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On the High School Curriculum: A Conversation with Ernest

Boyer

Fon Brandt

Your book High School was published five years ago, shortly

after A Nation at Risk. How has the school curriculum changed

in that time, and how have the issues changed?

Curriculum has not beer at ths heart of thie movement. Cu=d

I

by A Nation At Fisk--and to scome extent recently reinforced by

William Bennett’s James Madi=zon High School-—-most improvement

efforts have i1nvolved taking traditicnal labeles and simply
adding on: more history, more science, mare English. I'm not
against that since 1n the end we can’t avolig converting our
curricuelum into curvency for tranmscripte and the like, but
we've not seen much discussion of how the varicus agisciplines
could be seesn as serving some larger integrative ends.  Soowe
aren’t helping students underztand how their courses relate o
the world in which they live or to the larger interdependaent
world which they will inevitanly canfront.

You’'re saying, then, that the fundamental issues remain the

same?
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Yes, core curriculum, for example. I get nervous when I hear
that term, even though I use it myself, because it immediately
conjures up an image of units and labels. Now, of course,

students need to develop some common understandings and some

]

common knowledge in order to read the mormning paper and
conversee about important issues; but I'm much more concerned
that they develop an understanding o=f human commonalities,
which ﬁould be arrived at through a variety of wéys in the
curriculum and a variety of experiences. We have not had,
during the past five years, creative ingquiry as to how we
might organize the fields of knowledge to help enlighten

students to prepare them for the waorld they will inherit.

In what high school subjects is there the most need for

thorough curriculum revision, in your opinion?

Two areas quickly come to mind. I continue to be bewildered
by the teaching of science; I really wonder why we can’'t
relate scientific discoveries to the generalist in a useful
way, rather than offering material intended for future
sczientistes and encineers, which only a handful of ouwr students
are.

We are living 1in a time in which how we handle our
technzlagies may determine whether we survive. I say we ne=d
more creative work in how to relate science and technology to

ordinary studente, wha may not be going on to school at all.

A
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Asking them to take an isclated course in biclogy or chemistry

does not fit the bill.

You said there was another area that concerns you.

Well, I think sccial studies couldn’t be more confused. We've
completely lost ocur way as to priarities among the traditiconal
fields of history, civics, gecgraphy, economics, and the like.
We need fresh, integrative thinking fhere. That's why I loak

with sadness on what happened to that really creative worlk,

Man, A Courcse of Study, which came cut of the Sputrmibk era. It

wasn't necessarily the best, but it was on the right track-—-—
ar imaginative attempt to approach social studiez in a
power ful croass—cultural way.

Studentes need ta see other culturecs in the context of the
changing nature of cur interdependent waorld. I worry about
Secretary Bennett’s scornful treatment of other culturesz, not
only because it’s arrogant, but because ocur very survival
depends on how we deal with the rest of the waorld. We study
weétern civilization to understand ouwr heritage, ocur raoots,
our pasﬁﬁ\but we need to study non-Western cultures to

understand ocur future.

You write and speak eloquently about the value of history and
literature, as do Lynne Cheney, Diane Ravitch, Chester Finn,
and William Bennett. They insist that a chronological
approach is essential if students are to develop a sense of

history, but you differ by saying these courses need not be
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taught chronologically. What makes you think these subjects

can be taught successfully in other ways?

I don’t think the issus is chronolagy. The issue i1s to remind

I

curceelves that one of the elementse of being human i1s that we

are productes of the past and shapers of the future. In order
to understand that; we must gain the perspective of time. My
suggestion is not to start with the past but to start with the
present and take leaps back. I'd like to teach History, for
example, by having students in a shop start with the internal
combustion engine and g back to investigate how we got thies
thing. Or you could start with the current debate about
nuclear energy. Unfortunately, we vsually start with
something that’e like a fairy tale and work our way forward.

I think that’s all wrong.

You don'’t agree with those who would eliminate ‘‘social

studies’’ and just teach history, geography, and so on?

