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How Do Teachers’ Intentions Influence What Teachers L
Actually Teach and What Students Experience? 1

{

. e

. _ Stephen J. Thornton  ° £ | | B
- | - - - Stanfo;? University,K < - .
When we talk about the process of schoolingy we rpaturally T
- .o -t ' ’ -2 ~ . ‘
assume & considerable degree-of curriculym consonance. That . i, U

P2 L P—F—P—— X [~ 2= 22" P~ 23—}

~

'\;) we' assume céngiderable correspondence between teachers’ goals,
' what ensues. in the classroom, and what students learn. If we did '

' oo [ ] ’ ) . e : g
not ~make this ,assumption, curriculum planning and | most ' z

- educational policymdking would beqpoint;ess activities. After = -

all, the point of educational Alanning ié, in ‘some way, ko' (;
' . . ’ o ) . SN
.uinfluence_ what students and tepachers do in SEhmol, and . phat t

students learn there. - — S ., .
— . ,Neve}thelﬁss;m it dis plaif-thatnthere;is~¥aw—eonsénaﬁée—m¥n-;ﬁLL¥%
. . L y R -~ v .

- ' some classrooms. Indeed; occasionally we hear of cases where
N . ’ . » .

there is almost'no'corrgspundence between the teacher’s goals and
* > ’ . "’ - ) I

and what/ students learn. ' ‘ThiS"paper draws on a study of \f

LY

curriculum consonance in three; tenth-grade, sqcial studies

[
i .
\ [

classrooms. h A : - - SN

™

L / 2
‘ -
" UWhile kéé term "curriculum consonance" is new, it describes -
. . - - ' - *

familiar relationships.’ These relatidnships have received only

-

piecemeal attention in the literature. My \aim in this paper is to

subgqst three factors that seem to affect the degree/ of »
- ‘
curriculum consonance in classrooms. I will thén consider how

L 2

v curriculum consonance can be helpful iin educational evaluation,
teacher supervision, and improved decision-making in curriculum .

planning and teaching. . : A}

Al
-

Before pfccegding, however, it is wor th mentioning that
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curriculum consopance can be conceived in at least two ways. A . ..

. L Y .
. - - i _ * . -\
first way,. whaf I shall .callfa weak sense, . is ‘as a
straightforward 'measure ' of Vrelationship: How close is the
} . . . ) < ) . , * ’
. correspondense between aims, classroom events, and outcomes? : .

LY

While such a technical. view of consonance - may help f;edufeﬁ,

r

t N
insights into how the curriculum Works, it\$5 a limited view

. nqnetheless,' It ' is entirely possible that a curriculum cduld be F
' ;ons;nant ?Q this weak sensgé but, because of an - iﬁpdverished )
' ' set of ‘aims or miseﬁ;;ational teach;ng,.«fhe ;Qr}icﬁlum cou;d'be. ' '
5ubﬁtangard*_ontgffgrhacmizl,wvi' v . . , ;. | LT )
I am .arguing for da second, énd s@?onger, . ;ense§,of o

» 1}

. consonance. "In this strong sense, .ﬁe would hope there wbuld be

caé#ésnnndence\between aims, -classroom Prolesses, and outcomes,
i LY . - °

but ‘keep in mind! that weak consonance does nbt assure that

- rd .

'sﬁudenis\mdll have educational experiences. ‘This @ouid require
some apbraisai‘of-the qu§11ty of'tHe,gddEation taking place..SuEH ' f 'a,
3 appraisal;#Semands skills of conncisseursh;p:' thel ability to; N
* app;ec1ate what ‘ ia; ‘educationally » significant. . ; Y
. A o ' . LT . ot .~
Study Désian " . R

- L

Site 'Selection for thgélgtudy was powerfllly ifnfluenced by
its aims. Ihe"effects.of';urriculum,consonance were likely‘to be .

\ more evidentp if .Jistracting ‘sources of variance could be
controlled as much as.possible, and thus,i I sought " a éetiing" \

where there' wére few broac differences' between classrocms. I
. v : ¢
fouhd a school,c which I shall call Taylor High, where little but

-

currjculjum and instruction differentiated thiee classrooms from

"
° a

one another. At Taylor, an academically-oriented, nofthern

L0

) _ o
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‘'t~ 7 Ccdliforn hﬁgh 'scﬁbal, three-'men tadbht°‘AmeriCan hxstory
. o : A ' .

