Appendix D:  Curricular Tension Points and Trends

In the following sections, we offer a synopsis of what is taught in the formal curriculum in today’s schools. We also summarize current tension points and trends that may shape what is taught in the schools of tomorrow.

Language Arts and English

Topics  Language arts programs emphasize literacy development which includes reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing, and media study. In elementary school, the language arts curriculum addresses the essentials of how to use language—reading, grammar, spelling, speaking, handwriting, composition, capitalization, punctuation, word processing, peer editing, and research skills. At the secondary level, language arts instruction (or simply, English class) shifts the focus to literature, and senior high school students read both classics and contemporary works by such authors as Shakespeare, Whitman, Austen, and Tan.

Tension Points and Trends  Approximately five percent of adults in the United States are functionally illiterate. A disappointing statistic.1 Adult illiteracy underscores the importance of the debate over whether to use the phonics or the whole language approach to reading instruction. Phonics consists of breaking down words into the smallest phonetic units—phonemes—and stringing them together to form words, independent of the words’ meaning. Basal readers, which taught fundamental reading skills and dominated reading instruction in the 1950s and 1960s, ​relied on phonics. Some remember phonics as “sounding out the letters to build a word.” The whole language movement condemned phonics as denying students the pleasure of reading for content and meaning. But some children who seemed slow or even unable to grasp the fundamentals of reading through the whole language approach soared to the top of their reading group when they used packaged phonics programs. Some individual teachers work to incorporate principles of both phonics and whole language into their language arts instruction.2

Poor writing performance also remains a concern. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), American students’ reading skills have improved over the past three decades, while their writing skills have stagnated or declined.3 A recent “snapshot of student writing” study collected the best writing samples of 2,200 fourth- and eighth-graders. Analysis showed that most students do not write at any length and do not write analytical or research papers, and that only 1 percent revise students’ work.4

The increased use of technology may reverse this trend. With the advent of computers and word processing, editing is simpler. Computer tools that facilitate spelling and grammar have also redefined the use of technical skills. As students become more involved with email and Internet exchanges, time devoted to writing may increase, and perhaps their writing skills will improve as well.


Another trend worth noting is that, during the past century, the list of authors taught in English classes has become increasingly American. In 1907, nine of the forty most frequently assigned authors were American; by the end of the century, twenty-nine of the forty were American.5 The inclusion of literature by women and non-Western writers is on the increase, and some argue that such changes will be at the expense of “classic” literature, sometimes referred to as the canon.

In San Francisco, two school board members proposed a curriculum that would mandate that seven authors of a ten-author syllabus must be people of color. This ambitious proposal was eventually tabled in favor of one that requires that four of the ten be minority authors. To respond to the public demands for diversity and the classics in the curriculum, the California Department of Education currently offers 2,700 recommended K–12 titles.6 Some complain that political correctness is becoming a threat to academic excellence, while others argue that it is time to recognize that great writers come in all colors and both genders.7
Social Studies

Topics  Social studies curricula draw on the disciplines of history, government, ​geography, economics, sociology, anthropology, and psychology. History remains paramount, yet it has become the battleground for curriculum wars between multiculturalists and advocates of a core curriculum. While the curriculum battle still rages, history teaching has moved from a narrow emphasis on political and economic landmarks toward a broader perspective of social life and daily human struggles.8

The early elementary school social studies program emphasizes self, family, and community. Upper elementary school students begin the study of history, geography, and civics. At the high school level, the focus is on U.S. history and government, but a wide array of electives, such as economics, sociology, law, world history, anthropology, and current events, may be offered.

Tension Points and Trends  Civics is seen as a course to acquaint a diverse student population with the democratic tradition. In a 1998 NAEP, when twelfth graders were asked to list two ways the American system of government is designed to prevent “absolute arbitrary power,” 43 percent could not provide either a partial or acceptable answer. Almost three-quarters of fourth graders and slightly more than half of eighth graders were in civics classes where the Internet was never or hardly ever used.9

At all levels of instruction, there is insufficient attention to international topics, and students are often shockingly ignorant of the history, politics, and geography of other nations. Many high school graduates have never studied world history, while still others have studied it for a year or less.10 One out of three students cannot locate France on a map, and one out of five cannot even locate the United States.11

