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FOREWORD

James A. Beane

Most curriculum design and change initiatives have followed one of two paths.
The first is what we might call “grand narratives,” designs meant for all places,
all situations, and all people. At the end of this path is a homogenized school
with a standardized, systematized, and aligned arrangement of subjects, texts,
and tests. The social efficiency movement earlier in this century was a good
example; we are still living with its legacy of Carnegie units of credit and seat
time. Another good example, this one in our own time, is the chilling rhetoric
and rapid approach of national standards, curriculum, and testing. This path al-
most always involves a linear model of top-down mandates for local implemen-
tation of separate subject content requirements,

The second path for curriculum design and change is neither linear nor
top-down. Instead it involves two interacting dimensions. One is a definition of
powerful principles that ought to guide the curriculum, the big ideas like democ-
racy, self and social meaning, dignity, and so on. The other dimension is a di-
verse range of possibilities, locally developed, for bringing those principles to
life. These two dimensions play off each other as we seek ways to bring the
principles to life in our classrooms and continuously refine the principles on the
basis of what we learn in our classrooms.

There is no set “curriculum,” no recipe, no cookbook,
no standardization, no alignment. Instead there is a set of
guiding principles to give us direction and our own imagi-
nations to create ways of bringing those principles to life.
Thinking about curriculuin design and change this way
makes room for people to create their own local arrange-
ments while sharing with others a commitment to common

purposes.




This is why I called my own curriculum proposal “a” rather than “the”
middle school curriculum and why I opened the revised edition with a more
clearly defined statement of general guidelines for the curriculum (Beane, 1993).
More importantly, however, is that this second path is where we locate the emerg-
ing literature on middle school curriculum that offers so much by way of prom-
ise and excitement. [ am referring to the collections of real-life classroom and
school stories about curriculum integration, collections like Integrated Studies
in the Middle Grades: Dancing Through Walls (Stevenson and Carr, 1993),
Watershed: A Successful Voyage Into Integrative Learning (Springer, 1994),
Moving Toward Whole Learning in the Middle School (Pace, 1994), Beyond
Separate Subjects: Middle School Curriculum for the 21st Century (Siu-Runyan
and Faircloth, in press). And here is where we now place this new and important
volume, Dissolving Boundaries: Toward anIntegrative Middle School Curricu-
Ium. Those familiar with middle level education will certainly recognize the
authors/editors, Ed Brizee and Jody Capelluti, as veterans of middle school cur-
riculum reform just as they will recognize authors of the stories themselves from
the programs of various national and state middle school conferences. We are
lucky to now have these stories in print.

What is it that is so appealing about collections like this? Perhaps it is that
these are stories about real classrooms and real schools written by real educa-
tors; these people really did this stuff. Perhaps it is the sensé of adventure and
courage involved in these curriculum projects. Perhaps it is that we are led to
think about how we might have done things differently in one or another story
and suddenly discover that we too have become part of this important curricu-
lum work. Perhaps it is a sense that these people seem to have found, for the
moment at least, a way of working with young people that is more satisfying
than what happens in too many other schools. Perhaps it is all of these. Whatever
the case, this is heady curriculum work and we are drawn to it in ways that
commission reports, theoretical proposals, and similar fare from the usual edu-
cational literature simply cannot match.

Even as we honor the stories here, however, we must remember that an
integrative curriculum is not simply about instructional methodology or tech-
nique. The larger purpose of this work involves the search for curriculum possi-
bilities that are more democratic, more significant, more powerful, more engag-
ing, and more respectful of the dignity and diversity of young people. Remem-
bering this (or learning it for the first time) helps us to understand why Brazee
and Capelluti press us to plan with young people, to distinguish between a clever
“topic” and a socially significant “theme,” and to spend time and intellect work-
ing through fundamental questions about curriculum in general and at the middle
level in particular. So it is that this volume may be read not oniy for the exciting
classroom and school accounts but for a well-crafted explanation of the theoreti-




cal concepts with which they intersect. Too many works about curriculum lack
this balance. We should be charged extra for this book.

Moreover, having this account, and the others mentioned earlier, we are
now in a position to see new questions beyond the ones we raised before there
were even these stories.

