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2.	 In regard to the level and curricular area with which you are most interested, 
wh;Jt "structures" could you create to increase the involvement of the following 
groups i.n planning the curriculum: students, parents, and community members, 
and other educators? 

3.	 What guidelines should educators follow in facilitating collaborative curriculum 
planning? 

Perspectives on Curriculum Criteria: 
Past and Present 
FORREST 'Iv. PARI<AY 

ABSTRACT: Three interrelated and continually changing criteria have influenced school curricula during 
01:1' nation's history: vocatio11, citizenship, and self-fulfillment. Thue criteria, in turn, have been influenced by 
historicalforces. Religion and the need to educate for citizenship in a democracy have played impllrtll11t roles in 
the dcpe!opment ofcurricula. Recent systematic effons to establish curriculum reforms ha)'e focused lin curricu­
lum standards, core curricula, and education for equity and excellence. 

The content of the curricula in America's schools 
has changed frequently since the colonial period. 
Thes(: modifIcations came about as the goals of 
the SdlOOls were dcbated, additional needs of so­
ci1ety became evident, and the characteristics of 
student populations sh.ifted. The f<)llowing list is 
a sampling of goals the schools have set for them­
selves at ditkrent times in our history. 

•	 Prepare students to carry out religious and 
ftmily responsibilities 

•	 Provide employers with a source of literate 
workers 

•	 Desegregate society 
•	 Reduce crime, poverty, and injustice 
•	 l-lelp om country maintain its competitive 

edge inthe world economy 

•	 Provide the scientists needed to keep our 
country strong 

•	 Educate students for intel'ligent participation 
in a democracy 

Tlu'ee interrelated and continually changing 
criteria have influcnced school curricula during 
our nation's history: vocation, citizenship, and 
self-fulfillment. These criteria, in turn, have been 
influenced by historical forces. The timeline pre­
sented in Figure 6.1 indicates the approximate 
pe!'iods during which these three criteria exerted 
their strongest influence on the curriculum. 
(Each criterion, ofcourse, continues to be used as 
a guideline for curriculum planning), In addition, 
the timeline shows several of the major shifts in 
what was actually taught. 

Ex«:rpred fi'om "Developing and Implementing rhe Curriculum," a chaprer wrinen by Forresr W. Parby 
for Br:eomillB a Teacher, fourth edition (by t'orrcsr W Parkay and Bevcrly Sranford), Bosron: Allyn a.nd 
Bawn, 1998, pp. 344-377. Uscd by permission ofrlle author and publisher. 
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Emphasis on basic skills needed to learn religious cate­
chisms and read prayers. 

Curriculum also includes surveying, navigation, and 
bookkeeping. Education primarily for the elite. 

Latin grammar (coUege-prep) schools established and, 
like Harvard and Yale CoUeges, emphasize Latin, 
Greek, theoJogy, and philosophy for UlOse preparing 
to enter law or religion. 

Massachusetts Law of 1647 mandates a reading and 
writing teacher for towns of 50 or more families; a 
Latin teacher for towns of 100 or more. Females 
taught basics to enable them to carry out religious and 
family responsibilities. 

Public schools teach reading, writing, and basic mathe­
matics (counting, adding, and subtracting) to prepare 
students for jobs and apprenticeships. 

Academies teach secondary students a practical curricu­
lum (drawing, surveying, navigation, merchant's ac­
counting, etc.) to become tradespeople and workers. 

First public high school teaches basic skills and history, 
geography, health, and physical training. 

First English-speaking kindergarten emphasizes growth, 
activity, plav, songs, and pllysical training. 

free public schooling now includes high schouls that 
place strong emphasis on vocational education and 
reading, writing, and mathematics. 



