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Curriculum NOW

Curriculum brings
coherence to the whole
educational endeavor.

If we knew — really knew
— what could have the larg-
est impact on learning and
the achievement gap, would
we implement it?

Because we do know. Cur-
riculum — what we actually
teach — may be the single
largest school factor that af-
tects learning, intellectual
development, and college and
career readiness.

If we’re serious about im-
proving schools, this is the
place to start. Until we have
built a clear, coherent cur-
riculum for every course,
we’ll only have a superfi-
cial impact on learning or
achievement. To be clear: A
good working curriculum
consists of a thoughtfully-
selected sequence of common
content topics, essential intel-
lectual skills, and — if we’re
smart — an accompanying
set of adequately complex
core and optional texts (po-
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ems, books, selected textbook
readings, etc.). It must also
include writing assignments
tor each course. It need not
be a national or even district
curriculum, and shouldn’t be
airtight; it should give teach-
ers some room to teach some
of their own favorite topics
and readings. And it doesn’t
have to be perfect; even de-
cent curriculum — if service-
ably taught — would have

a game-changing impact on
outcomes and equity.

A remarkable convergence
of research argues for the pri-
macy of a coherent, content-
rich curriculum that abounds
in opportunities for reading,
writing, and discussion in ev-
ery subject area. Such curric-
ulum would have more effect
on reading ability, higher-or-
der comprehension, and test
scores than any other factor
(Hirsch, 2008; Willingham,
2009). It is the basis for suc-
cess in college and careers
(Conley, 2006). According to
Robert Marzano, the curricu-
lum that is taught — vs. the
written version — will have
more impact on learning than
any other in-school factor
(2003). Certainly, effective
instruction — how we teach
— is profoundly important
(and the subject of my next
column). But even the best
pedagogy can’t overcome the
negative effects of incoherent
curriculum, just as the best
exercise regimen can’t over-
come the damage done by a
diet of fast food.

It is no surprise, then, that

a coherent, liberal arts curric-
ulum is the common denomi-
nator in the success of the
highest-achieving countries
that take the Program for
International Student Assess-
ment (PISA) exam (Munson,
2011).

Finally, as Judith Little,
Rick DuFour, and others
have written for decades,
common curriculum is the
essential precondition for
productive professional learn-
ing communities (PLCs) and
the common assessments
that are the essential engine
of continuous improvement.
For these conversations to
have their intended effect on
achievement goals, they must
be rooted in common cur-
riculum. I can’t tell you how
many frustrated PLCs I have
seen that still can’t see the
root cause of their arrested
development: the absence of
coherent curriculum.

All this makes the current
moment immensely propi-
tious: Right now, only a tiny
fraction of schools own and
operate a clear, coherent, lit-
eracy-rich curriculum. Many
schools implement a test-
prep curriculum that is noth-
ing but a content-poor cor-
ruption of real curriculum.

How can this be? We've
invested billions in standards
documents, curriculum revi-
sions, curriculum maps, and
scope-and-sequence guides.
But these were, in the end,
only paper exercises. The
actual taught curriculum
continues to depend, more

than anything, on which
teacher a student happens to
get (Rotherham, Marzano, &
Schmidt, in Schmoker, 2011).
Why haven’t we addressed
this urgent priority? Because
we've been too busy “dab-
bling in pedagogical, man-
agement and accountability
fads” (American Educator
2010/11). It’s time that we re-
alized that trying to improve
schools in the absence of de-
cent curriculum is like trying
to dig the Erie Canal — with

spoons.

Even decent curriculum
— if serviceably taught
— would have a game-
changing impact on
outcomes and equity.

So, what should we do?
Our task is fairly simple:
Drop nearly everything, how-
ever seductive, and build such
curriculum for every course.
Recent developments from
the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) provide
critical support for this effort.
Two writers of the standards,
on behalf of the CCSS, are
now acknowledging that the
bewildering lists of standards
provided for the English lan-
guage arts are t00 NUMErous
and confusing to be useful as
guides or as the basis for cur-
riculum. Their advice is to
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“focus on the cornerstones”
instead of the overly parsed
array of grade-by-grade skills
and standards (Gewertz,
2011, p. 1).

Focus on the corner-
stones. That is, build cur-
riculum around a coherent
selection and sequence of
texts within and across each
course and grade level. Then,
ensure that students have

Even the best pedagogy
can't overcome the
negative effects of
incoherent curriculum,

just as the best exercise
regimen can'’t overcome
the damage done by a diet
of fast food.

abundant opportunities to
closely read, discuss, and
write about these texts in di-
rect response to high-quality
questions about increasingly
complex texts: selected text-
book pages, essays, speeches,
opinion pieces, newspaper
and magazine articles. The
predominant mode for such
close reading, discussion, and
writing should be some form
of argument, such as hav-
ing students support claims
with evidence as they analyze,
explain, and research topics
they’re studying. Only this
will ensure that they’re col-
lege and career ready (Cole-
man & Pimentel, 2011, pp. 4
and 5).

