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nate teaching practice in the United States (Goodlad,

1984).1 Unlike frameworks, objectives, assessments,
and other mechanisms that seek to guide curriculum, in-
structional materials are concrete and daily. They are the
stuff of lessons and units, of what teachers and students
do. That centrality affords curricular materials a uniquely
intimate connection to teaching.

Not only are curriculum materials well-positioned to
influence individual teachers’ work but, unlike many other
innovations, textbooks are already “scaled up” and part of
the routine of schools. They have “reach” in the system. At
the local level, text adoptions are the primary routine in
most districts for updating the curriculum every five to
seven years (Carus, 1990). In our fragmented school sys-
tem, textbooks are also one way that educators strive for a
common curriculum across diverse settings. Despite their
central role in the instructional system, however, curricu-
lum materials have played an uneven role in practice.

Commercially published curriculum materials domi-

Curriculum Materials as Agents of Instructional
Improvement

The design and spread of curriculum material is one of the
oldest strategies for attempting to influence classroom in-
struction. While many curricula have been designed for
conventional teaching, reformers have often used instruc-
tional materials as a means to shape what students learn
(Bruner, 1960; Dow, 1991). But critics argue that this strat-
egy “de-skills” the professional work of teaching and
severely limits local discretion over curriculum (Apple,
1990). Moreover, the strategy is often unsuccessful, for
teachers and parents regularly reject curricular innovations
(Dow, 1991; Sarason, 1982).

There are several reasons why curriculum materials
have played an uneven role in practice. One is that cur-
riculum developers and others often have failed to take
account of the teacher (Sarason, 1982; Schwille et al., 1983).
For example, although many innovative materials were
developed in the late 1950s and early 1960s, classroom use
was spotty because innovators tended to overlook teach-
ers. They failed to appreciate teachers’ need to learn in
order to use new materials (Dow, 1991; Powell, Farrar, &
Cohen, 1985; Sarason, 1982).

A second reason is that in the United States, at least, in-
dividual teachers shape the curriculum in fundamental
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ways (Schwille et al., 1983). One root of this is that our sys-
tem typically lacks strong curricular guidance. Conse-
quently, teachers’ understanding of the material, their
beliefs about what is important, and their ideas about stu-
dents and the teacher’s role all strongly shape their prac-
tice. In addition to this, although curriculum designers aim
to create particular kinds of learning experiences for stu-
dents, they can anticipate only partially what particular
children will bring to instruction and how easily they will
learn. Teachers necessarily select from and adapt materials
to suit their own students. This creates a gap between cur-
riculum developers’ intentions for students and what actu-
ally happens in lessons. Developers’ designs thus turn out
to be ingredients in—not determinants of—the actual
curriculum.

A third reason is that educators often disparage text-
books, and many reform-oriented teachers repudiate them,
announcing disdainfully that they do not use texts. This
idealization of professional autonomy leads to the view
that good teachers do not follow textbooks, but instead
make their own curriculum. Advocates of this view, which
is consistent with American individualism, acclaim teach-
ers who create original materials and lessons. Textbooks,
and the commercial and political considerations that shape
their production, are viewed as a conservative influence
(Ben-Peretz, 1990). Curriculum materials are seen to con-
strain and control both knowledge and teaching (Apple &
Jungck, 1990; Ball & Feiman-Nemser, 1988), limiting stu-
dents’ opportunities to learn (Elliott, 1990). Teachers who
invent lessons are said to be creative and imaginative. This
hostility to texts, and the idealized image of the individual
professional, have inhibited careful consideration of the
constructive role that curriculum might play.

Relations of Textbooks, Teachers, and Teaching:
A Closer Look

One further reason why curriculum materials have not
been very influential, despite their unique potential, is that
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the relationship between textbooks and teachers has rarely
been taken up with much care or imagination. Developers
tend to assume that curriculum materials can operate
nearly independently on students (Dow, 1991), while crit-
ics assert that textbooks only corrupt teachers’ profession-
alism. Curriculum designers and teachers have little or no
regular conversations with one another (Ben-Peretz, 1990),
and few analysts seem to have carefully analyzed the role
teachers play in creating curriculum.