FIGURE 6.1 
(continued) 

Education 
for Masses 1900 

1893 

1918 

The 
Excellence 
1I10vement 

1920 

1940 1930s 

I 
1940s 

1960 

1980 

1957 

1960s 

Mid-1970s 

1983 

1985 

1989 

1990 1990 

1992 

2000 

Mid-1990s 

Committee ofTen asserts that high schools are for 
college-bound and curriculum should emphasize 
mental disciplines in humanities, language, and 
science. 

Commission on Reorganization of Secondary Education 
focuses on individual differences. Curriculum to stress 
Seven Cardinal Principles. 

Progressive education movement stresses curriculum 
based on student's needs and interests. Home 
economics, health, family living, citizenship, and 
wood shop add.ed to the curriculum. 

Russia's Sputnik sparks emphasis on science, mathe­
matics, and languages. 

Calls for relevancy result in expanded course offerings 
and electives. 

Back-to-basics movement emphasizes reading, writing, 
mathematics, and oral communication. 

Nation at Risk report calls for "five new basics"­
English, mathematics, science, social studies, and 
computer science. 

Rigorous core curricula advocated at aJI levels in an effort 
to increase standards and to ensure quality. 

The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development 
report, TJ,wning Points, recommends the creation of 
learning communities and a core academic program 
for middle-level students. 

President Bush unveils national educational goals in six 
areas: readiness for school; high school completion; 
student achievement and citizenship; science and 
mathematics; adult literacy and lifelong learning; and 
safe, disciplined, and drug-free schools. 

President Clinton proposes a program of national service 
for America's youth. 

National standards committees meet in the subject 
are3S. 

Renewed emph3sis on developing curricula 
for schooling in an increasingly diverse society. 



CHURCH, NATION, AND SCHOOL 

From 1620 to 1760, the primary aim of the cur­
riculum was to train students in religious beliefs 
and practices. It was only later that a distinction 
was made between civil and religious life. Basic 
skills were taught for the purpose of learning reli­
gious catechisms and reacting prayers. In adctition 
to taking courses with religious content, students 
also studied such practical subjects as surveying, 
navigation, bookkeeping, architecture, and agri­
culture. 

From 1770 to 1860 the development of citi­
zenship provided the curriculum's major focus. 
The U.S. had just won its independence from 
England, and many policymakers believed that 
literacy was essential to the preservation of free­
dom. Accorctingly, students were taught history, 
geography, health, and physical training, as well 
as the basic skills of reacting, writing, and compu­
tation. In 1821, the nation's first public high 
school was opened in Boston, and two years later 
the first private l~ormal school for teachers 
opened in Concord, Vermont. The fIrst English­
speaking kindergarten, taught by Elizabeth Pea­
body, opened in Boston in 1860. 

By the beginning of the Civil War, the basic 
skills of reading, writing, and mathematics were 
well established in the curriculum. Various types 
of schools had been incorporated into state sys­
tems, and in 1852 the first compulsory school 
3ttendance law was passed in Massachusetts. Par­
ents in every section of the country wanted more 
and better opportunities for their children. 
Through a curriculum that stressed inctividual 
virtue, literacy, hard work, and moral develop­
ment, reformers wished to improve social condi­
tions and to provide more opportunities for the 
poor. 

The development of citizenship continues to 
influence school life and school curricula. All stu­
dents, for exampk, are required to study United 
States history and the United States Constitution 
at some time dUling their school career. Presi­
dents' birthdays and national holidays are built 

into the school year calendar. Issues concerning 
civil liberties and the expression of patriotism 
often become educational issues, as in controver­
sies during the last decades over treatment of the 
American flag and the recitation of the Pledge of 
Allegiance in schools. 

CHILDREN AND SCHOOL 

Vocational goals for the curriculum were most 
prominent from 1860 to 1920. The turn of the 
century brought with it many changes that pro­
foundly influenced the curriculum. The dawning 
of the machine age altered the nature of industry, 
transportation, and communication. The growth 
of cities and the influx of millions of immigrants 
resulted in new functions for all social institu­
tions, and home life was forever changed. As a re­
sult, curricula came to be based on vocationally 
oriented social and individual need rather than on 
subject matter divisions. Subjects were judged by 
the criterion of social utility rather than by their 
ability to develop the intellect. 

