
Running head: CONCEPTIONS OF CURRICULUM  1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conceptions of Curriculum and how they can be used as a framework for  

planning, instruction and assessment 

By Denise Nielsen 

July 7, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GDPI-PME 810-002 

Integrated Planning, Instruction and Assessment 

Dr. Jacqueline Button 

Queen’s University 

  



CONCEPTIONS OF CURRICULUM  2 

Terminology 

It seems helpful first of all to capture a few ideas gleaned from the course readings on Curriculum 

Concepts. 

Five concepts emerge. For the sake of a consistent nomenclature, I'm going to use the terms from 

Brown’s 2006 study of New Zealand curriculum, as outlined below with my initial thoughts to solidify my 

own understanding. Further elaboration on each will follow. 

1. Humanism 

This approach is one of individualization, with assumptions that students benefit when given 

autonomy over their learning.  

 

2. Social Reconstructivism 

All the readings made mention of this approach which attempts to make connections between 

students and the works outside the classroom, ideally to make a positive change, but at least to 

frame their learner experience in terms of the issues facing society.  

 

3. Skills 

A focus on the cognitive knowledge of what students need to know is – in many ways – at the 

heart of the college system, certainly in terms of trades training. Not everyone mentions this, 

leading me to believe it is considered part of another system for some scholars. 

 

4. Technology 

The how and what of Skills (Cognitive) approached with the use of technology is a key approach 

to curriculum, and this is especially true today with online and hybrid forms of learning.  

 

5. Academic 

This focus on the classical body of knowledge is perhaps what comes to mind must readily when 

we talk about education, particularly university and liberal arts, but also within a high school 

environment. 

 

 My Initial Conceptions of Curriculum 

When I started out teaching at post-secondary levels, I brought to it the curriculum approach with which 

I was most familiar; that is, the Academic or Traditionalist concept of curriculum. I always liked the idea 

of there being a body of great work that everyone should understand, and honestly never thought to 

question 1) if that were possible of being true or 2) whether such a concept was universally 

acknowledged.  

At the same time, I had experience with teaching in the Canadian Navy…a largely skills-focused approach 

based (to this day) on a very prescriptive curriculum that allowed for very little variation in teaching or 

assessment approaches. When given a set of learning objectives at the beginning of my first part-time 

teaching gig at St Lawrence College, I didn't know where to start. The freedom to develop my own 

material and assessment seemed overwhelming given my previous experience, but also exciting and 
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invigorating. For the first time, and with the support of a mentor and faculty coach, I was excited not 

only about curriculum, but about teaching, and the process of planning, instruction, and assessment 

which are intertwined in all good teaching practices. 

Historical and Current Conceptions of Curriculum 

Looking at the conceptions of curriculum as outlined in the readings, it's interesting to draw parallels 

and see how ideologies have ebbed and flowed.  Brown’s claim that educators in New Zealand support 

the concept of a humanistic approach to curriculum and agree with elements of both the technological 

and academic curriculum concepts (Brown, 2006) does I believe reflect what many Canadian educators 

believe today, and so to start, I’m going to drill down into this Humanistic-Technological-Academic 

perspective and how it has influenced our conceptions of curriculum. 

The Humanistic approach is one of individualization, with assumptions that students benefit when given 

autonomy over their learning. Eisner and Vallance (1974) called it self-actualization, a term echoed by 

Sowell (2006), and Schiro (2008) goes on to claim the term “learner-centered”. Pratt (1994) quotes 

Friere in bringing the Humanist approach to  light – the idea that human connections are more 

important that what we learn (P 15) and there can be no doubt that most educators see the student as 

central to any discussion of curriculum.  

That this humanistic, “child-centered orientation” (Eisner & Vallance, 1974, P. 3) led to what the authors 

refer to as a “post-Sputnum push” (p 3) for subjects deemed more desirable very much echoes what 

some see today. From a parental perspective, schools in Ontario have focused on curriculum that 

centers on the child (and there are conflicting views in parental communities on the extent to which this 

has been beneficial or not), but are now perhaps moving towards what at least publically is being hailed 

as an increased focus on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math). This is all anecdotal, and not 

being a teacher in the elementary and secondary systems, I am only going by observation and talk 

around the parent-council water cooler, but it does seem that Eisner and Vallance were on to something 

that refuses to go away, and that when it comes to conflicting and controversial perspectives relating to 

education (p 1), not much has changed in the intervening 40 years. To this extent, curriculum can be 

seen to be – if not fixed – at least tethered to society’s idea of what school entails, and in all of that the 

Humanist concept of curriculum holds strong. 

The Academic conception of curriculum is one which I would guess many educators identify with. One of 

the criticisms of educators is that they (we) teach the way we were taught and the way we enjoyed 

learning and that this is largely from a strong academic perspective that that naturally informs our 

future practice. Without wholly agreeing with this, I concede the point, and know from my own 

perspective, I come to education with a strong academic bias which has influenced my thoughts about 

curriculum (in a non-focused random way). This focus on the classical body of knowledge is perhaps 

what comes to mind must readily when we talk about education, particularly university and liberal arts, 

but also in high schools….I encourage my kids to be well rounded in studying the arts and math/science 

and history in part because that's where I came from. Pratt (1994) alone defers from calling it academic 

or traditional, and instead has a concept called Feminist. This needs some sifting, but strikes me as 

having a high academic relationship even if it does not quite fit with the other theorists. 