What would happen if young people experienced
these kinds of curriculum arrangements across several
years?

Having experienced the richness of these curriculum
experiences, what might be a next and more sophisticated
set of questions or projects in which young people might be
involved?

What would happen if the majority of middle school
teachers undertook this kind of curriculum work, if a new
generation of young people thought more critically, accessed
information more easily, expected democratic participation,
cared more deeply for others, demanded action on ques-
tions of justice, expected school to be about something of
great significance?

What would happen to our high schools, to our work-
places, to our colleges, to our society?

Many might scoff at questions like these and say they are too “idealistic.”
But then, people scoffed only a few years ago when we asked whether there
ought tv be a new middle school curriculum.

In the end though, I must confess that there is something bittersweet about
these stories, even about the whole integrative curriculum project. Anyone who
has ever done this kind of curriculum work knows that all of these people have
paid a price. Yes, they may make it sound easy or rattle off one success after
another. But even if they never say so, we can te certain that there were sleep-
less nights, exhausting searches for resources, moments of terrifying uncertainty
in the classroom, tense meetings with parents or school officials who could not
see past the failed separate subject curriculum, and heartbreaking episodes in
the coffee room under attack by those who were afraid that they might be ex-
pected to work this hard. Crossing the boundaries of subject areas is never easy,
to say nothing of scaling the walls of tradition. This is not a kind of work meant
for the fainthearted or marginally dedicated. We are lucky to have these stories
and even luckier to call the authors our colleagues.

—James A. Beane
National-Louis University
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CURRICULUM INTEGRATION:
WHAT AND WHY

We can never again hope to design a curriculum to be
required of everyone. A common content is simply
no longer a valid goal for education.

—Arthur Combs

In times of change, learners shall inherit the earth
while the learned are beautifully equipped ior a world
that no longer exists.

~—Eric Hoffer




1 THE PRocEss oF CURRICULUM IMPROVEMENT

It’s 1994 and

-— our kids play with voice-controlled toys

) i — we can make a phone call and see the person we are talking to
— cars can give us directions in a strange city

— computers give us instant access to an encyclopedia if we
press a key and,

—we can receive mail over the phone.

Yet, the school program is essentially the same as it was 25, even 50 years ago.
For example, teachers still work predominantly in isolation from each other; the
separate subject approach still dominates curriculum delivery; students are placed
in rigid tracks/groups with varying expectations for achicvement; and students
N are passive recipients of information, often seeing little or no application to the
mRY world they live in outside of school.

Personal lives have drastically changed during these decades; yet, what
our students experience within our schools has changed very little. Why is it we
are able to make successful and significant changes in our personal and corpo-
rate lives yet find changing what and how schools teach so difficult? Almost
without cxception, school improvement meets resistance even from those who
teach in these schools. If we are to have any chance at successfully improving
' the curriculum, then an examination of issues surrounding the concept of change

is fundamental. What can we glean froin the literature to assist us in under-
' standing the obstacles and help us remove these barriers? What do we know
about teacher belicfs and administrative roadblocks concerning change?

ERIC 14




DissoLving BOUNDARIES

Muncey and McQuillan (1993) discuss the preliminary findings of a five
year study of Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools, and raise the issue that there
are some staff who want to make changes and still maintain the status quo. Other
staff felt that society needed to change—not schools. If this would occur, then
successful teaching and learning would happen.

Lewins (1951), recognized as a pioneer in understanding the process of
change, talks about the need to unfreeze old patterns of behavior before moving
to new ones. This unfreezing is caused by opposing forces exerting various
amounts of pressure. Only when the;z is an imbalance of pressure will change
occur. For example, despite tremendous societal change, the voice for maintain-
ing the status quo of schouls is stronger than the one to alter it; hence, change
does not occur.

Capelluti (1990) notes that educators sometimes fight change

People don't necessarily  because it forces them to give up practices that are familiar and occa-
resent the notion  sionally successful. This challenge to the status quo results in a fear

of change but rather of osing what they already have. Burke (1982) argues that people
they resent loss or the don’t necessarily resent the notion of change but rather they resent
possibility of loss. loss or the possibility of loss. Therefore, a redefinition of the status

quo is needed (Capelluti, 1990).