During this period, several national commit­
tees met for the purpose of decicting what should 
be taught in elementary and secondary schools. 
Initially, these committees espoused goals 
formed by educators at the college and private 
secondary school levels-that is, uniform curric­
ula with standardized methods of instruction. 
Gradually, though, these appointed groups be­
gan to recommend curricula that were more flex­
ible and based on the needs of chi'ldren. This shift 
is seen clearly in the recommendations made by 
tll1-ee of the more influential committees during 
this period: the Committee of Ten, the Commit­
tee ofFifteen, and tlle Commission on Reorgani­
zation of Secondary Education. 

The Committee of Ten 

During 1892-93, tlle directors of the National 
Education Association appropriated $2,500 for a 



Committee ofTen to hold nine conferences that 
focused on the following subjects in the high 
school curriculum: (1) Latin; (2) Greek; (3) Eng­
lish; (4) other modern languages; (5) mathemat­
ics; (6) physics, astronomy,' and chemistry; 
(7) natural history (biology, botany, and zool­
ogy), (8) history, civil government, and political 
science; and (9) geography (physical geography, 
geology, and meteorology). The group's mem­
bers decided that the primary function of high 
schools was to take intellectually elite students 
and prepare them for life. Their recommenda­
tions stressed me~taJ discipline in the humanities, 
languages, and science. 

The Committee of Fifteen 

Thl; report of the Committee of Ten sparked 
such discussion that in 1893 the National Educa­
tion Association appointed the Committee of 
Fifteen to examine the dementary curriculum. In 
keeping with the vil:W that high schools were 
coJll:ge preparatory institutions, the committee's 
report, published in 1895, called for the in­
troduction of Latin, the modern, languages, and 
algebra into tl1c elementary curriculum. In addi­
tion, the curriculum was to be organized around 
five basic subjects: grammar, literature, arith­
m<.:tic, geography, and history. 

The Reorganization of 
Secondary Education 

In 1913 tlle NationJl Education Association ap­
pointed the Commission OJl the Reorganization 
of Secondary Education. The commission's re­
port, Cardinal Principles of Secondary Educa­
tion, WJS rclcJsed in 1918 and called for a high 
school curriculum designed to accommodate in­
dividual differences in scholastic ability. Seven 
educational goals were to provide the t()(US t()r 
schooling at all k:vds: health, command of fun­

damental processes (reading, writing, and com­
putation), worthy home membership, vocation, 
citizenship, worthy use of leisure time, and ethi­
cal character. 

STANDARDS AND THE SCHOOLS 

From 1920 to the present, schools have become 
increasingly accountable for providing all stu­
dents with curricular experiences based on high 
standards. The following comments made by 
U.S. Education Secretary Richard Riley at a 
Washington, D.C., junior high school in 1993, 
for example, reflect tl1e nation's concern about 
current standards in schools (1993/1994, 3): 

We are not doing any children any favors by prais­
ing them for their skiJl on the basketball court but 
continuing the conspiracy of low expectations. Ex­
cellence and equal.iry are not incompatible. We've 
just m:vn tried hard enough to achieve them for all 
of our ch.ildren. 

Ultimately, if we want our children to get smart 
and come into their own as full citizens of th.is 
great democracy, we need to raise the bar and help 
our children jump a little higher academically 

To meet tllese demands for higher standards, 
schools have undertaken numerous curricular re­
forms over the years and used more sophisticated 
methods for measuring the educational out­
comes of these rdorms. 

