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Seven Barriers to Curriculum Mapping
Curriculum mapping is a rewarding process which enables teachers to have professional conversations about the intended and taught curriculum.  In addition to horizontal alignment, curriculum mapping provides educators with the opportunity to discuss what is essential at other grade levels and in other courses.  My personal experiences with curriculum mapping and observing the work of teacher teams in other school systems has led me to identify the following seven barriers to curriculum mapping.  With proper planning, scheduling and support from school administrators, each of these barriers can be removed.
1.  Time
      In order to develop a curriculum map, teachers will need time allocated for 
      professional conversations.  If teachers have traditionally worked in isolation, they
      will not be able to immediately come to consensus.  In her new book titled, A Guide
      to Curriculum Mapping: Planning, Implementing and Sustaining the Process, 
      Hale (2008) provides a sample timeline for the first year of curriculum mapping 
      (See Chapter 11).  Teachers and administrators frequently say, ‘I wish students had
      these skills before they entered middle school.’ When it comes to curriculum
     mapping, for many educators, “there is a gap between the compass and the clock –
     between what’s deeply important to us and the way we spend our time” (Covey,
     Merrill & Merrill, 1994, p. 16).  Administrators must create time for teachers to
     engage in purposeful work, rather than asking teachers to meet in teams on an annual
     basis to develop and revise curriculum during the summer.  

2.  Beliefs
     When curriculum mapping is introduced in a school system, teachers are often heard
     asking their colleagues the following questions:  ‘Does this mean that we are going to
     teach from a script?’  ‘Who is going to write the script?’  ‘Is the Central Office
     trying to micromanage my classroom?’  ‘I have been teaching this course for twenty
     years, why do I need a curriculum map?’  ‘Our school has different students than the
     other schools in our district.  Why do we need a curriculum map when we serve a
     different student population?’  ‘Why do we need curriculum mapping when we
     already show our lesson plans to the principal each week?’  ‘Which education
     conference did the Central Office staff attend to learn about this great new idea?’
     Educators cannot change the beliefs that are held by teachers in a school district by
     dictating change.
     Muhammad (2009) wrote, “Educators’ personal belief systems may be the most
     powerful variables perpetuating learning gaps in our public school system” (p. 14).
     Belief systems are difficult to change and as researchers have cited there is a distinct
     difference between First and Second Order Change (See p. 10 of 22).  Waters,
     Marzano, and McNulty (2003) noted, “Assuming that all change will have the same
     implications for all stakeholders, and/or using practices that might be appropriate for a
     first order change when a second order change is actually implied for stakeholders,
     will likely result in a negative impact on student achievement.”  A school district must
     create a foundation for curriculum mapping, rather than beginning a school year with
     an announcement that we are going to begin curriculum mapping this year.  Many
     teachers have a picture of curriculum mapping in their mind and it is important to
     allow educators to discuss what curriculum mapping will look like for our school
     system.
3. Lack of Norms

      If teachers have never been asked to focus on the curriculum with teachers at other
      grade levels or with teachers in other schools across the school system, then the lack
      of norms will be an immediate barrier.  The good news is that this barrier can be
      easily removed by requiring each team to establish a set of team norms.  DuFour,
      DuFour, Eaker and Many (2006), addressed the need for team norms (See chapter
      five).  Team norms allow teachers to engage in professional conversations and crucial
      conversations regarding curriculum, instruction and student achievement.     
      
      Suggested Resources:

Team Norms Survey 

      All Things PLC

      Five Dysfunctions of a Team
      Patrick Lencioni
4.  Determining What Matters Most
     Some teachers are focused on activities (See activity-based curriculum in Wiggins 
     & McTighe, 1998; 2005).  They enjoy sharing the activities that they teach and their
     desire is to include each activity in the curriculum map.  Other teachers enjoy
     identifying content, but once the content is mapped it is difficult to determine the
     intended student understandings.  Determining what matters most is a barrier which
     encompasses both barrier number two and barrier number three.  Unless there is a
     clear vision for the purpose of curriculum mapping, teachers will focus on what they
     know and what they are comfortable sharing.  It becomes a ‘show and tell’, rather
     than a search for what students need to know, understand and be able to do.