For restructuring efforts to be successful there must be personal as well as
philosophical changes (Thompson and Thompson, 1992). The question becomes,
“How can you make changes and still maintain the status quo?”

James Belasco (1991) compares organizations to elephants in that both
learn through conditioning. He talks about how young elephants are shouldered
with heavy chains and tied to stakes that are deeply rooted in the ground. They
learn that they cannot move far from the stakes. When they get older, although
certainly forceful enough to rip the stake out of the ground, they do not. They, in
fact, are no longer tied to a stake, but only have a small metal bracelet around
one leg. Belasco, of course, refers to the notion that organizations are bound by
earlier constraints, even successes. Still there is hope.

Yet when the circus tent catches on fire—and the el-
ephant sees the flames with his own eyes and smells the smoke
with its own nostrils—it forgets its old conditions and
changes. Your task: set a fire so your people see the flames
with their own eyes and smell the smoke with their own nos-
trils without burning the tent down. And anyone can set the
fire at any level in the organization (p. 18).




CurnicuLus INTEGRATION: WHAT AND Wiy

Belasco further discusses the importance of establishing an urgency to
change and states, “First, create the need to change, remove the rewards for
present behavior. Empower people to want to change” (p. 19).

Thomas Romberg (1993), who chaired the landmark report Curriculum
and Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics, talks about that committee’s
recommendations going beyond the traditional separate subject approach to teach-
ing. Romberg also notes that mathematics should be studied in “living contexts
that are meaningful to learners, including their language, cultures, and everyday
lives, as well as their school based experiences” (p. 1). He goes on to state that
the biggest obstacie to change for teachers, administrators, and parents “is the
threat to school routines that are based on existing architecture, organization,
and management” (p. 2).

English and Hill (1990} state that change is fundamentally a change in
people. They point out that, “Principals must try to understand the agenda of
each person in the school... and their need for some control and authority in the
school” (p.35).

Changing the curriculum is a difficult process, one that is highly
personal (Capelluti & Brazee, 1993b). “Such change assuredly re- Changing the curriculum
quires a fundamental shift in individual beliefs about what the cur-  is a difficult process,
riculum should be and how it can best be experienced. Therefore,any  one that is highly
attempts at altering past curriculum must involve an extensive exami- personal.
nation of a number of fundamentally held beliefs before something
new can be explored” (p. 25).

Redefining the status quo

If curticulum change is really systemic change, and change is highly per-
sonal, how do we develop strategies to overcome what appears io be formidable
and conflicting obstacles? The point is that we must begin by acknowledging
that schools are not entities separate from the individual. Organizations are
made up of a collection of individuals, although it would appear, in some in-
stances, that this concept gets lost. Organizational learning can be all-encom-
passing and in fact a major inhibitor of change. We need to understand the many
overall complexities related to schools and learn from those individuals who
have successfully altered the organization by redefining the status quo.

How do you change the curriculum

To change the curriculum, one must create a need and a sense of urgency
for change. To create this sense of urgency we need to redefine success and
rethink failure. For example, are the assumntions on which school curriculum is

1o




DissoLving BOUNDARIES

now based still applicable? If a purpose of the curriculum is prepara-
tion for successful participation in the adult world, then, is the defini-
tion of success the same as it was twenty-five years ago? This does not
necessarily mean that our programs in the past have been unaccept-
able. What it means is the beliefs upon which schools were based in
the past no longer apply because present and future needs have signifi-
cantly changed.

To change the curricu-
lum, one must create
a need and a sense of
urgency for change.

Supporting this premise is the report of the Sandia Strategic Studies Cen-
ter. This study examined and analyzed local, state, and national education sys-
tems for the U.S. government. Robert Huelskamp (1993), reporting on their
findings, states that on all academic measures they found steady or slight im-
provement. Although these test results are good news, he notes that it may be
unimportant because, “...even if a particular measure is appropriate, steady, or
slightly improving, these test results may not be adequate to meet future societal
needs in an increasingly competitive world” (p. 719). Although the results may
be encouraging, they are irrclevant if we are using outdated standards. If we
would not accept medical treatment that people received even ten years ago,
why would we expect students to accept an educational system that is funda-
mentally the same as it was seventy-five years ago?