The Push for Mass Education 

Si.nce 1920, schools have been expected to provide 
educational opportunities for aU America.ns. Dur­
ing this period, curriCLlla have been developed to 
meet the needs and difkrences of many diverse 
student groups: disabled, bilingual, gifted, delin­
quent, and lcarni..l1g-disabkJ stmknts, for o:am­
pJe. Moreover, these curricula have been used not 
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only in public and private schools but also in alter­
native schools: night schools, schools without 
walls, swnmer schools, vocational schools, contin­
uation schools, schools-within-schools, magnet 
schools, and so on. In 1973 there were more than 
600 alternative public schools. A survey done in 
1981 found that the number of public alternative 
schools had mushroomed to over 10,000, with an 
estimated three million children enroUed (Raywid 
1981,551-554)1 

The Progressive Curriculum 

The concern in this country for educating all our 
youth has drawn much of its initial energy from 
the progressive education movement. During the 
1920s, the Progressive Education Association re­
acted against the earlier emphasis on the mental 
disciplines and called for elementary schools to 

develop curricula based on the needs and inter­
estS of all students. Throughout the 1930s, pro­
gressive ideas were promoted on the secondary 
level as well. 

Though there was no single set of beliefs that 
united all Progressives, there was general agree­
ment that students should be involved in activities 
that parallel those found in society. Furthermore, 
those activities should engage students' natural 
interests and contribute to their self-fulfillment. 
With these guidelines in mind, the progressive ed­
ucation movement expanded the curriculum to 
include such topics as home economics health 
ramily living, citizenship, and wood sh~p. Th~ 
spirit of the progressive education movement is 
expressed well in a statement made in 1926 by the 
Director of the School of Organic Education in 
Fairhope, Alabama (Johnson 1926, 350-351): 

We believe that education is life, growth; that the 
ends are immediate; that the end and the process 
arc one. We believe that all children should have 
the fullest opportunity for sdf-expression, for joy, 
for delight, for intellectual stimulus through sub­

ject matter, but we do not believe that children 
should be made self-conscious or externalized by 
making subject matter an end. Our constant 
thought is not what do the children learn or do 
but what are the "learning" and the "doing" doin~ 
to them.... 

We believe that society owes aU children guid­
ance, control, instruction, association, and inspira­
tion-right conditions ofgrowth-throughout the 
growing years until physical growth is completed. 
No child may know failure-aU must succeed. Not 
"what do you know" but "what do you need," 
should be asked, and the nature of childhood indi­
ca tes the answer. 

The Eight-rear Study. One of the most ambi­
tious projects of the progressive education 
movement was the Eight-Year Study, which ran 
from 1932 to 1940. During this period, thirty 
public and private high schools were given the 
opportunity to restructure their educational pro­
grams according to progressive tenets and with­
out regard for college and university entrance 
requirements. Over 300 colleges and universities 
then agreed to accept the graduates of these 
schools. The aim of the study, according to its 
director, was "to develop students who regard 
education as an enduring quest for meanings 
rather than credit accumulation" (Aiken 1942, 
23). The curricula developed by these schools 
emphasized problem solving, creativity, self-di­
rected study, and more extensive counseling and 
guidance for students. 

Ralph Tyler evaluated the Eight-Year Study by 
matching nearly 1,500 graduates of the experi­
mental schools who went on to college with an 
equal number of college freshmen who gradu­
ated from other high schools. He found that stu­
dents in the experimental group received higher 
grades in every subject area except foreign lan­
guages and had slightly higher overall grade 
point averages. Even more significant, perhaps, 
was the finding that the experimental group had 
higher performance in such areas as problem 
solving, inventiveness, curiosity, and motivation 



311 

to achieve. Unfortunately, the Eight-Year Study 
failed to have any lasting impact on American 
education-possibly because World War II over­
shadowed the study's results. 