The 1990s revealed some promising developments in geography studies, particularly due to the efforts of the National Geographic Society. The number of college students choosing to major in geography rose 47 percent from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. The Advanced Placement exams include geography, enabling students to obtain college credit for this content area.12
Mathematics

Topics  The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) issued groundbreaking curriculum and evaluation standards in 1989 that were widely accepted by teachers. These standards emphasized problem solving, reasoning, technology, ​communication, and the real-life application of mathematical concepts. Year 2000 revisions stressed increased attention to basic skills yet managed to reinforce the hands-on experiences that help students understand math principles.13

The NCTM Standards (2000) identified nine mathematical skill areas: numbers and operations, algebra, geometry, measurement, data analysis and probability, problem solving, reasoning and proof, communication, connections and representations. Goals for the skill areas are identified at each of four grade-clusters (covering pre-kindergarten through grade 12).14
Tension Points and Trends  According to the NAEP, average mathematics performance improved between 1973 and 1996 for students at ages 9 and 13, while achievement recently increased for 17-year-olds.15 International assessments suggest that Americans’ mathematics skills do not compare favorably with those of students from other countries. A 1998 international study found that American seniors did not measure up to students in less developed nations in either general or advanced math knowledge.16 In secondary school, white males typically outperform others in math, posing a challenge for educators who would like to see all students do well in math.


In 2000, the NCTM published Principles and Standards for School Mathematics, which included a continued plea to eliminate ability grouping and tracking to ensure mathematical thinking and problem solving for all. The report spoke to the need for students to see real-world applications of math and emphasized the use of technology and computer graphics.17
Science

Topics  Like mathematics, science was organized into standards that appear at each stage of the K–12 curriculum. Science as inquiry, physical science, life science, earth and space science, technology, personal and social perspective, and the history and nature of the field, are unified by the concepts and process of instruction.18
Tension Points and Trends  Differences in science course enrollment and achievement are evident by locale, gender, race, ethnicity and age. Not surprisingly, higher levels of parent education are associated with higher student performance.19 According to the 1999 NAEP, eighth- and twelfth-grade science performance remained unchanged for thirty years, while fourth-graders’ performance improved. Only 9 percent of the twelfth graders could demonstrate advanced scientific procedures. Fully 41 percent of the high school seniors reported never working on homework for their science classes.20 Equally alarming was students’ performance on a rigorous 1997 NAEP exam of basic science knowledge. Half of the fourth-graders proved unable to identify the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans on a map, and many eighth-graders did not know how many days it takes the earth to circle the sun.21 


In June 1998, the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) ​released the Blueprints of Reform, a study outlining necessary changes within schools, curricula, funding, and communities to enable American students to graduate from high school literate in math, science, and technology.22 The AAAS standards emphasize learning through investigation and higher-order thinking, instead of rote ​memorization. The report urges that the number of concepts taught be reduced and deeper ​understanding of key scientific principles be encouraged. As did the mathematics standards, the science standards define a basic level of core knowledge for all students, regardless of background, ability level, or future aspirations. The proponents of “more is better” often come into conflict with those who believe “less can be more significant.”23 And still others wonder about the potential of computers to significantly enhance science education. A challenge to the successful implementation of new science standards will be the schools’ ability to provide students with costly technological resources and equipment.24
Foreign Languages

Topics  In 1915, 36 percent of all high school students studied a foreign language. By 1980, this percentage had been slashed by more than half, and only 5 percent of high school students continued their study of a foreign language for more than two years.


Today, the foreign language taught most often is Spanish, followed by French and German. The middle school curriculum includes grammar, vocabulary development, pronunciation, simple conversation, and appreciation of cultural diversity. In senior high school, the curriculum focus switches to conversational fluency, with expanded emphasis on the worldwide culture.

Tension Points and Trends  In a world where 2,700 languages are spoken, only 15 percent of its people are native English speakers. The language with the most speakers is Chinese, and Hindustani comes in second. The United States is one of the most monolingual of all the developed countries. On the bright side, English has become the most common second language in the world—the language of business, science, and diplomacy.