The sense of urgency may be easier to create than the sense of necding to
change. Some might argue that although they can accept in part the urgency
argument, they are unsure of changing because of a lack of understanding about
how to do it. Others may be concerned that they won’t be supported or express
a real feeling that they are overwhelmed and overworked now. Some would ask
how can they possibly do something different while maintaining a sense of equi-
librium in the classroom and personally? Others may wonder whether the risk
will be accepted and rewarded.

Fullen & Hargraves (1991) believe that most attempts at school reform
don’t succeed. They cite the tendency to look for structural solutions to prob-
lems which rarely address issues of instruction and teacher development. To
support this premise one only has to look at schedule changes in schools. At-
tempts at instituting block scheduling at the middle level and more recently chang-
ing high school classes to eighty minutes, for example, were made in many schools
with little or no instructional assistance given to teachers. The assumption is
that longer time periods, not different teaching and learning strategics, are needed.
In other words, if the organizational structure were different, students would
learn more. Fullen & Hargraves also conclude that not only do many change
strategies fail but they tend to alienate teachers from participation in future re-
form efforts. Often attempts have failed because teachers have not had mean-
ingful involvement and, as a result, there has been little change to the classroom.

1b




CurnicuLus INTEGRATION: WHAT Anp WhY

The reforms of the 80s clearly taught us that top down policy man-
dates did little to change the outcome of education. To not involve
those most affected by the mandates, namely teachers and students, in
the decision-making process, is almost to guarantee failure. Hence,
we now see guarded and cautious enthusiasm for newly posed con-
cepts of collaborative decision-making, site-based management, and
teacher empowerment.

To not involve those most
affected by the mandates in
the decision-making pro-
cess, is almost to guarantee
failure.

Change is a highly personal experience. Schools don’t change, individu-
als do. If we are to significantly alter our way of doing business in schools, then
we must begin by examining our beliefs.

New beliefs about teaching and learning are needed

We believe that changing the curriculum and subsequently how it is deliv-
ered demand a change in beliefs. Without this philosophical research, no serious
reform can take place. What new beliefs are needed to reshape practices?

Belief 1: All children can succeed and
shouid be held to high expectations.

At present, because of the practice of tracking, success is essentially lim-
ited to a select group of students. In fact, to ensure this, students in some tracks
can only achieve goals to a certain level. In high schools, this is taken a step
further with the designation of ieveled courses. This practice considers some
courses more rigorous and demanding and they are assigned a higher level than
some other courses. Chemistry, for example, might be assigned a level IV des-
ignation while Consumer Math might be a level I. This practice ensures that
students labeled upper level will always be in the top ten (and valedictorians and
salutatorians) while the general student is relegated to the bottom third of the
class even if they both receive all A’s. To further demonstrate the system’s re-
strictive policy, courses which concentrate on doing or producing art are less
important than courses which stress learning about art. Art Appreciation, for
example, is given higher level designations than those courses that produce art.
This leads students to conclude that looking at art and trying to figure ot ~/hat
the artist is trying to tell us is more difficult and important than the act of pro-
ducing the art that is to be viewed.

Assuredly then, one must develop a set of beliefs and practices that shows
students that success is expected of all, not just a {few, and that everyone has
access to the total curriculum. No longer can we have a series of separate cur-
riculums, that, in fact, guarantce future failure for some students. Without cer-
tain courses they are denicd admission to opportunities for a future education.




DissoLving BouNpARiES

Belief #2: Team work and individual
effort should be rewarded.

At present, the system is based on individual success. Schooling i com-
petitive not collaborative. Students are pitted against each other, realizing that
their success is, in fact, not only based on how they do, but on how poorly some-
one else does. Schools say that they want students to work cooperatively but the
reality of rewards doesn’treflect this. One only has to look at team sports. Why
do we give most valuable player awards on team sports? Do we think kids are
naive? We tell them how important the team is, that they need to be a team
player; yet, a. the annual awards banquet we give individual awards. Something
is wrong. Businesses want team players. Recently, a teacher in a vocational
high school told me that the CEO of a prestigious furniture maker told him to
only send team players for interviews. If a function of school is to prepare
students for success in the workplace, shouldn’t we prepare them with skills
they will need. A recent review of the Sunday Boston Globe and New York
Times classified ads revealed the following statements about job requirements.

