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Curriculum:

Clarifying the Concept

It is more than just a word.

The word curriculum means a lot of different things to a lot of different people. A student might define curriculum as: "the stuff they teach in school" or "whatever happens to me in school." A teacher might define curriculum as: "a thick document" or "what I am told to teach, modified by what happens as my pupils and I work together." Some school administrators define curriculum as “the list of standards teachers must address.” Popular definitions for the word curriculum include "content of courses of study, lists of the subjects and courses, what is to be learned, and all the experiences that are offered to learners under the auspices or direction of the school."

Introduction

According to Rule (1973), there are more than 119 different definitions for curriculum. They range from very concrete to very abstract. One author went so far as to introduce the paradoxical notion that there is a null curriculum -- what the schools do not teach (Eisner, 1985). Given the complex and dynamic nature of education, it is unlikely that a single agreed upon definition for curriculum will be developed. Until such a definition is developed, one must develop his or her own definition for curriculum.

Developing an operational definition for curriculum can help one: 
(1) make distinctions between other educational concepts (i.e., school policy, instruction, evaluation), 
(2) explore the nature of the concept and develop a better understanding of the concept, and 
(3) facilitate clear communication with others who may have abstract or divergent perspectives regarding the concept.

A review of the professional literature will uncover a wide range of definitions for the word curriculum. Although they all contain good ideas, many of them tend to be too narrow or incomplete to help one develop a comprehensive understanding of the concept. To develop an operational definition that reflects the best thinking in the field, one needs to review a variety of definitions, identify the common themes use to define the concept, and utilize one or more of these themes to develop a personal definition that can help guide your thinking about curriculum.

Analyzing Other Peoples' Definitions

The following list is a collection of popular definitions for curriculum

that are commonly cited in the professional literature. Read each definition carefully and highlight its main idea or ideas. Review the idea(s) in each definition and develop a list of the themes (4 to 6) commonly used to define the word curriculum. 
Popular Definitions for the Word Curriculum

Curriculum is "all the experiences a learner has under the guidance of the school" (Tanner & Tanner, 1980).

The curriculum of a school is the formal and informal content and process by which learners gain knowledge and understanding, develop skills, and alter attitudes, appreciation's, and values under the auspices of that school (Doll, 1978).

Curriculum is "whatever content is used" (Buswell).

Curriculum is "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" (Bobbit, 1918).

"Curriculum is all of the experiences children have under the guidance of teachers" (Caswell & Campbell, 1935).

"Curriculum consists of all the means of instruction used by the school to provide opportunities for student learning experiences leading to desired learning outcomes" (Krug, 1957).

Curriculum is "a written document" (Beauchamp & Beauchamp, 1973).

"The ground which pupil and teacher cover to reach the goal or objective of education" (Brubacher, 1969).

"Curriculum encompasses all learning opportunities provided by the school" (Saylor and Alexander, 1966).

Curriculum prescribes the results of instruction. It does not prescribe the means to be used in achieving the results" (Johnson,1967).

Curriculum is "the educational program of the school" with attention to the following elements: (1) program of studies, (2) program of experiences, (3) program of services, and (4) the hidden curriculum (Oliver, 1977).

Curriculum embodies "all of the teaching-learning experiences guided and directed by the school (Harnack, 1968).

Curriculum is "that reconstruction of knowledge and experience

systematically developed under the auspices of the school, to enable the learner to increase his or her control of knowledge and experience" (Tanner & Tanner, 1980).

"The curriculum is all of the experiences that individual learners have in a program of education whose purpose is to achieve broad goals and related specific objectives, which is planned in terms of a framework of theory and research or past and present professional practice” (Hass, 1980).

Curriculum is "a plan or program of all experiences which the learner encounters under the direction of the school" (Oliva, 1982).

Curriculum can be defined as "a plan for learning" (Taba, 1962).

Curriculum is "those planning endeavors which take place prior to instruction" (Macdonald, 1965).

Curriculum is "the underlying plan of communication" while instruction is "the substance and form of communication" between teachers and students (Henchey, 1969).

Curriculum is the "content, subject matter, or what ever is to be taught and learned" (Alpren).
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Directions

Attached to this handout was a collection of popular definitions for

curriculum. Read each definition carefully and highlight its main idea or

ideas. Review the salient idea(s) in each definition and develop a list of the

themes (4 to 6) commonly used to define the word curriculum in the spaces

provided below (6 points possible).

____________________________ ____________________________

____________________________ ____________________________

____________________________ ____________________________

Developing an Operational Definition

Using two or more of the themes listed above, write a personal

definition for the word curriculum (10 points possible).

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
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Evaluation Criteria

Your analysis and synthesis of exiting definitions for curriculum, as

well as your operational definition, will be evaluated based on the following

criteria.

Tasks Performed Points Possible

1. Definition Analysis: Identified at least 6

salient that are commonly used to define

the concept in the professional literature. 6 5 4 3 2 1

2. Operational Definition: The student

wrote an operational definition for the

word curriculum that:

is consistent with one or more of the salient

themes found in the professional literature. 2 1

blends words and ideas into a coherent

statement that is clear and make sense. 4 3 2 1

is grammatically correct and it is easy to read. 4 3 2 1

Total Points _______ / 16 Points Possible = _______ Percent