This nation’s geographic isolation has historically fueled our linguistic isolation, yet even that is changing as multilingual indicators appear at ATMs and telephone ​information services. As world travel and communication become commonplace, English language speakers will need to learn other languages to interact globally. Recently, many high schools and colleges have re-established foreign language requirements, and enrollment in these courses is climbing once again. Private school students, perhaps responding to this requirement, are almost twice as likely (55.1 percent) as their public school counterparts (27.6 percent) to be enrolled in a foreign language.25 Further, educators are calling for earlier emphasis on the study of foreign language—by the fourth grade and even before—and for blocks of time longer than forty or fifty minutes a day for the study of language.26
Technology

Topics  As computers flood American life, from the online trading of securities to ​cyber-dating, their use in the classroom continues to grow dramatically. Several states require computer literacy course work from kindergarten through twelfth grade. Often taught by teacher-specialists in computer labs, students learn sequenced skills, which may begin with technology games and keyboarding and move to website development and software design. Other states integrate computers into subject area fields. Reading instruction, in the elementary grades, makes up the majority of technology time.27 In high schools, computers are used primarily for word processing and computer literacy training. Schools continue to position themselves for the information age, as expensive upgrades run up budget costs. While solid research on academic effectiveness continues to evade most researchers, the “technological draw” of the computer age appears irresistible.

Tension Points and Trends  In 1998, the NCES released Technology @ Your Fingertips, a step-by-step guide for schools, detailing the process of acquiring computers, training users, obtaining technological support, and securing financial assistance. Federal encouragement and local financial support has led to skyrocketing Internet access, with 98 percent of schools reporting that they were online by 2000.28 Progress at the classroom level has been less impressive. Despite the e-rate, which makes Internet connections available at greatly reduced costs, many classrooms continue to lack meaningful technological capabilities, with only 40 percent of high poverty classrooms online in 2000.29 Wealth and poverty often determine the dividing line between the technological haves, and have-nots, a cruel reality that has been termed the digital divide. Less attention has been given to the evolving learning divide, which emerges when educators, often in poorer communities, lack training and skills needed to use technology wisely and efficiently.30 But even the growing access to school technology can create new problems, such as the unauthorized access to school information by outsiders. Today, schools are adding a new item to their budgets: the cost of technological security and additional legal fees.31

While the focus is on providing students with access to computers and the Internet, few are asking what happens when schools finally do get hooked up electronically. While some studies suggest that student computer use is correlated to a rise in standardized test scores, that increase occurs only when teachers are well trained and comfortable with the technology.32 All too often, teachers are unfamiliar with computer skills and have not received adequate training on how to integrate technology into the standard curriculum, seriously compromising the vast resources offered by computers.

The Arts

Topics  Visual arts, dance, theater, and music constitute the four comprehensive arts, but three out of four students receive no instruction in theater or dance.33 The goals of the arts program include developing the ability to create art forms, understanding art as a cultural phenomenon, and developing aesthetic appreciation and perception. In elementary school, regular classroom teachers do most of the instruction in these areas. Children color, paint, and use materials to explore creatively and to use the elements of design (shading, size, and shape). In music, children learn sight reading and sing traditional childhood favorites, patriotic songs, and music from other lands. Drama and dance provide students with the opportunity to develop movement and related skills. In secondary school, the arts curriculum typically expands to include technical and graphic arts, design, crafts, theater, dance, film, photography, ceramics, sculpture, orchestra, band, chorus, and more specialized music courses.

Tension Points and Trends  Many educators consider the arts to be shamefully neglected—the last to be included and the first to be cut when the budget ax falls. The current emphasis on test score performance and core requirements has further diminished arts in schools. One study found that elementary schools commit only 4 percent of their school week to art instruction. Only 25 percent of that time is provided by trained art teachers. Further, some charge that there is too much emphasis on students’ acquiring technical and performance skills, rather than gaining greater appreciation of aesthetics and human creativity.


In 1994, a panel of thirty-eight artists, educators, and business representatives approved new, voluntary standards for the arts curriculum that call for more ambitious and sequential instruction. The standards specified that, by high school graduation, students should have a basic level of competency in each of the four arts disciplines—dance, music, theater, and visual arts.34 This Arts Education Consensus Project was the nation’s most significant attempt to assess the arts with both qualitative and quantitative measures.35
Physical Education

Topics  Research shows that physical education provides lifelong health dividends. High-quality programs emphasize not only physical competence, enjoyment and lifetime activity but also social and psychological development, including leadership, teamwork, and cooperation. In the past few decades, there has been a shift away from competitive skill development to fitness and well-being through recreational and individual sports and well-rounded conditioning.