Director of Marketing Communications—who will create,
develop and lead a team.
Emergency Room Technician—become part of a team.
Copywriter—the ability to work well in a team-environment.
Senior Programmer Analyst —a willingness and interest
in being a team player.
Sales Manager—Must be a team player...with an entre-
preneurial spirit.
Billing Clerk—teamwork and attention to detail a must.
Staff Pharmacist—You will be enjoying the camarade-
rie of a cohesive team atmosphere.
Senior System Analyst—creating an atmosphere in
which you can reach your own goals, while we as
a team reach ours.
Executive Secretary—...seeking a few individuals to take part
in our success and enjoy our team environment.
Clinical Nurse—must be able to work in a team approach.

Director of Corporate Relations—team building skills
are considered extremely important.

Attorney—Join our dynamic team. -




CurnicuLum INTEGRATION. WHAT anp Why

If we want our children to be prepared for the workplace, isn’t it obvious

that schools must begin teaching people how to work together? Employers think
it is.

Belief #3: Learning should be relevant and
responsive to the learner at the time it occurs.

Many students learn content and skills in the vague hope that someday
they will be able to use them. Or they leara content and skills because it is a
hurdle to overcome en route to the next step. They wait patiently for the real
world where they are told it will be meaningful. Curriculum is usually viewed
as something to cover and get through. Itis not recognized as inherently enjoy-
able but rather is regarded as work that needs to be done. It is often seen through
comments such as “we need to cover this today,” and “if we can get through this
before the end of the period, you can work on projects that interest you.” Skills,
knowledge, and content should not be taught in isolation from practice.

Recent curriculum reform efforts have questioned the merits of covering
content at the risk of never learning something in depth. A glance at curriculum
goals written since the release of A Nation at Risk (Carnegie Council, 1983)
would reveal that a significant amount of information has been added. This
increase in coverage expectation only adds to teachers’ frustration and students’
confusion as to what really needs to be learned. Teachers and students are typi-
cally not part of this decision-making process. The curriculum wasn’t theirs. At
best, what results from this type of system are students who have become good
consumers of information, rather than active learners exploring their own ques-
tions about what is relevant to be learned.

Belief #4 - An integrative approach to curriculum
rather than separate subject isolation makes sense.

Currently, most schools organize the curriculum in a way that separates
disciplines. There are few or no formal structures in place that allow students to
see relationships between subjects. Students are sent to rooms where a subject
is discussed and then after forty-five minutes go to another room where another
subject is discussed. This instructional strategy happens each period of the day
for the school year and is repeated in subsequent years. Students encounter
none or only sporadic experiences that make learning whole. If there is overlap,
it is usually a chance occurrence. The rationale behind the departmentalized
approach is that disciplines can best be learned in isolation from one another and
that more content can be learned if it is segregated. Still we expect students as
adults and lifelong learners to solve problems by using disciplines simultancously,
when in fact they have had no formal training for doing so.




DissoLviNg BOUNDARIES

What is integrative curriculum? We have written previously that:

Integrative curriculum is based on a holistic view of
learning and recognizes the necessity for learners to see the
big picture rather than to require learning be divided into
small pieces. Integrative curriculum ignores traditional sub-
ject lines while exploring questions which are most relevant
to students. As a result, it is both responsive to students’
needs and intellectual because it focuses on helping learn-
ers use their minds well. There is in fact, no one integrative
curriculum, but rather principles of teaching and learning
which guide the development of integrative cursiculum in
diverse settings (Brazee & Capelluti, 1993c).

Much. if not most, of the content and skills in traditional curriculum are
found in integrative curriculum approaches. What is different is that the knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes needed for success in tomorrow’s world will be pre-
sented and studied in a context that is relevant to the student.

Typical school curriculums are based on the premise that the subjects should
be separated with no connections between disciplines planned. Fogarty (1991)
refers to this as the Fragmented Model of Curriculum Design. She states: “This
model views the curriculum through a periscope, offering one sighting at a time:
one directed focus as a single discipline and, typically, the major academic areas
are math, science, language arts, and social studies. Each is seen as a pure entity
in and of itself. Relationships between subject areas—physics and chemistry,
for example— are only implicitly indicated” (p. 62).