Nz, o, naot The term social studies has been uwned as a

whipping boyfy\but what the critice forget is that the nation’s

most distinaniched historians——-Charles Beard, ’

artt mbhers [Dr. Boyer: Can you give one other name?]-—-chicse

that title in a =study o7 the schonle in the mid-1320c,

There’'s a related question. Conspicuously absent from most
current statements about social studies is any attention to

students’ own personal and social development. I don't recall

AL
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any references to that in your book_High School, other than
your recommendation for a new Carnegie unit. You didn't call
for instruction in child development or family living, for
example. Does that mean you’re skeptical about teaching those

kinds of things?

1’11 give two answers. First, if I were to rewrite my book,
I'd put more emphasis on the physical and social dimensions of
students!' education. My only Jjustification for pérhaps
undervaluing that was my feeling that we urgently needed a way
to inform students about what I call the '‘ocommonalities’? of
human experience.

But, second, I would say yes, I remain skeptical about
the degree to which a class or other formal educationail
experience can affect students’ attitudes or cause them to
live differently. I know it's important, but I've sesen few
examples of courses on sexual behavior and so on that gave me
any confidence they would be successful in rearranging

students’ value sycstems. I am skeptical, yes, and worrisomely

But there is growing support for sex and drug education

programs.

Eoziaty, while it criticizes the schools, evpects us to be Mr.

[l

Fixit for the naticon.  All I'm saying is that when we take on

such assigrnmerts and there'’s
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we end up

failures cnce again. I have to tell you: I don'’t think we
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can solve the nation’s drug problems, I don’t think we can
salve all the sex problems. That doesn’'t mean we shouldn’t

try; and 1 repeat that if I were to rewrite my book, T would

eapand o thie, bul—-—givsn the context in which the schools
muist work——I'm afraid we can only play at the margins.
One of the unusual recommendations in High School, as I

mentioned earlier, was your call for a new Carnegie unit: a

requirement that all students engage in community-service.

Yec. ke introduced the service idea to make the point that
there iz a prablem among young pecple—-—not of their making—-
thhat may have much more to do with the school problem than
does the gquestion of unites; it has to do with a sense of
iesclation and drift and anonymity. A high school principal
who was a member of ocur commission told us horror stories

abvout calls he gets, problems he works with. Nobody wants
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vggested service to make a point—-—and to

strezz the irrelevance of school activities to these kids?

I wouldn't want to live or die by ‘he service idea, but I
do want to say 1f we itgnore student alienaticon in cur reform
efforts, we zre kidding cureszlves. There =re a variety =f
ways to make a =school s more humane place, to make students
@2l they belong, to overcome the zense of anconymity-—--—-but of
coursEe schools can't do it alone.  Unless society is a little

friendlier to its children, we'’re in trouble.
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You’ve said you felt a sense of urgency about improving the
curriculum? What efforts impress you as moving in the right

direction?

I711 mention two. I"ve seen several ewamples of locally
designed curriculums involving integration of two or more
fields of Lknowledge to help students understand wha I refer
to as Y'the connectedness of things'’: to show relationships
between the subject areas and contemporary prbblemg oy to
reveal how past events relate to the future. These attempte
to use the subject areas thematically help students gain
perspective.

Ancther direction I like is the creatiocn of specialty
schoals. I like the idea of having schools for the arts,
schools in certain career-related fields, but only if they use
that specialty to educate students broadly. The ideal, for
some students at least, is to start with their special
interest and then work inm English, history, or foreign
language in relation to that special field of study. What I do
worry about, franmkly, are specialty schools that narrow the
wtudents and don’t attempt to show how specializing can lead

to breadth as well as depth.

You have a strong commitment to general education. In fact,
it was something of a shock to find that both you and John
Goodlad believe that a substantial portion of a student’s
curriculum should be required. I had felt for years that

schools needed to restrict requirements to allow as much

/



individual choice as possible. That's because when a person
has chosen to do something, he or she does it with more energy

and commitment.

i Ltorn in the same way. You can’t deny that labeling
anything Y'Yreguired'’ tende to dampen enthusiasm for 1t
papecially among adolescents strugagling for independence. On
the other hand, I feel strongly that there are certain skills
arnd bodies of knowledge that are worth developing and knowingr
and that an educaticon’s not simply an exercise in choice

alone.