(Carson, VQ151n¢ and Baueré'and each had about- the Samg number of

L 4

4

[ @ . ¢ - . . W

" fmoﬁpover, " eamh was about the same age.,Each man wa\‘about to use

s

the'qsame tex tbaek to teach tenth-graders about the Unxted States .

<

) L between the two world Wars. FurtheP,, social studxgs classes at.
. .- 5, . _' R ° . ~.n. . .

", /OTéyld?_ were 'U?tradked, and closely comparable ih terms of

. : . ., ~ ) « »

A years of teachxhg experzence. educat;onal attatnment; _and

-

- studénts’ ‘academic ap@ftqpes, socio-economic status, and rac9.'

[ 1

. - . . e . . . B PR (

Finally, cdrrxcu%ym inclusion ' decisions were in the individual
LY . e . . ’ . R ¢ B ~ ‘u )

-

.o »

©  ‘teacher’s hapds.'ﬁTbus,' what'the.teaghers phanned and ‘did . Was )

"likely to be the major difference Fetweéh élas;roohs. C

g ] . 4 - ~ , ;. A .' | - . .
Data collection a; tHe site involved information, about the ~
.~ ? ’ 1 Pl ./ ' ' - ’ \ .

intended, actualized, - an8 . experienced. curricula in .each

* classroom. Through pre-instruction interviews,..and some analysis

. : . of the éextbook, I forduiataq';he intended curriculum for ".each

b 5 - -

classropm. In. these. inteeréws, { exp¥ored each teacher®s

...
¢ .

« ‘

conception ‘'of currxculum——what d1d these teachers see "as the

. . -
~

educat1ona1 purpsée of teachxng“youngsters Amerxcan hxstory I

)

? ther 1nqu1red into their specific ‘curriculum plans: How did they

V§ translate their broqd currxcular conception into specific goals,;
N\ 4

learning*activities, andvxpstructxonal plans? From th;s data,

*

an intended cur+iculum was constructed for each .cl&ssroom.

1

‘The actualized, Eurrichum for/each classroom was cbmpiled

2!
A\

.from my observation notes. I observed for every day of the unit—-
* |

~—
. ¢ * .

- about four weeks in each case--and recordedﬁatth-descriptions and
. :

impressions of classroom life. My’ sefvatiohs included

examination af student tests, assignments, and seatwork:; whenever

[

~ggs

\ L
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possible I 1?okg‘&hformally'hith students, both in and qftside of -

# G

© the classroom." When Ié;ater cafie. to consfruct the .iESEﬂi}éea
. . K L A a

_; -l'~§ curriculum for the.classrooms,‘ iﬁferénceslwng*corrobgﬂateﬁ-from !
"{f“ e multiﬁlé{soqrcaéz' o T‘. o e - S g
R 'Th¢J .;xPE§iéﬁted- cur}iculum'.wag the most di%f;éqit. to
’ uhcover. Plainly"I'could not directly observe whai ;tudEEts\weEe
: . - / .- ' '
'*~°.:. thihkinég_ +ée1ing,.'and‘}earnihg. Theﬁeforé,:hefore the unit, i

_ , .
. interviewed academically—represenfatiVE students from each class,
3 s s A . B

in qrder to determine what they ' altready knew, about America

between the ‘wars. . After instructian, the same students. were
P . . : - _ " ~, . s
interviewed again. I then compared pre and post dinterviews,. and

G 4 ]

? » . . o
yt in turn, corroborated this interview information ‘with obseri§t1on

data. This . was the basis for the construgtion of an experienced

. . .
~ curriculum for each classroom. C T N °

»,
* [}

o sy

’ I wrotecvan educational criticism of ea¢h - class. In each

criticism I xplicated the salient educational themes.; and
R | .