Integrative curriculum attempts to dissolve subject boundaries, assist stu-
dents in making learning connections between disciplines, and helps them see
learning in a holistic rather than fragmented way. The stories in chapters 4-10
provide descriptions of real and successful attempts at doing such.

New beliefs about how early adolescents learn focus on students being
able to identify and solve problems (Brazee and Capelluti, 1993b).

Thematic units in middle schools and beyond must
be experiences in inquiry...we must use what we know about
learning by planning activities which are relevant to stu-
dents’ lives, allow students to study, explore, and create
knowledge around issues that are real in today’s world and
which need real solutions. Such activities should allow stu-
dents to participate as active, not passive, learners, as prob-
lem creators and problem solvers. Finally, and obviously,
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given such a problem focus, skills, knowledge and attitudes
need to be used in compelling and meaningful contexts, not
in isolation” (p. 28).

An integrative approach that moderates the separation of subjects, and
involves students as responsible and collaborative learners may provide the in-
structional model for meaningful learning. The teacher does not abdicate the
responsibility for the curriculum but rather works with students to create experi-
ences in which students explore their interests and needs within the overall stan-
dards set by the district. Curriculum dcvelopment of this nature places the em-
phasis for decision-making where it should be—with students and teacher. The
student becomes an active participant, learning from teachers and other students,
community members, and resources as well. Serious attempts are made to make
learning functional to the learner. Expectations are high, success is expected for
everyone and access to the full curriculum is available to all. Experiences with
integrative approaches have shown that this approach has resulted in increased
student achievement and enjoyment of learning.

For some schools these paradigm shifts in beliefs will be difficult. Teach-
ers and students will have trouble adjusting to new expectations and role defini-
tions. New conditions for teaching and learning will test the fabric of past as-
sumptions. Some who have been successful in the old structure will resist the

change because of a loss of prestige, comfort level, or because old habits are
difficult to change.

We believe the new belief strategies and accompanying prac-
tices will occur. Why will it occur? Because teachers who are cogni-
zant of the developmental needs of early adolescents and aware of the
skills needed for these students to be successful in the future, realize
that such a proposal makes sense. In fact, to do otherwise, to maintain
the status quo, only assures that our students will not be prepared for
success as adults. Schools must keep pace with the rapidly changing
needs of society and must reflect the best of what we know about ef-
fective instructional and organizational practices for early adolescents.

To maintain the status quo
only assures that our students
will not be prepared for suc-
cess as adults.

Using an integrated approach to curriculum planning and instructional
delivery provides the design needed to allow the original goals of the middle
level movement to be reached. It recognizes and honors their uniqueness, is
developmentally appropriate, and intellectually challenging. AnAgenda for Ex-
cellence at the Middle Level (Council on Middle Level Education, 1985) states
it clearly and forcefully:
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Because we cannot teach them all they need to know,
we must teach them how to learn and how to adjust their
lives to the change that will surround them. To do this, we
must provide high quality intellectual climates in our middle
level schools and foster the development of adaptive skills
that our students can use throughout their lives (p.1-2).

The stories of schools, found later in this book, provide helpful informa-
tion and guidelines for teachers and schools beginning to move from a single,

separate subject-based instructional approach to an integrative approach to learn-
ing.=>»
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A RaTiONALE FOR CURRICULUM INTEGRATION

The middle level movement has been the single most enduring and influential educa-
tional innovation of the 20th century (Lounsbury, 1984). Until recently, the middle
school movement has largely been a grass roots movement led by teachers who knew
that traditional junior high schools did not provide the type of school needed for 10-
14 year olds. Paradoxically, the middle level in the K-12 continuum is still one of the
best-kept secrets in the United States. In spite of the numerous positive effects of
middle school philosophy on school practice since 1960, most improvements have
centered around improving school climate and changing aspects of school organiza-
tion, while the core of the middle level program, the curriculum, has remained largely
untouched.

