"*a. w" srroua, tnererore, bc warv of excessivc claims about acrive or

constructivist leaming made possible by compurers

Dert tion 6

Curicuttlm is tte questioning af authoril!- Llnd *e searchihg f't cotnplex rietts of

Il man srtua ons
This definition is consistent with the ancient Socraiic maxim The 

'rnexanxned
rli. i' 

".i 
rl-tn l;"i"g" Hoeeler, it mav also ovcrlv encourage reiection of
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whar is, making it a postmodernist definition. Tte t m pastmadetnist ;mplies
opposition to widely used ('modernr) values ard practices. Hence, postmoder-
nists are disparare in their own views, usualiy sharing only a desire to challenge
what is modem, a readiness to accept the unaccepied, and a wilLingness to
conc€ptualize n€w ways of thinldng.

Pftblens Posed b]) the Definition

PosL.nodemism reduc€d simply lo the process ofquestioning may not be help-
iul in identifying in practice how students should spend their time and ener$r'
Altloush many authors are enthusiastic about the general pot€ntial of post-
modemist thinkins (Slattery, 1995; Atkinson, 2000; Parker, 1997), others
(Balrow, 1999) contend that it is overly general, vague, and conJused. It is
subject to ihe charg€ of relativism. Moore (2000) cont€nds there is a faial,
internal contadiction among those postnodemists who state that all truth is
relative. when this statement itsefwould have to be nonrelative in order to be

Charactedstics of Curriculun

Some curnculum experts, such as Goodlad (1979), contend that an amlysis of
definitions is a useful starting poht for examining the fie1d of culrisulrm
Other writers argue that ihere are importani conc€pts or characteristics that
ne€d to be considered and which give some insights itrto holt particular value
orientations have evolved and why.

Walker (1990) argles that the frindamental concepts oI cuniculum
include:

. cont€nti which may be depicted h terms of concept maps, topics, and
th€m€s, a[ of which are abslractions which people have invested and

. purpose: usually categorized as inte1lectual, social aDd personalj ohcn
divided into superordinate pu4oses; staled pDrposes are not aLways
reliable indicators of actions;

. organizationr plannhg is based upon scope and sequence (order of
presence over tim€); can be tighdy organized or relatively open-ended.

Oiher writers such as Beane el dl. (1986) produc€ principles of curiculum bur
they are more value-oriented and less generic. For example, t.hey list fiv€ major
principlei abou. curriculum.

. concern with the experiences of leamersi

. making decisions about both cont€nt and process;

.  makinF decis ons abouL d !aiel)  of 'ssues and ropics:

. involving many groups;.

. decision-making at many ievels-



It is evident that these authors have a parricdar conception of curriculum;
perhaps a combination of student- and society-centred. Inevitably, if specjic
principles are given a high priority, then a particular concepriotr of€unicdum
emerges. Longstreet and Sharc (1993) refer to four major conceptions of cur_

. society-o.iented cudculum: the purpose ofschooting is to s€fle sociery;

. student-c€ntrcd cudculum: the studdnt is the cruciai sourc€ of all cur-
riculum;

. knowledge-centred cuniculum: knowledge is the hearr of curriculum;

. eclectic cufiicuhun: various compromises are possibte inchding mind-
less eclecticisml

The conceptions or orientations of curriculum produced by Eisner and
Vallanc€ (1974) arc often cited in literatu€, namely:

. a cognitive process odentation: cognitive skils applicable to a wide
raDge oI inLelleciDal probtems;

. techtrological orientatior to develop means to achi€ve prespecified
ends;

. self-actualization orientation: individual studetrts discover and develop
lheir unique identities;

. social reconstructionist oiietrtation: schools must be an ag€ncy ofsocial
charge;

. academic rationalist odentationi to us€ and aDDreciate tle ideas and
works of the various disciplines.

It is interesting to note that Valance (1986) modified rhese odentarions 12
years later by deleting 's€lf-actualization' and adding 'personal success, (pur-
suing a specific, practical eDd) and a 'cu.riculum for personal coruDitment'
(pursuing leaming for its inherent rcwards).

These conceptions of curiculum are useful ro the extent that rhey remind
educators of some value orietrtations tftat they may be followitrg, wherher
direcdy or indirectly. Yet othe$, such as Pinar ar d/. (1995), aryue rhet tjrese
conceptions are stercotlpes and are of litde value.

Who Is InYolYed in Curdculun?

Curriculum workers arc many and iDclude school-based personnel such as
teachers, pdtrcipals, and parcnts and unive*ity-based specialists, industry
and community groups,,and govemment agencies atrd politisians.

Jackson (1992) suggests tlat a large number of those workirg in rhe
curriculum field are involved h seffing ih€ daily and technical needs of
those who work in schools. This has be€n tle traditional rol€ over the decades
where the focus has been upo! curricllirm dev€lopment for school contexts.

) ' in.r  . /  1tu. ' ) r ( ter  " ' le h-. .1Joa. ' rno'cLr lculLrn feveropmer I
as politicjars, tcxtbook cornpanies, and subjeccmafter specialists ir the uni-
versity. rather than school practitioners and uDiversity professors of curricu-
lum, exercrse leadership and control ovcr cudculu developmeni' (p. 41) lt is
ce ainly the case in most OECD (developed) countdes ihai a wjder range oi
inierest groups are now lnvolved jn curiculum development (Ross, 2000).

Curricltlum in the tweniy-nnt century is indeed moving in many directions
and some would assert that this reflecis a conceptual advance (Jackson, 1992)
and a more soplisticated view of the currjculum. Others lvould argue thal
cufficulum as a field of study is siill conceptually underdeveioped, (Goodiad
and Su, 1992) and ratirer like tryiug to nail Jell O to the wallll (Wri8ht, 2000).

Rcflections and Issues

There arevcry divcrgentaiews about thenature ofcurricxlum. What deliDition oi
curiculrm do von s!!!od? Justify your choice.
Trying to clarlfy celfal coDells by proposh8 definitions for tlm has b.cn
popllar in nany nelds (Porrelli, l98l). Have these corcepts ald deillitiors
proven usefnl in the field of curiculxn?
'The slrlggie over the dennidon ol cu culuD is a matter ofsocial ard polidcal
priorities a. eell as intcltectualdlscour'(GoodsoD 1988, p. 23). Rellect upon a
particllar period oftirne lnd analyse ihe iliiiatives, succeses ard failures which
occured i! tcms of cufticulum developmenl or policy developmeDt
'Ifthe ctrdculurn is to be thc ilstrunenr ofchange in educarion, its neanings and
op€ratioral rerns mrst be cklrer than lhey are currenlly' (Toombs and Tierne',
1993, p 175).  Discuss
'The 1em \ocial slbjects' nrely occnrs in the curredt formulalions of lle
Natiolal Onicnlum or the *hole clricullm in the United Kingdomj indeed
the very worh "socie!l," is norablc by irs infreqnency.'(Canpbell. 1991, p. l3?)
Does this ] dlcite denciencies in tte corceptions ofcldcnlum lncorporated inro
the National Cudclhm? Discus
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