Langquage 1s a good example: students simply must becoms

proficient in reading and writing the English language. We
can’t just esay, **Well, if this doesn’t seem of interest to
you, we won't bother with 1t.7? There’s no way to be a

participant in society, even passively, without sufficient
common knowledge, both for functional literacy and for what E.

L. Hirsch callse *'cultural literacy.?’?

It’s possible, though, that if we took a look at what’s taught
in high school classes, it wouldn’t be a very good match for

the cultural literacy most adults need on a day-to-day basis.

ey T bttt pretend that today’s currviculum comes close to
whiat I%m srgueing for. Cne of the grezt disappointments of
Lthis aovement has been that we are borrondincng sentimentc from
the pash. Secretary Renmett qgives us a list of boocks——of
Cootr e ome CTan cite classic literaturs that nas relsvanc e

§
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today—-—but to continuously dredge up books and ideas from the
pmast that look pleasant from a canservative view but have no
relevance is, I think, mischievous.

hen T talk zsteewt b mesd for cormon literacy, common

evpeviences in teayas of hoth ideas and evente, I'm not
referving to a liet of books, That '=  why, evein thoogh 1

support some of Hirsch®s basic arguments, 1 think his liset
really threw us a curve. He explains——and hs 1s a wonder fully
decent man——that 1if he believed what he was sayfng, he needed
to give 1t a try. Eut he went too far. He should have cited
a few i1illustrations to make his points. When you list
thousands of items, some of them pretty ewotic, 1t gives aid

and comfort to pecple who want to criticice.

Your thesis is that we should require about two-thirds of the
curriculum for all students. Do you really mean all students?
We have some evidence that while the abstractness of the usual
curriculum is anathema to some students, they’ll respond to
another kind of experience. In the right kind of alternative
school these kids can succeed. Would you do away with

alternative schools?

Moy of  cowr=ss not, But  an alternative school should not
necessarily have a whaolly differernt core curvicalum. Whan 1
say that about tws—thivezs of the 2 gdent’s rogram shoull? be
requived, I'm not imposing any single et of course=. I arnly

ask that the =zchool esstablish the notion of what it expects of

1

all it%s grahistes, in terms of bolh basic skills to be
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per formed and areas of general knowledge to be understocod, in
order to be able to negotiate aone's 1life after graduation.
There can be a number of ways, including electives, to get to

any particular goal.

In recent years the most notable response to concerns about
making the curriculum more coherent, more focused, has been
action by legislatures and state boards of education to raise
high school graduation requirements. That has upset
educators, because they see it as interfering with 1local

control.

You’re right—-—in the past five years the main actors in the
reform movement have been governors, corporate leaders, and

leg

"l

islators. From a legal point of view, you might =ay that's
the way 1t should be. Schools are creatures of the public
will, after all, so public officials can do with them amnything
they want. EBut the role of state legislators and state

departments of education is to regulate—--so what has oocurred

in the name of reform has been regulatory. Now, that's not

necessarily bad. We’ve surveyed some Z0,000 teachers, asking
them about the reform movement, and in general  the toesches s
zay the added regulations are good. Eut T worry miohtits
pecause anoagency that is primarily reculatory csnpot
anticipate the future or ask the transcendent gueshions Skl

lead to added quality.
What we'’ve seen s far has been mostly mechanistisc and

ornly modestly adequate for what I would call true reform.  We
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have not found the means for those who are able to deal with
the historical, intellectual, aﬁd qualitative aspectse of the
situation to inguire into other answers or to extend current
answers in a bhetter divection. If that doesn't happen soon,
the result will be only a modest fixing of the fairly

conservative system desiagned for the present, not the future,

and primarily for the winning studentse and rnot for the least

advantaged. In other words, the reform will fail at the mos
crucial point. I think we're at the outer édge of  this

approach right now. - We don’t need more regulating; we've hiad

encugh, thank you.

There are indications that the flood of state mandates may be

slowing down.

Yes, people are startimg to ask more subsztantive guestions:
What should we be tesching” How cCcan we attract and hold
cutstanding teachers? How do we evaluate results™ aAbove all,
how do we deal with common expectations for a diverse student
body™  Thesze four questions will endure. The second ar third

wave of reform may get us into them.