For example, when talking with teachers about how their schools are develop-
mentally respo. -ive, it is instructive that they mention advisor-advisee programs,
intramurals, exploratory programs, special weekend excursions, and the like; but they
rarely refer to activities which are a part of the normal school day, and hence, the
conventional curriculum. It appears that the interesting and engaging activities in
middle level schools take place before and after “regular” classes are dismissed.

The first rumblings of interest in addressing the fundamental curriculum ques-
tions in middle level schools began only in the late 1980s, so for the first three de-
cades of the middle school movement, the curriculum question was the “absent pres-
ence” (Beane, 1990a). In spite of the many successes of the past thirty years, schools
and curriculum theorists have ignored the tough curriculum isstes as they confronted
problems in climate, guidance, and school organization. Typically, schools attempt-
ing to adopt a more middle school-like philosophy implemented advisory, explor-
atory, and intramural programs as evidence that they were, indeed, middle schools.
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While thousands of middie level schools have successfully adopted such
programs, and while these programs have benefited even more thousands of
young adolescents, this has not adequately kept the promise of the middie level
school to provide a program responsive to young adolescents’ needs. As impor-
tant as these programs are, they are “add-ons,” and exist outside the curriculum
concerns of the traditional four academic subjects. As such they are seen as par-
allel tracks, not overlapping or influencing the “close the door, teacher-cen-
tered, textbook-dominated curriculum.” More importantly, this limited view about
what middle level schools can and should be has severely hinde:- d programs in
middle level schools across the country. It is to this issue that we turn our atten-
tion in this chapter.

Don’t confuse academic with intellectual

Because the discussion about curriculum has been almost non-existent,
the status quo, “teach what we have always taught” mentality has predominated.
In short, few have made serious inquiries about what the curriculum should be.

One of the key issues in any discussion of curriculum reform is

Understanding the difference “it was good enough for me....” This way of thinking is exceedingly
between what is academic  difficult to dispute, especially with those who feel strongly about the
and what is intellectual conventiona! curriculum they experienced. Often und_er]ying this type
is crucial. of thinking is a fundamental confusion about what is academic and

what is intellectual. Understanding the difference is crucial!

“Academic,” in K-12 schocl terms, refers to the subject areas of English,
science, mathematics, and social studies. These subjects are often juxtaposed
against other “non-academic” subjects like physical education, band, music, art,
home economics and similar courses; the assumption is that “acadcmic” sub-
jects are more important, more rigorous, and more challenging and have a higher
status in the school. In debates about the purposes and function of schools, “aca-
demics” are the “basics” often returned to. “Academic™ courses are also those
which receive the highest recognition and the most support, financial and other-
wise in schools. When economic times are difficult, no one talks about cutting
mathematics, science, or language arts.

Used in this way, we ASSUME that the subjects referred to as “academic”
are ultimately more important; we assume that the content, knowledge, skills,
and attitudes which comprise these subjects have a higher value for students. Yet
many “non-academic” subjects are as or more rigorous than the “academic™ sub-
jects. The assumption is that becanse students put in their time in classes called
English, science, or mathematics, they are academically challenged. We should
be less concerned with a natrowly defined set of courses which are referred to as
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“academic” and more interested in intellectual development, where

students are challenged to use their minds and abilities to perform  We should be less concerned

important work, no matter what the subject matter or title of the class.  With narrow academic

Our goal should be intellectually rigorous work, wherever that occurs ~ ¢ourses and more concerned

in the school. . with challenging students to
use their minds and perform

] One final assumption here is worth noting. The traditional “aca- important tasks.

demic” versus “non-academic” argument is predicated on an either-or
fallacy. That is, if you want to be an academically rigorous school,
then you concentrate on traditional “high status” disciplines. Similarly, if you
place value on other ways of knowing and other types of knowledge, the arts,
music, practical arts, technology, physical fitness, and many others, then it is
often assumed you are not serious about “academic” learning. Why can’t we
have both?

What is the curriculum today?

The middle level curriculum landscape has changed dramatically in the i
past five years. Beginning with the publication of James Beane’s From Rhetoric
to Reality in 1990, the curriculum conversation as it has come to be called, has
quite literally exploded. Much more than just another element on the list of
middle level characteristics, serious and reasoned consideration of what the
middle level curriculum sho