The Push for Excellence 

Concern with excellence in our schools ran high 
during the decade that spanned the late 1950s to 
the late 1960s. The Soviet Union's launching of 
the satdiite Sputnik in 1957 marked the begin­
ning of a great concern in this country over the 
content of the schools' curricula. Admiral Hy­
man G. Rickover was a leading proponent of an 
academically rigorolls curriculum and urged the 
public to see that our strength as a nation was vir­
tually linked to the quality ofour educational sys­
tem. He wrote in his 1959 book Education and 
Freedom ( 188): , 

The P:lst months have been a period of rude awak­
ening for us. Our eyes and ears luve been assaulted 
by the most disucssing son of ne\vs about Russia's 
giant strides in technology, b'lsed on the e"tr:lOrdi­
nary success she b:lS had in transforming her edu­
eatiunal sysrem. AI! but in ruins rwenrv-ti\'e years 
ago, it is today an efficient machine for producing 
highly competent scientists and engineers--many 
more than we can hope to uain through our own 
educarional system which we have so long re­
garded wirh pride and affection. 

\,Ve ,Irc slowly thinking our way through a 
thicket of bitter disappoinUllCnt and humiJi:lting 
uuth to rhe re:lli7.:ltion that America's pn:domin:lnt 
educational philosophy is as hopelesslv outchted 
today as the horse and bugb'Y. Nothing shan of a 
complete reorgani/.-ation of American education, 
preceded hya revolutionary reversal of educational 
:lim;, can equip us for winning the educational race 
wirh the Russians. 

hided by arguments like Rickover's, many 
curriculum reform movements were begun in 
the 19505 and 1960s, The tederal guvernment 
became involved and poured great sums of 
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money into developing curricula in mathemat­
ics, the sciences, modern languages, and, to a 
lesser extent, English and history. Once again, 
the focus of the curriculum was on the mental 
disci plines and the social and psychological 
needs of children were secondary. Testing and 
ability grouping procedures were expanded in an 
effort to identify and to motivate academically 
able students. 

The Inquiry-Based Curriculum 

The prevailing view of what should be taught in 
the schools during this period was influenced sig­
nificantly by Jerome Bruner's short book, The 
Process ofEducation, A report on a conference of 
scientists, scholars, and educators at Woods Hole, 
Massachusetts, in 1959, Bruner's book syntl1e­
sized current ideas about intelligence and about 
how to motivate students to learn, Bruner be­
lieved that students should learn the "methods of 
inquiry" common to the academic disciplines. 
For example, in an inquiry-based curriculum, in­
stead of learning isolated facts about chemistry, 
students would learn tlle principles of inquiry 
common to the discipline of chemistry. In short, 
students would learn to think like chemists; they 
would be able to use principles from chemistry to 
solve prob'lcl11s independen tly. 

Bruner's ideas were used as a rationale tor 
making the curriculum more rigorous at all lev­
els, As he pointed out in an often-quoted state­
ment in The Process of Education, "Any subject 
can be taught effectively in some intellectually 
honest form to any child at any stage of devel­
opment' (1960, 33). Bruner advocated a spiral 
curriculum wherein children would encounter 
the disciplines at ever-increasing levels of com­
plexity as they progressed through schoo!' 
Thus, elementary students could be taught 
physics in a manner that would pave the way 
for their learning more complex principles of 
physics in high schooL 



The Relevancy-Based Curriculum 

The push for a rigorous academic core curriculum 
was offset in the mid-1960s by a call for a rele­
vancy-based curriculum. Many educators, stu­
dent groups, and political activists charged that 
school curricula were unresponsive to social issues 
and significant changes in our cu.lture. At some 
schools, largely high schools, students actually 
demonstrated against educational programs they 
fClt were not relevant to their needs and concerns. 
In response to this pressure, educators began to 
add more courses to the curriculum, increase the 
number of elective and remedial courses offered, 
and experiment with new ways of teaching. This 
concern with relevancy continued until the back­
to-basics movement began in the mid-1970s. 

