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Types of Curriculum
Educators are curriculum developers, yet finding a common definition for the term curriculum can be a daunting challenge.  According to English (2000), “curriculum is any document that exists in a school that defines the work of teachers by identifying the content to be taught and the methods to be used” (p.2).  

Teachers and administrators often focus on the Big Three, the written, taught and tested curriculum, in order to maximize the learned curriculum (Glatthorn, 1987).  The brief descriptions below will introduce educators to types of curriculum which impact student achievement.  This short list can assist collaborative teams in identifying areas of strengths and weaknesses within a school as teachers and administrators continue to develop curriculum and assess student understanding of key concepts and skills.  A general awareness of each of the curriculum types listed below can assist teachers and administrators in increasing student understanding and raising student achievement.   

Listed in Alphabetical Order

	Curriculum Type
	Description

	Aligned
	“Teaching alone will not improve test scores.  Teaching has to be aligned (on task) and purposive (cumulative)” 

(English, 2000, p. 104).
“One of the tasks of curriculum leadership is to use the right methods to bring the written, the taught, the supported, and the tested curriculums into closer alignment, so that the learned curriculum is maximized” 

(Glatthorn, 1987, p. 4).


	Concept-Based
	“Teachers in thinking classrooms understand how to use concepts to integrate student thinking at a deeper level of understanding – a level where knowledge can be transferred to other situations and times” 
(Erickson, 2007, p. 22).
Concepts are timeless, universal, abstract and broad.  The conceptual transfer of knowledge includes the application of concepts or universal generalizations across time, cultures or situations (Erickson, 2007, p. 129).

	Differentiated
	Differentiated instruction occurs when a teacher proactively plans varied approaches to what students need to learn, how they will learn it, and/or how they can express what they have learned in order to increase the likelihood that each student will learn as much as he or she can as efficiently as possible (Tomlinson, 2003, p. 151).

“In differentiated classrooms, teachers provide specific ways for each individual to learn as deeply as possible and as quickly as possible, without assuming one student's road map for learning is identical to anyone else’s” (Tomlinson, 1999, p. 2).


	Hidden
	The messages of hidden curriculum may support or contradict each other as well as the written curriculum. For example, while school social studies curriculum typically emphasizes and even celebrates democratic political systems and principles, such as one person-one vote, majority rule and minority rights, separation of church and state, equality before the law, and due process, these principles are not always practiced in public school classrooms and corridors.
 

	Guaranteed and Viable
	“If teachers can lay out a sound – a viable – set of standards and can then guarantee (more or less) that these standards actually get taught, we can raise levels of achievement immensely” 
(Schmoker, 2006, p. 36).
In his book What Works in Schools, Robert Marzano (2003) shares research that affirms the fact that the number one factor that increases levels of learning is what gets taught.  Marzano calls this a “guaranteed and viable curriculum.”  



	Learned
	The learned curriculum is what the students actually learn from the taught curriculum.  Common formative assessments assist educators in monitoring the written and taught curriculum while assessing student understanding.

“The gap between what is taught and what is learned—both intended and unintended—is large” (Cuban, 1992, p. 223).


	Null
	The null curriculum is that which is not taught in schools.

Eisner (1994) suggests that what curriculum designers and/or teachers choose to leave out of the curriculum—the null curriculum—sends a covert message about what is to be valued (p. 96-97).

“What children don’t learn is as important as what they do learn.  What the curriculum neglects is as important as what it teaches” (Eisner).

“Curriculum design has become more an issue of deciding what you won’t teach as well  as what you will teach.  You cannot do it all.  As a designer, you must choose the essential”  (Jacobs, 1997, p. 27).  Although educators must choose the essential, their choices about what is left out of the curriculum becomes the null curriculum.


	Purposeful
	“All learners benefit from and should receive instruction that reflects clarity about purposes and priorities of content” (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006, 6).

“Many educational programs do not have clearly defined purposes” 
(Tyler, 1949, p.1).

“Schooling at its best reflects a purposeful arrangement of parts and details, organized with deliberate intention, for achieving the kinds of learning we seek” 

(Wiggins &  McTighe, 2007, p. 9).



	Received
	The received curriculum is not always the intended or taught curriculum.  Each student brings their own background and prior knowledge to the classroom. Student understanding is impacted by each student’s perception of the aligned, hidden, null, spiral, and tested curricula.

Understanding of the received curriculum is critically important as it guides the curriculum and instruction decisions made by teachers and administrators.  Just because content was taught does not necessarily mean it was caught.  In a Professional Learning Community educators meet on a regular basis to assess the received curriculum and to provide information on student understanding to teachers and administrators at the next grade level.


	Rigorous
	“Academic rigor is an essential characteristic of effective curriculum, instruction and assessment. Students learn when they are challenged to use the full range of their talents and intellectual abilities to address authentic and complex academic tasks in professional and real-life events. All students should have the opportunity to participate in qualitatively different academic environments that build upon their interests, strengths and personal goals” (NCDPI).
See NCDPI’s Definition for Rigor




	Spiral
	Bruner (1960) wrote, “A curriculum as it develops should revisit this basic ideas repeatedly, building upon them until the student has grasped the full formal apparatus that goes with them” (p. 13).

Analyzing curriculum maps allows teachers and administrators to reflect upon the spiral curriculum.  Another strategy for analyzing the spiral curriculum is called vertical alignment.  

Sergiovanni (1990) wrote, “Schools have multiple and often conflicting purposes that make exact alignment of structure and purpose difficult, if not impossible” (p. 27).


	Taught
	The taught curriculum is what teachers actually teach in the classroom.  Traditionally, the written curriculum 
(state and local documents) has not matched the taught curriculum among teachers within a school.  
Jacobs (1997) wrote, “If there are gaps among teachers within buildings, there are virtual Grand Canyons among buildings in a district (p. 3).

	Tested
	The tested curriculum provides valuable feedback about each student’s understanding of essential content, concepts and skills.  

If the tested curriculum is not aligned with the written curriculum then teachers, students and parents will have a difficult time assessing the student understanding.
“The extent to which any test is useful in reteaching any given curriculum is the extent to which that test does indeed measure the curriculum in the first place”

(English, 2000, p. 65).


	Timeless & Timely
	As curriculum developers we are required to make ongoing decisions about curriculum.  Heidi Hayes Jacobs said, “There’s a need for both timeless curriculum content and timely content. What seems to be falling by the wayside is timely content. We have to make decisions about what we shed and what we keep—and some of what we’re holding on to is predicated on outdated ideas” 
(Perkins-Gough, 2003, pp. 12-17).


	21st Century
	According to the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction:

Future-Ready Students for 21st Century
Click on link above

Future-Ready Schools for 21st Century
Click on link above

“All students will graduate from a rigorous, relevant academic program that equips them with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to succeed in both post-secondary education and 21st Century careers and to be participating, engaged citizens.”                                                             
· North Carolina State Board of Education


	Written
	The written curriculum specifies what is to be taught and is produced by the state, the school system, the school, and the classroom teacher.
The written curriculum will have little impact on student achievement unless it becomes the taught curriculum or more importantly a ‘guaranteed and viable’ curriculum, which is agreed upon by a team of teachers.




An essential act of our profession is the design of curriculum and learning experiences to meet specified purposes.

          -  Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe Understanding by Design (1998)
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