related these themes to consonance in the curriculum. Comparison

of ., these three criticisms revealed three major places inh the

curriculum where consénahce was jeopardized. Let me deal with

‘ 4 . L]
» L)
each in turn. ? N ‘

- Sources of Dissonance in the Curriculum

Py P~ 2——4 B R — P~ —Pig TP LIS x4 —— e - e w — — —-

e A

The first place where consonance was lost  (that . is the

— e w. g ms —

oy .

found thafw ghe aims two teac éré held were ihconsistent with

curriculum was dissopant) was wifhin the intended cur%%sulum.' I
. '\

[ L4 . R - . .
their specific cw'riculume )l anyg: In.other words, these two
teachers held conflicting distal and proximate goals. Let me take
Mr . Carﬁin Aas an*example. He said that his D%Srarching aim in

»  teaching U.S: history.was that his students would learn certain




4
'y

cognitive'rﬁuecesses' such as synthesis and transfer}’ it is aé

aepiraiion that harkens back to the New SoczaJ Stud1es of the
- ;

-~

1966°s., “But when 1 asked Carsor about his Wterded learning

’
I P

a;tivities, _1netructﬁona1 plans, and curriculum materials, £hey

-
l
)

seemed to bear little‘ resemb}ance to his . conception . of

¢

;urricﬁfum. In place of'inquiry—orienged acﬁivities and heteriale

one might .heve exbected. Carson planned textbook &uestion and

] . i . .

answer work and teaqher-centere% dxscueslon._-Thue, there was at

- least the potent1a1—-a potent1a1 that. .as ‘it -turned; out, was ?3

fdlfilledethat the 1ncon51stenc;es ,with}n Carson's ihtended

currieylum would cause problems in the classroom. ' .
- : . . . - §

The second place where éonsonance was jeopardizeqﬁwas in' the
. . . t}

tr?nslapinn of intentions into classroom*evente. In Mr. Vois1ﬁ’s.

classroom, for instance, his aim that studénts wpuld become

' %

"harder, to fool,"~w¥eLrn . to think ' critjcally, was seldom-

l'v )

actualdized. During hi;\inteﬁview, there had been.some reference

to ePecific plensr for introducing critical issues in the
Ld .y - .
rlassroom. But it became apparent when I observed that, insofar

as critical th1nL1ng d1d take place, 1t wWas generally perFQAQEd'

by the teacher. Vo1s1n failed to recognize thet critical thinking

1s something students must do for theanse¢lves, and hence a source

‘ot ydissonance in‘his curriculum was created. .

A third source of dissonange in these three classrooms'\was

]

conf11ct between the explicit and 1mp11c1t curricula. There was a

potent implicit curriculum at work.in Taylor . High, and it placed

\

a premium on academ:c achievement. Jaylor is an exemplar of the

suburban, ‘middle class hxgh school—-more then 90  percent of

BESTCOPY °* - .

oy . ‘ t
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'~'students continue on to‘éoliege. But Taylor srudentg'are not only

h

college—bound they are bmund for the best celleges. As eﬂe might

expect, there 1is an atmosphere of fxerce academx; compet : ~. B

Ij ' tand mdny sthdean seem driven by the desire for hxgn tost 2t ag!d

. . ¢
% Of cdurse, _eytf1ns1c reward was not neceesarzly antithetxcal to . .
e 'I
the three teachers’ aims, but nonetheless the 1mp11c1t currxaulum'

-

e : Ftten subt;y undermined the tee:herS' intentions. For, example,

~Mr. Carson’s cognpitive processes orientation assumes students

\e will take: intellectual ,risks such .as forming tentative
potheses. - Yet. his students were génerally more concerned with -

. ée%ting phe “right" answers to test items. .Thus, s there . was A

iy

conflict between the explicit and implicit preograms in his
class. ) . : ‘ o
° . J _ :

“
>

But there is evidence to suggest that the cgnfficﬁ between

. . -the exp}icit:and the gmplicft‘curricula need not be as damaging™

as it was in Carson’s'dlassroom. / Mr, Bauer, for instance, had
. . ~ i . y

affective goals for his curriculum. On the face of it,

affecti goals bear little refet%pnship to SAT sco}es.,But Bauer

wag careful to promoé& consonance in his curriculug/ His learning S
: }

% activities, teaching plans, curriculum materials, and evaluation
. o ) -
procedureg were in accord ® with his goals-—-and., my student <

o . . . -

interviews testified--with . what studehts learned. Bauer

legitimated that ghere are many things wor#h knowing Eﬁat do not
negessarily appear eh'tests. In this classkoom, much more than in
Carson’s;. major educational goale ‘were not Jendangered by
copflict beteeen the implicit and explicit curricula.