I should perhags add that, in acting as they have, the
palicymakere have been trying to do right. They did some
crazy thingz, but those things weren't done out of anger or
mimchiief; they were dons because of the limits to what a
regul atory hody can do. If 2 botter divecticn hasn't been

affered, I don’t blame them; 1 blame us. We havern't found =

way to carry reform férward to a higher level.

/]
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But if educators now have a chance to catch their breaths,

what should we do?

I’ve listed the questions wie need Lo addeoc

abe testingl
I'm prabably concerned about evaluation more fthan anythiing
else, because, 1in the end, what we test will praobably
determine what we teach. Certainly what we test is indirectly
a statement of what we prize. If we focus on_the trivial,

testing will eventually suffocate the whole effort; and we
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will npot have created better schools. It eazy to criticize
testing; my best speeches are about why I don't like tests.

Eut thet’sz not going to be sufficient; we have to figure out

better ways to aszecs.

Getting something better won't be easy.

I wish we could create a kind of Manhztlan Fraoject around

UN|

either curriculum ar assessment or both and bring togebher for

several years some of our maost capable practitioners:

teachere, association pecple, university professcrs——with tims
to really think about what to de. In my fantaszies I see thas

et Fresident of the United States, in thes State of ths Unicon

2y, annaouncing that the natior’s top viovity is
education. Just as Eennedy said, ''Ten y=srs froe now, we'll

e oon thie moon,’? this

"Ry the tuvn of the

- + = — - - - g i .
century, we'lrez ooing ¢t have the bost ethiools ever deviced.
]



We're going to create a Manhattan Froject that will move

educaticon reform to ancther level-—--'?

——Including extensive work on curriculum?

Yes, the hesart of the =2ffocrt would be a continuing creative

look at curriculum in relation to the future and not to the

past, with the possibility aof several approaches. Then school

districtes could still pick and choose——-I do not think there’s
a single way. Eut there’'d be attention to structural models
as well as to curriculum.

I don’t mean we'd be starting from scratch. What 1is

required is positive leadercshig. The reform movement has been

sericusly damaged by the failure of our national voices t

.
inspire and lead. At nz other moment in cur history was this
nation better poized to move ahead. Corporate leaders and
governore and parents and educators were joined. It wasn’t a
debate; it was a consensus; it wasz a movement ready to be led.

Ard instead of that, ws've besn given the most contenticus and

]

argumentative is=sues: prayer in school, cut the department,

reduce Chapter I, vouchers, pluz name-calling, as if educs
were the problem when they’re working their hearts cut.  To

Mave squanderad a goisctially powerful movement was, I think,

a national disgracs, Toworlel like to see fresh air and high
vimion, not o politSoizos oano not idecl ogically loaded, with

celiet, and hope, in which we could

zee educators 2z the s=clution and ot as the problem.
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In the meantime, though, local educators can take a hard look

at their own school curriculums.

Sure. In the ernd, 1in this country-—--and I s=suppoze other
countriez—-—education happens in a thousand different places
evary day. Change comes in local schools, when a principal

arvanges a better program or & teacher Ltries & new idea. We
like to look for heroic soclutions, but that'es not the way the
human race moves forward. We have an Dbligafion to think
things through as carefully as we can, to affirm our ideas
with conviction, and to move forward.

My purpose is to help shape the debate and try to define
priaorities. Where that debate goes and how it’s implemented
depends on the quality of the encounter at the local school.
That’s where ultimately refocrm will happen, and that’sz where
my confidence and hope are greatest. I am most discouraged
when I’'m talking to pecple who don’t meet with studente every
day, but I'm most encouraged when 1 mest with teachers and
studentc. They have & better fix on what'zs needed than do all

the theorists and policymakeres. If we could find ways to giv

11}

teachers and other educatore more time to examine these
guestions-—msvhe in the new Manhattarn Froioct——T7" hawve

B o

shaolute confiderce in the intsgrity of *heir rszcomssz,

Ernes'/’ L. Boyer is ?v‘tﬁdevd‘, The CA\N\{D}L Foundatio n
For Hhe Rdvaucement o Teachiug, S vy Lawe, Priuteﬁn)

-~ ) ’ . ~ 5
NI 08590, [lon Brawdt is ASCDs Exe cative Editor,

4