But the CCSS writers go
an important step further.
They have begun to provide
specifics about the amount
and frequency of such work.
They strongly suggest, for
example, that at least one
week per grading period be
devoted to helping students
complete a short research
paper. Additional specificity
now comes from the Partner-

ship for Assessment of Readi-
ness for College and Careers
(PARCC), which has been
charged with creating assess-
ments for the CCSS. PARCC
has published clear guidelines
for the number of books and
other challenging texts to

be read in each subject and
grade-level. David Conley
has recommended this as the
only solution to the anemic
reading and writing diet so
many students receive in our
classrooms (2006).

There are real schools that
already own and operate just
such curricula. Others come
close, too (Schmoker, 2011,
pp- 121-126). I'll be writing
about them in upcoming col-
umns.

Do we really want bet-
ter schools? Then, it’s time
we made this our highest,
near-exclusive priority. Start
this week. Have teams re-
duce and identify the most
essential content standards
and topics for each course,
and arrange them by grad-
ing period. Then, have them
begin to collect and assemble
interesting, content-rich texts
for the content taught in the
first grading period. (They
can finish this work at sub-
sequent team meetings.) Set
deadlines; continuously share
the best work and texts with
other teams and schools. And
don’t worry about “perfect”
curriculum; there’s no such
thing. Even rough, conscien-
tious efforts here will result
in more coherence and an
invaluable selection of quality
texts for most courses.

The editors of American
Educator — the publica-
tion produced by and for
the American Federation of
Teachers — tell us, “we have
been pursuing the periph-
eral,” while the best schools
in the world “have been pur-
suing the fundamental...and
that has made all the differ-
ence” (2010/11, p. 2). Let’s
start building curriculum.
Now. K
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If you have done some good curriculum work, I'd love to see it.
E-mail me (schmoker@futureone.com) an example of a good
working curriculum for a single course, one that has a sequen-
tially-arranged set of essential standards, divided by grading

period. Be sure to provide:

¢ The essential, common readings that support the essential
curricular content (poems, books, selected textbook pages),

and

* The common, required writing assignments for the course
(e.g., one three-page paper per semester).

| will share the best of these curricula and make them available
online — as models for others who wish to create a simple,
coherent curriculum for every course.

Thinkstock/iStockphotos

This content downloaded from 186.45.81.7 on Thu, 10 Jul 2014 01:32:40 AM

All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

VO3 N3  kappanmagazine.org 71


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 70
	p. 71

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 93, No. 3 (November 2011), pp. 1-80
	Front Matter
	The Editor's Note
	Be selfish about improvement [pp. 4-4]

	Highlighted &Underlined [pp. 6-7]
	POVERTY AND LEARNING
	A broader and bolder approach uses education to break the cycle of poverty [pp. 8-14]
	Emphasize the ambitious: An interview with Kati Haycock [pp. 15-20]
	Teacher beliefs shape learning for all students [pp. 21-23]
	POVERTY: Facts and figures [pp. 24-25]
	Poverty, performance, and frog ponds: WHAT BEST-PRACTICE RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT THEIR CONNECTIONS [pp. 26-31]
	Homelessness comes to school: How homeless children and youths can succeed [pp. 32-37]
	Help families by fostering parental involvement [pp. 38-39]
	Overcoming the education challenge of poverty in the Mississippi Delta [pp. 40-43]
	Rediscovering hope: Building school cultures of hope for children of poverty [pp. 44-47]
	The cost of changing lives? Lessons from the Making Waves Foundation [pp. 48-51]
	Lessons from KIPP Delta [pp. 52-56]

	How to steer the tough budget road ahead: Accelerate your performance [pp. 57-61]
	Teaching with television: New evidence supports an old medium [pp. 62-65]
	R&D
	Academic achievement for English learners: What can we reasonably expect? [pp. 66-69]

	First Things First
	Curriculum NOW [pp. 70-71]

	Thoughts on Teaching
	On grifters, research, and poverty [pp. 72-73]

	Global Voices: Overview
	Decentralization in New Zealand [pp. 74-75]

	Global Voices: Chile
	More equity in education: The Chilean students' public outcry [pp. 76-77]

	PDK Connection [pp. 78-79]
	BackTalk: Thinking listserv [pp. 80-80]
	Back Matter