The perspective that we adopt here is that curriculum
materials could contribute to professional practice if they
were created with closer attention to processes of curricu-
lum enactment. Our perspective is premised on an under-
standing of the nature of teaching itself. While “cur-
riculum” is often taken to refer strictly to the textbook or
curriculum materials, the enacted curriculum is actually
jointly constructed by teachers, students, and materials in
particular contexts. Even close use of materials is a con-
struction of curriculum, even if it seems to be only a partial
reconstruction of received materials. Materials could be
designed to place teachers in the center of curriculum con-
struction and make teachers’ learning central to efforts to
improve education, without requiring heroic assumptions
about each teacher’s capacities as an original designer of
curriculum.

As teachers enact curriculum in and with their classes,
they work across five intersecting domains. First, teachers
are influenced by what they think about their students,
about what students bring to instruction, students’ proba-
ble ideas about the content at hand, and about the trajecto-
ries of their learning that content. Second, teachers work
with their own understanding of the material, which
shapes their interpretations of what the central ideas are,
how they hear, evaluate, and respond to students’ ideas,
and how they decide how to focus and frame the material
for students. Third, teachers fashion the material for stu-
dents, choose tasks or models, and navigate instructional
resources such as textbooks in order to design instruction.
Fourth is the intellectual and social environment of the
class. Teachers must keep their eye on the group, and on
the ways of knowing, interacting, and working that seem
possible. This requires attention to patterns and norms of
discourse, the nature of tasks, and the roles played by the
teacher and students. Finally, teachers are influenced by
their views of the broader community and policy contexts
in which they work, and by the expressed ideas of parents,
administrators, and professional organizations. They vari-
ously apprehend and interpret messages about goals for
instruction and about good teaching, and their interpreta-
tions play a role in the way they shape the curriculum.

All curriculum enactment is entangled with work in
each of these domains, though each may play a different
part in different places and times. Improved curriculum
design would take account of teachers’ work in each of
these domains.

How Might Curriculum Materials Contribute More?

Crossing Boundaries

Curriculum materials could only become central to teacher
learning if the traditional boundaries between texts’ pre-
sentation of content and teachers’ teaching were redrawn
to make central the work of enacting curriculum. Materials
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would have to be designed to contribute more in each of
the five domains above.

Knowledge of students is a case in point. Though much
about students is particular to individuals, much is not.
Teachers’ guides could help teachers to learn how to listen
to and interpret what students say, and to anticipate what
learners may think about or do in response to instructional
activities. To do so, teachers’ guides could offer examples
of a range of student work in the context of the material at
hand, and comment on the meaning of the work, instead of
simply stating lamely that “answers will vary.” Such infor-
mation would not provide definite prediction of specific
student responses, but it would help teachers to be more
prepared for some of the uncertainties of teaching.

Teachers’ guides could also support teachers’ learning of
content. Having designed an instructional activity to rep-
resent the content in a particularly promising way, curricu-
lum authors could discuss alternative representations of
the ideas and connections among them. They also could
probe and comment on specific subject-matter elements
evident in students’ ideas, questions, responses, and writ-
ing. Teachers’ guides might thus include small forays into
the content itself. If they did, teachers might be better ori-
ented to the possibilities of the material, and better able to
hear their students’ ideas (see Ball, in press).

Curriculum materials could address the development of
content and community across time. Although they are
mapped by time—a day’s lesson, a section, or a unit of sev-
eral weeks—teachers’ guides rarely help teachers to think
about the temporal dimensions of curriculum construc-
tion. Teachers’ guides could, for instance, contribute to
teachers’ thinking about content and activities appropriate
in September as they begin to construct the classroom cul-
ture and environment. Teachers’ guides could also help
teachers to consider ways to relate units during the year.

Curriculum materials already focus on representation of
the content for instruction. But while they often offer care-
fully designed lessons, models, and activities, teacher’s
guides rarely discuss the strengths and weaknesses of par-
ticular designs. The developers’ pedagogical judgments
thus remain hidden from teachers as they adapt, omit, or
augment the materials. If materials included discussion of
particular representations, teachers could more thought-
fully examine ways to present content and consider stu-
dents’ understanding in tandem, and learn about both.