     I recommend that educators begin the curriculum mapping process with an orientation
     to curriculum mapping.  Curriculum work should not take place at the first two
     meetings.  This is an overwhelming challenge to begin with and teachers will not
     respond well if they are asked to dive into the deep water at the first meeting.  
     Once  teachers have learned about curriculum mapping and voiced their questions and
     concerns, the next step should be to unpack the standards.  One of the best books
     available on this topic is Unwrapping the Standards: A Simple Process to Make
     Standards Manageable.  This process will help teachers focus on key concepts, key
     skills and enduring understandings.  I cannot overemphasize the need to begin with
     unpacking, rather than allowing teachers to work in teams, at their respective
     schools, identifying favorite activities, lesson plans, and vendor products.  When 
      there is a lack of focus on the process, teachers tend to focus on completing the map
      (product).
5.  Focus on the Product
     One of the main barriers to creating a curriculum map is that administrators and
     teachers focus on completing the product.  In defense of teachers, most teachers
     complete the product because school administrators have given them a short timeline
     for creating and implementing the curriculum.  This occurs on a frequent basis in 
     low-performing schools where there is an urgency to get results, or as Mike
     Schmoker’s book is titled, Results Now!
     According to author Tom Morris (2002), “too many people dream of the results of
     success and ignore the process” (p. 63). When educators participate in curriculum
     mapping efforts, they often focus on completing their map, rather than reflecting on
     how instruction could be differentiated or identifying gaps in the written, taught and
     tested curriculum.  When educators work together to unpack state and national
     standards, they often complete the task of unpacking and then look for next year’s
     school or district initiative.  It is important to note that a clear focus on aligning the
     curriculum and communicating decisions across buildings will create a more
     intentional delivery in each classroom.  Curriculum mapping is a process, not a
     product to develop and check off on the School Improvement Plan.  

6.  Failure to Reflect
    When educators become obsessed with meeting a deadline in order to complete a
     curriculum map, they miss out on a powerful part of the curriculum mapping process.
     Reflection allows educators to teach, test and reflect.  The next step in curriculum,
     instruction and assessment is determined by student achievement, student data,
     professional conversations with co-workers and reflection on whether or not students
     have developed a better understanding or in some cases have reached mastery of a
     skill.  In most schools, teachers are given time to develop curriculum maps, but time is
     not granted for professional conversations and reflection.  Reflection allows teachers
     to improve the map, rather than plowing through the curriculum and moving to the
     next unit of study.   

  Reeves wrote, “When I ask audiences of educators what they are willing to give up
  from their curriculum, they are almost invariably silent, insisting that every element
  of their curriculum is vital, required by state standards, might be mentioned on a state
  test, and will be needed by their students in future years” (p. 51).  This is an example
  of focusing on content, rather than reflecting on key concepts, key skills, enduring
  understandings and other identified learning outcomes.  When teachers reflect on
  curriculum maps, they will be able to identify gaps, unintended redundancies, and 
  areas for revision.  When educators reflect on the curriculum maps, students
  achievement will increase.
7.  Failure to Communicate

     A lack of communication will hinder the effectiveness of curriculum mapping and
     student achievement.  Too many school systems require teachers to develop a
     curriculum map, but once the map is developed (even though a curriculum map is
     never finished) administrators move to the next school system initiative.  There are
     several tools available to help educators communicate within and across buildings. 
     These tools make curriculum mapping and the ability to communicate available 
     365 days a year.  Teachers can use Moodle, blogs, Wiki-based programs, Websites,     curriculum mapping software or mapping tools available through Internet-based programs.  

Thousands of school systems around the world have started operating as a  professional learning community.  In a professional learning community, teachers change their focus from my classroom and my students to our school and our students.  Decisions about curriculum and instruction are made as a collaborative team rather than in isolation.  According to Schmoker (2006), “Mere collegiality won’t cut it.  Even discussions about curricular issues or popular strategies can feel good but go nowhere.  The right image to embrace is a group of teachers who meet regularly to share, refine and assess the impact of lessons and strategies continuously to help increasing numbers of students learn at higher levels” (p.178).
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