It would be difficult to talk about curriculum today without addressing the Technological aspects of it, 

particularly as education moves rapidly towards blended and/or online learning. In terms of the 
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readings, all except Pratt referred explicitly to a technological conception of curriculum. Sowell (2006) 

lumps in Cognitive and Technology together (there seems to be some logic to this) and refers specifically 

to Skinner’s education machines and programmed learning (P. 48). As a teacher of blended learning 

courses as well as wholly on-site courses, I appreciate the increasing value of this approach, even while 

never quite forgetting one thought experiment at a theme park where technology was used to teach 

every child the same thing at the same time, and what a dismal view of society that was. 

If then, these three concepts of curriculum continue to inform practice –doubtlessly with myriad 

variations – why are they able to stand the test of time. And what of the others?  

The answer to the first seems straightforward. A curriculum that does not centre the learner risks being 

irrelevant, so finding ways to include the learner’s individual preferences and encourage self-awareness 

and engagement with the material is in the best interests of students, teachers, and society alike. 

Introducing proven concepts and teaching about the ideas that have stretched thinking and changed the 

world allows students to build on a body of knowledge that is important. Using technology to enhance 

understanding and to create and curate material is also a valuable skill. We can—and do—dig deeper. 

Too much learner-centered may result in students who have inflated ideas about abilities; recognizing 

that there are alternate perspectives and that not all ideas are equal is rife with controversial 

implications that challenge teachers; technology does not replace sound pedagogy. However, these 

kinds of robust conversations are happening and though there are shifts in thinking, the Humanistic-

Technological-Academic concept of curriculum holds strong. 

The other two, however—Social Reconstructivism and Skills—are making inroads too. All the readings 

made mention of Social Reconstructivism, an approach which attempts to make connections between 

students and the works outside the classroom, ideally to make a positive change, but at least to frame 

their learner experience in terms of the issues facing society. If education is to prepare students to be 

contributing members of society (and there is certainly some discussion happening around whether that 

is true or not), then shouldn’t a curriculum that is framed around some of society’s needs be utilized? 

Sowell called it a social relevance reconstruction and explained that in this approach, curriculum should 

“prepare people for living in an unstable and changing world” (P. 41). MacNeil takes it farther, 

reiterating Friere’s claim that education should be used to combat all forms of oppression (2006, P. 30-

31). This concept of curriculum comes across as progressive or perhaps radical (Eisner & Vallance, 1974) 

depending on your viewpoint, and is extremely ideological (Ornstein & Hunkins, 2009, P. 8), perhaps 

explaining why it is difficult for the idea to get full traction. Having said that, framing curriculum in terms 

of the benefit to society is an idea that is bantered about at conferences and in discussions with 

colleagues, and certainly at the college level there has been a tactic acknowledgment that having 

students write about or work on proposals and/or solutions for community or social issues they see is a 

positive step and falls in with the idea of what is called real-world or experiential learning, and this 

certainly has roots in Social Reconstructivism. 

I may be partial to the concept of a Skills curriculum because this approach is at the heart of the college 

system, certainly in terms of trades training. Not everyone mentions this, leading me to believe it is 

considered part of another system for some scholars. However, Eisner and Vallance (1974) call it 

Cognitive, and Sowell (2006)—as mentioned above—refers to Cognitive and Technology together. This 

makes some sense—the how and what of a skills-based cognitive approach to curriculum coupled with 
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technology is a key approach that is often used today formally (colleges) and informally (if you ever want 

to learn how to make origami roosters, for example, the best place to learn is YouTube!). 

Elements of Social Reconstructivism and Skills have always been woven into curriculum, although 

without ever being a key driver of that curriculum. Technology allows for greater sharing of ideas 

(Twitter, social media) and so there is more debate and discussion on how and why these  concepts can 

be more successfully included, making ultimately for a stronger and more vigorous curriculum. 

Interpreting Curriculum for developing framework of planning, instruction and assessment 

Curriculum cannot exist in a vacuum. By necessity, it changes with the tide of current thinking, and this 

is exactly how it should be.  Ornstein and Hunkins (2009) capture this well: 

A curriculum approach reflects our views of school and society. By understanding our curriculum 

approach and that of our school or school district, it is possible to conclude whether our 

professional  view conflicts with the formal organizational view. 

Although schools over time, tend to commit to a particular curriculum approach, many educators 

are not strongly committed to one approach. Rather, they emphasize one approach in some 

situations and advocate other approaches in other situations. (P.2) 

To return to my opening remarks, I came to post-secondary teaching with an Academic-Skills 

background. I quickly learned however the benefits of including other aspects of Humanistic, 

Technological, and even Social Reconstructivism, although these were not ideas I had ever verbalized of 

formalized until now. Depending on which course I am teaching and to which group of students, I vary 

my instruction and assessment to suit their needs (a very humanistic approach). Some courses require a 

more skill based curriculum; others pull on a more traditional academic concept of curriculum. In recent 

years, I have ventured more into a watered down, more philosophical version of Social 

Reconstructivism, particularly in ethics or critical thinking courses where there is room for idealism, 

debate and differences of opinion. Overarching all of this is technology, and given our college’s mandate 

for increasing student opportunities to experience online classes (whether wholly online or hybrid), this 

is not likely to be diminished at any point soon. 

It’s valuable, I think, to reflect on what aspects of these five concepts of curriculum I draw on in terms of 

planning, instruction, and assessment. At this stage, I’m merely going with a visual representation (See 

Figure 1) that only outlines an initial perspective, and that still requires greater analysis. 

To sum up seems impossible; this is merely a scratching of the surface. Understanding the different 

curriculum perspectives and their respective influences on both the current education system, and the 

program requirements of Ontario’s colleges, will hopefully help inform my own teaching practice and 

allow me to situate it more confidently in terms of teaching and assessment. 
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Figure 1: Initial Attempt to visualize my interpretation of curriculum and how I use it as framework for 

planning, instruction and assessment at St. Lawrence College. 
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