Elementary programs are structured around skill improvement; too frequently through games. Classes vary from little more than teacher-monitored recess to well-sequenced motor development instruction. Middle school programs are often the first time students have certified PE specialists, have a course of study, and “dress out” for class. By high school, the curriculum is governed by electives from aerobics and ​basketball to soccer and yoga.

Tension Points and Trends  According to the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, our children are not physically fit. Thirteen percent of 6- to 11-year-olds and 14 percent of adolescents are overweight.36 The trends toward decreased childhood fitness and increased body fat are attributed primarily to high-fat diets and a lack of physical activity. Physical education classes account for less than 100 minutes of children’s physical activity per week.37 Illinois is the only state that retains daily physical education for all K–12 students, with Alabama and Wisconsin being lone partners in a K–8 daily requirement.38 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, only 29 percent of ninth through twelfth graders participated in daily school physical education.39

Although in 1972 Title IX required physical education classes to be coeducational, many programs have remained silently gender-segregated.40 Research shows that gender bias persists even in coed classes. By high school, boys are twice as likely as girls to be enrolled in physical education.41
Health

Topics  Years ago, health education meant little more than learning about the four basic food groups and routine dental care. A film on sex education at the high school level might “round out” the health program. However, we know that healthy children learn better across the curriculum. Today, many schools incorporate health education into both the elementary and secondary curricula. Areas for instruction include tobacco use; dietary patterns that contribute to disease; sedentary lifestyle; sexual behaviors that result in HIV infection, other STDs and unintended pregnancy; alcohol and other drug use; and behaviors that result in unintentional and intentional injuries.42
Tension Points and Trends  The same factors that put the health of our students at risk also create the public controversy that puts their health education classes at risk, especially in the areas of sex education, teen pregnancy, and AIDS and substance abuse prevention. Of adolescents aged 10–17, 25 percent are at high risk for premature illness or death, and another 25 percent are at moderate risk. When parents are unaware or incapable of dealing with these pressing health concerns, school programs may be the only valid source of information and understanding.43 In fact, support for health and sex education programs is at an all-time high. Over 90 percent of adults favor such programs in high school, and over 80 percent support these programs at the middle school.44
Vocational and Career Education

Topics  Career education occurs informally in elementary school, with individual lessons on different occupations. At the secondary level, the vocational education curriculum is clearly targeted to careers with course titles such as cosmetology, auto body repair, vocational printing, and meal management. Tech prep classes teach students word processing, systems administration, Web page design, and even financial portfolio management. Computer-related vocational education also attracts many college-bound students seeking to gain a technical edge. While overall vocational coursetaking (which includes family and consumer sciences) declined between 1982 and 1998, occupationally specific enrollments remained steady.45

Despite the common belief that vocational education constitutes a discrete academic track for low-ability students who plan to work full-time after high school, a recent survey revealed that vocational education plays a much broader role. More than 97 percent of high school students take at least one vocational education course before graduation. Nearly half of all vocational education classes are taken by students who plan to attend a four-year or community college after high school.46
Tension Points and Trends  Critics point to statistics showing that students who graduate from vocational programs do not have an advantage in the job market, because vocational classes are often inadequate and irrelevant. Programs that lack modern equipment and well-trained staff cannot prepare students for high-tech fields. And the skills needed for low-paying jobs, such as work in fast-food restaurants, are better learned on the job than in school. Other opponents charge that a vocational curriculum tracks students into worthless nonacademic courses and should be ​abolished.


In 1990, Congress passed the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Act (amended in 1998), signaling a shift from the traditional job-skills orientation of vocational education to a broader integration with academic instruction. Proponents of this approach argue that higher-order thinking skills should be emphasized in all vocational courses in order to adequately prepare students for today’s job market. The original Perkins Act also channeled federal funds to school districts with the highest proportions of poor students, promoted nonsexist career choices, assisted displaced homemakers as they re-entered the job market, and offered support for post–high school vocational training programs. However, in 1998 Congress backed away from such specific programs and allowed states to make more of these decisions. Critics charge that certain groups, especially women, lost out as states took over these efforts.47 High school career majors and charter or magnet career academies are giving vocational development programs new momentum.48
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