The Core Curriculum: 

In the early 1980s, the public was reminded anew 
that our country's well-being depended on its 
system of education, and once again our schools 
were found lacking in excellence. Several national 
reports claimed that curriculum standards had 
eroded. The 1983 report by the National Com­
mission on Excellence in Education asserted, for 
example, that secondary school curricula had be­
come "homogenized, diluted, and diffused." 
And even Admiral Rickover, in his characteristi­
cally terse, hard-hitting manner, pointed out in 
1983 that school curricula had become less rigor­
ous (Rickover 1983): 

SUldenr performance is lower than in 1957 at the 
time of Spu tnik, when many so-called reforms were 
initi:lted. Some curricula involve expensive gim­
micks, trivial courses and quick fixes of dubious 
value. Te:lchers :Ire often poorly trained and misused 
on llon:lcademic usks. M:lny smdents have settled 
for e:ls)', so-caJl'ed releV<lnt and entertaining courses. 
They and their parents are deceived by gr:lde infla­
tion. And the lack of national standards of perfor­
mance blinds everyone to how poor our educ:ltion 
system is. 

The push for excellence in the high school cur­
riculum received a boost at the end of 1987 when 
U.S. Secretary of Education William J. Bennett 
proposed an academically rigorous core curricu­
lum for all high school students. In a U.S. De­
partment of Education booklet entitled James 
Madison High School: A Curriculum for Ameri­
can Students, Bennett described what such a cur­
riculum might look like for an imaginary high 
school. His course of study called for four years of 
English consisting of four year-long literature 
courses; three years each ofscience, mathematics, 
and social studies; two years of foreign language; 
two years ofphysical education; and one semester 
each of art and music history. Twenty-five per­
cent of his program would be available for stu­
dents to use for electives. 

Outcome-Based Education 

A recent approach to reforming the curriculum to 
ensure that all students learn and perform at 
higher levels is known as performance-based or 
outcome-based education. The performance­
based approach focuses on assessing Stljde:hts' 
mastery ofa set of rigorous learning goals O('out­
comes. By the carly 1990s, Kentucky, Oregon, 
Connecticut, and Washington were among the 
states that had begun to develop statewide per­
formance-based curriculum goals. Washington, 
for example, passed the Performance-Based Edu­
cation Act ofl993 calling for tl1e implementation 
of a performance-based education system by 
2000-2001. The system, which wiJl include 
mandatory assessments of students' performance 
at the elementary, middle, and high school levels, 
is bascd on the following four goals, each of 
which includes several outcomes and essential 
learning requirements: 

Goal 1: Communicate effectively and responsi­
bly in a variety of ways and settings 

Goal 2: Know and apply the core concepts and 
principles of mathematics; social, physical, 



and life sciences; arts; humanities; and REFEREl' 
healthful living 

Goal 3: Think critically and creatively, and inte­ Aiken, Wilford Merton. The Story of the Eight-Year 

grate experience and knowledge to form Study. New York: Harper and Row, 1942. 

reasoned judgments and solve problems 
Goal 4: Function as caring and responsible incli­

vi duals and contributing members offarni­
lies, work groups, and communities 

I 

A5 the preceding historical review of cunicu­
lum criteria has shown, the content of the cur­
riculum does not remain static. It is continuously 
refined, added to or subtracted from, based upon 
the prevailing needs of society, our views of chil­
dren and how they learn, and our conceptions of 
the larger purposes of education. Nevertheless, 
the curriculum must, somehow, reflect the be­
liefs, values, and needs ofwidely different groups: 
liberals and conservatives, rich and poor, gifted 
and [C'medial, college-bound and work-bound, 
and immigrants and native-born. 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

1.	 At the level and in the curricular area with which you are most familiar, how are 
these criteria reflected in the curriculum: vocation, citizenship, and self-fulfill­
ment> 

2.	 Examine the timeline presented in Figure 6.1. W11at do you think will be the 
majm emphases on the curriculum during the next 10 years> The next 20 years? 

3.	 What are some examples of the current impact of religion and nationalism on the 
curriculum? 