When the gap between materials and teaching is very
wide—leaving to each practitioner to figure out how to
deal with students’ thinking, how to probe the content at
hand, and how to map instruction against the temporal
rhythms of classroom life—teachers must invent or ignore
a great deal. If they do try to invent and thus learn, they
must often learn alone, with few resources to assist them.
Curriculum guides could offer some help in depth while
still being appropriately humble about the complexities
they cannot address.

Improved Instruction

Curriculum materials are often part of an agenda for im-
proved instruction, but the adoption of new materials is
rarely seen as one component of a systemic approach to
professional development. New adoptions in schools or
districts are often accompanied by concern over the fidelity
of implementation, which often leads to brief “training”




for teachers. Sometimes trainers are publishers’ represen-
tatives who are more versed in sales and promotion than
instruction. Even when the professional development that
accompanies new texts is thoughtful, it is seen as an auxil-
iary support needed to ensure quality implementation, not
as a site for professional development. The materials are
seen as offering resources for teachers’” work with their
own students, and are not designed to entail or encourage
teachers’ investigations of and work with the material.

This artificial division of responsibility restricts the pos-
sibilities available, for curriculum materials could provide
common material for teachers’ joint work on instructional
improvement. Teachers could be engaged with curriculum
materials in ways that generated learning if the materials
were integrated into a program of professional develop-
ment aimed at improving their capacity to teach. In that
case, well-designed materials could be a resource for teach-
ers’ learning. Although there is much talk of the need for
professional development in support of curriculum use,
practitioners and policy-makers have little more than as-
sumptions about what the focus, extent, and nature of such
professional development could be.

Partners in Practice

Accomplishing the things we sketched above would re-
quire ambitious new efforts, far beyond what curriculum
developers typically do. For instance, including helpful
material on students’ thinking would require substantial
inquiry into students’ response to particular topics and
tasks. Although there has been significant research on stu-
dents’ thinking in some areas of mathematics and science,
there are vast unprobed areas in those subjects, and even
more in social studies, language, and history.2 In such
areas, when teachers try to elicit and respond to students’
ideas they must invent and learn a great deal with little
assistance. By the same token, more research on teachers’
knowledge and learning would be required to design cur-
riculum as a resource for teachers’ own understanding of
the content.

To turn curriculum material into a site for teachers’
learning would require a basic reconception of the design-
ers’ work. Rather than conceiving the curriculum as
“something for students” and the teacher’s guide as
merely an instruction manual for teachers, both would
have to be considered as terrain for teachers’ learning. This
would require learning how to design and develop written
materials so as to be educative for teachers as well as stu-
dents. We know far too little about how written materials
might support teachers’ learning, but it seems clear that
devising such materials would require considerable imag-
inative design and inquiry. The changes that we propose
imply substantial new costs for developers, publishers,
and districts, as well as more work for teachers.

Hence we propose the creation of curricula that would
help teachers to better enact curriculum in practice. If the
boundaries of curriculum design and development were
reconsidered and redrawn, curriculum materials could
offer teachers more opportunities to learn in and from their
work. Such learning would help teachers to be more rather
than less informed, and to become more thoughtful pro-
fessionals with more choices. The sort of curriculum guid-
ance for teachers that we imagine could not make deci-
sions about whether to slow down a class, but it could offer
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concrete examples of what student work might look like,
what reasoning might underlie students’ work, and what
other teachers have done in similar situations. A teacher’s
guide cannot judge whether a teacher should meet with an
individual student or move on, but it can offer concrete il-
lustrations of the nature of student understanding impor-
tant at a given point, and how other teachers have reached
this level. If curriculum design and development were
done with the enacted curriculum in view, it would be easy
to see opportunities to use curriculum materials to assist
teachers’ learning and practice.

Conclusion

We have proposed to redraw boundaries between teachers
and materials in the construction of curriculum. We see no
alternative if curriculum is to play a more constructive role
in improving instruction, for the curriculum that counts is
the curriculum that is enacted. If we want the intended cur-
riculum best to contribute to the enacted one, we must find
ways to design the first with the second clearly in view.
That cannot be done without framing curriculum use and
construction as activities that draw on teachers’ under-
standing and students’ thinking, and that depend on en-
gaging ways to represent the material and develop the
intellectual environment of a class. Better curriculum can
only be designed if it is designed to help teachers operate
more thoughtfully and effectively in each of these domains.