The three sources of dissonance I found in these classrooms

hold implications for educé¥iona1 evaluation, " teacher

- BESTCOPY ¢* &
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-

’ . : '
- supervisibn, and curriculum decision-making. I shall now consider

these implications. _ ' .

. . i . ”‘,ﬁ". . | . // -
. . . : ).. ¢ <4 : e
. Curriculum Consgnance and EQQ;QSLQQQL'Lmezgzgmgnt
. o, A f{fsi melication Df;thi¢=study ig its reaffirmation of
— ¢ s . . ‘ J ' i .
the centrality of classroom processes in shaping educational - . M

] maaning,. My <findings ;trongly éqggest that what youw do in the

L4 .

~classroom is what ybu . get. We must not confuse trapsmission of

sub-jedt-matter with.the provision of educational experiences for
: _ students. Unless there is consonance between classroom processegs

' ‘and the iﬁtended curriculum, thén stqdeﬁts arg likely to iearh,

t
at best, a pale shadow of” the ai?é wa prdélaim. This is a central

problem in educational qracfice. Mr. Voisif, for example’, thex

l:"

5 evidepce suggests, 1is typigal in his adherence to laudable aims | . o

while maintaining classroom processes ;hat_do relatively little -

. - to promute them.

\ Al

A .second implication of .this study is that curriculum
consonance h?pears helpful for-the'superVisapn and‘evaluatiqb pf
‘ieachérs ;s well as a vehicle for underétanding what is learned . \
in classrooms. . It providesﬁé me;ns-of starting tﬁe 'eQalué¢ive
process with the teacher‘®s own }ntgntions. Tpis may be a
preferable way to go ebout teacher evéluation, for teachers often
feel . that their work is mgsungerstood by.outsiders, and éhe
invitation to begfn with the purposes éﬁe feacher.~holds may
enhance the dialogue between evaluator and teachgr. Moreover,
curriculum consonance also provides a valuable way by which the

*

. —
teaching process can be traced from its origins to “its

~ ¢ .

Q . _ 9 - v )
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canclusions, ' and thus itiprovides’. a sensible structure for.

~

eyaluation and ?pr'supervisfon. Q. . S <

A third implication concerns that we all 'see through the

. ¢ . . . LAY
lens we .use o observe a situation or problem. Curriculum

consonance provides a_iens*rit-poses.significant questions about

¢ <

the struciure'and qualities of claésrnom iife. An this sense, if

emploved in the sﬂrang'sense thaﬁ'l am sugg?sﬁing, curriCQLum
consonanee‘imay"sgrve to awaken wus :tn important educa?ionaﬂ
.qugs}ighs that haye Beretnfdre been'Largely heglected. Cons}Ber,
for example,' the.enormoug ifmpact of the notion of an “imelicit
curriculum" on eﬁﬁcationa{.;resgqrqh. Recognikian .c:n‘-*| the

phenomenon dates back to at least John Dewey s but.it was not

‘ _
until *; the notion was operationalized in empirical, research - that

its po#ent explanatory power was fully.realized.

In conclusion, -t is clear that we cannot readily assume

Y { ' ~

high consonance in classrooms., and that dissonance stands betueenf

us and the realizgtion of many of our .most cherished educational -

aims. Curriculum consonance seems to have utility as a possible

-,

research concept, as a means of making senée' of classroom

processes and outcomes, and for the supervision and evaluation of

4 » il '

teachers. In these wa(s it ‘may throwsinte relief significant

aspects of educational practice that shave escaped brevious

A4

inquiry. It may, as Dewey put it, contribute to a “reeducation“

of our\percep¥ions.

~N 3 <

—— . S L2 —2—4

)

1. This paper will be presented at the annual meeting

of th= American Educational Research Association
{Qivision B) April 3; 1985. I am grateful to D.C.Phillips,
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*critici'sms. of an earlier draft.
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