Notes

Work on this paper was supported by the Education Policy and
Practice Study, which has been funded in part by Michigan State
University, and by grants from the Pew Charitable Trust (Grant No.
91-04343-000); the Carnegie Corporation of New York (Grant No. B
5638); the National Science Foundation (Grant No. ESI-9153834); and
the Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) and the Na-
tional Center for Research on Teacher Learning (NCRTL), both of
which are funded by grants from the U.S. Department of Education,
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (Grant No. OERI-
G-008690011 and No. OERI-R-117G10011-94). The views expressed in
this paper are ours and are not necessarily shared by the grantors. We
would also like to thank Geoffrey Phelps for his assistance. Both au-
thors contributed equally to the writing of this article.

1In our definition of curriculum materials we include textbooks,
teachers’ guides, and other materials such as replacement units and
instructional materials kits, and we use textbooks, teachers’ guides,
and curriculum materials interchangeably to refer to such material.
We do not include materials designed for single lessons or activities
not situated in a larger content context.

2Curriculum developers could include more of what they learn
about students’ thinking in the course of pilot studies, rather than
simply integrating it into revisions.
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So, for want of funding, the research needed to plan and
evaluate most programs for educational reform is not con-
ducted, and when relevant research actually appears, the
evidence it generates often remains unknown to decision-
makers in education. This is absurd.

Education is not fundamentally different from other
fields of human endeavor. It is perfectly possible to con-
duct research that bears on major decisions we need to
make concerning the organization, staffing, curricula, and
teaching methods appropriate for America’s schools.
When that research is conducted [and reviewed, and dis-
seminated,] it can produce knowledge that helps us avoid
serious and costly errors. But good research does not
come cheap. It requires competent and highly-trained
workers. It also requires forethought and planning, and it
always takes more time than decision makers would like.
But if America is to avoid the wasted dollars and dis-
rupted lives that poor policy decisions in education gen-
erate, we must step up our regular investment in
educational research [and its dissemination]. Certainly,
failure to fund educational research is a case of “penny
wise, pound foolish.” (Berliner & Biddle, 1995, p. 347)

Unfortunately, educational researchers are often unwill-
ing to speak out on the pressing need to fund, review, and
disseminate the knowledge that educational research can
generate. When massive, politically inspired cuts were im-
posed on the research budget of the National Institute of
Education in the 1970s, the AERA stood largely mute. And
in recent years, when federal funding for field-initiated
studies in OERI has averaged less than a pitiful million
dollars per year, the educational research community has
largely held its fire. (This passive behavior contrasts
sharply with the aggressive ways in which other scholars
such as physicists, astronomers, biologists, health profes-
sionals, or psychologists lobby for their research fields.)
But whether inspired by modesty, failure of will, or the
desire to avoid political controversy, such responses from
educational researchers are unwise. Our schools, our stu-
dents, indeed our country as a whole, would benefit greatly
if a lot more good research on education was funded and
its findings were disseminated, and researchers should
take the lead in making the case for this increase.
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strategy he helped develop when he still worked in the
academy. What lessons can we learn from such influential
colleagues? Why are some of us influential while others are
not? Are there any trade-offs required or costs incurred in
packaging ideas in a manner which will “play” in political
arenas?

Question 4: What can members of the policy community teach
us? Those of us who want to teach policy-makers a thing or
two quite possibly should remember that good teachers
are good learners first. Researchers who study science ed-
ucation, for instance, remind us that before teachers can
correct students” misconceptions about the physical world,
they must first understand what those misconceptions are.
Furthermore, those of us who have taught students from
cultures different from our own have learned that it is not
only the students’ misconceptions which sometimes re-
quire correcting. It seems reasonable to use the pages of the
Educational Researcher to educate researchers about a cul-
ture and cultural ways of thinking which are, at times,
quite different from their own. This journal invites papers
which attempt to do this, as well as papers which address
the other questions outlined above.

ROBERT DONMOYER
Features Editor
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