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Research as a Technique in Curriculum

Development
by

Calvin L. Kiah

The concept of the curriculum in the modern American
sense has undergone tremendous change during the past
half century. If one but pauses to reflect, he will realize
that even today when the term curriculum is mentioned,
there is the tendency to think of large sheafs of printed
material outlining a body of subject matter to be covered
or learned. Such requirements would, of course, have been
devised or formulated by persons on "higher levels," possi-

bly the State Department of Education and/or, even the
State legislature. The lowest echelon for curricular de-
velopment in this pattern of thinking would be at the local

administrative level.

Implications of this approach for the development of
instructional materials and procedures are far too numerous
to mention in this discussion but one may readily draw gen-
eral conclusions in this regard. In such a pattern of think-
ing one sees the classroom teacher as a passive nonentity in

the educational process. His job is at best that of an educa-
tional middle man who sees to it that this body of learning
materials, as handed down, is properly mastered.

Learning, in such a setting also assumes a passive char-
acter. It is quantitative in nature, and achievement, in such
a system, is in quantitative terms. That is, one who absorbs
or memorizes the most has achieved the most.

Such a system as described above tends to place a
premium upon subject-matter as an end in itself with lit-

tle regard for the learner. It is at this point, therefore,
where newer curriculum concepts differ quite basically with
the more traditionally oriented type. In short, conceptually,
the traditional-minded conceive of the curriculum as being
served by the learner while the modern approach rates the
learner first in importance, served by the curriculum.

One often hears the modern viewpoint herein set forth,

expressed with unswerving allegiance professed thereto.
One does not find, however, with corresponding frequency,
implementation of this principle, at the classroom level.

This discussion has as its purpose to present concrete ways
of putting these principles into action using research tech-
niques to aid the process.

Some months ago the writer, with the cooperation of
the social studies staff of a certain secondary school, set
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about to develop social studies curricula which, it was felt,

would be in keeping with the philosophical bases under-
lying the modern school. It was decided that, if it is be-
lieved that the curriculum should serve the learner, there
should be some study given to determining ways by which
the program could best accomplish this task. If the cur-

riculum would serve, learner needs must be discovered in

order that such service might be accurately and effectively

directed.

A quick glance at the instructional program then in

operation seemed to suggest rethinking along modern lines

might be worthwhile.

It was felt that to plan an effective social studies pro-
gram of instruction, the staff would need to have informa-
tion in the following three problem areas: (1) domestic or
family, (2) economic (3) civic.

It was decided that to acquire this information on pupil
needs, the staff would ask all pupils in the school to react
to a questionnaire which was designed to supply informa-
tion in the needs areas decided upon by the group.

The questionnaire contained the following items:

1. Do you live with your mother and father?

2. If not, with whom do you live?

Place a check beside the following statements which
apply to you

:

(a) My mother and father are living

(b) My mother is dead
(c) My father is dead
(d) My mother and father are divorced

The following persons work for a living in my
family

:

(a) Father
(b) Mother
(c) Others

1.

2.

3.

The members in my family perform the following
occupations

:

(a) Father
(b) Mother
(c) Others

1.

2.

3.
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The members of my family make the following
amounts of money per week

:

(a) Father
(b) Mother.
( c ) 0thers-

1.

2.

3.

7. How many persons in your family are registered to

vote ?

8. How many in your family actually voted in the last

election ? .

Pupil enrollment in the school was 850. Technical dif-

ficulties encountered in the process of administering the
instrument, however, resulted in a proportion of the data
being rendered unusable. Sufficient data were secured,
however, to give us leads as to directions to take in our
program of curriculum development.

The following data were received

:

TABLE I

Domestic Status

Living With Relatives Number Percent

(1) Living with father and mother 285 43

(2) Living with mother 189 29
(3) Living with grandparents 78 12

(4) Living with aunt and uncle 69 11

(5) Living with brother 19 3

(6) Living with sister 13 2

Total Respondents 653 100

Simple analysis of the above data reveals a consider-
able proportion of the pupils responding, existing in a do-
mestic relationship at variance with the normal family
pattern in our culture, 47% living either with mother alone,
grandparents, aunt or uncle, brother or sister. It seems
inescapable that conditions such as this should, if unrecog-
nized, have a disconcerting effect upon the school program.
It would seem, therefore, that curriculum development
would do well to determine the extent to which such social

deficiencies may be in part alleviated by arranging instruc-

tional patterns in light of these conditions.

TABLE II

Family Organization
DoTnestic Status Number
Mother and father living 354
Mother dead L 53
Father dead 65
Mother and father divorced 75

Total 547
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This area of the study was designed to give some idea
as to what, if as suspected, would be the cause for domestic
instability. Some slight discrepancy will be noted to exist

between the total responding to this item and that of the
item immediately preceding. However, the characteristic

of domestic instability is still markedly present. It will be
noted that 354 report that both parents are living, yet in

Table I only 285 are living with their parents, a difference
of 69.

TABLE III

Employment Status

Members in Family Em.ployed Number
Father '. - 330
Mother 215
Others 225

The intention in asking for this information was to

get some idea as to how much parental influence is present
in the home constantly. These data would suggest that
adults in the family are of necessity too much concerned
with making a living and so are out of the home in some
type of gainful employment.

This condition the school program should also be aware
of and encompass in its instructional plan.

TABLE IV

Types of Jobs Performed by Members of the Family

Family Member Job Type Number Percent

Father Labor 205 93
Business 10 5
Professional 6 2

221 100
Mother Labor (Domestic) 183 78

Business 30 13
Professional 21 9

234 100

The intent of the study in this area is probably quite
obvious and as simple as this area seems, knowledge of
these data and action upon them by curriculum planners is

of tremendous importance to groups really interested in
making the school program effective.

It will be noted first of all that the range of employ-
ment is exceedingly narrow. For all practical purposes,
the typical pupil attending the institution, comes from a
home in which economic opportunity is restricted to occu-
pation classifiable as common labor—85% falling in this
category. Further analysis of the available occupational
opportunity would show that even within this classifica-
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tion, occupations engaged in by parents and guardians of

this group are of the lowest order, of the type that no other
group would wish to perform.

Disregard of this by curriculum planners is to adopt
the ostrich technique and stick our education planning heads
in the sand and pretend that these conditions hold no con-
cern for us. We are interested in "educating" our children
and from thence we resume our usual patterns.

TABLE V

Family Eavning Levels

Member Amount Weekly

Father „.__ $52.00
Mother 27.30

There has been no effort to compare these earnings
with comparable groups in other segments of the culture.

Opinion of the planners is that, particularly for the male
member, the average seems higher than was anticipated,
though in terms of the present high level of the general
economy, with the activity of definite union wage scales,

there may be foundation for such figures. It may also be
that pupil pride translated into reluctance to report too low
figures may also have played a part in the seemingly high
figures.

This is not to suggest that reported figures are suffi-

ciently high to maintain an adequate existence under pres-
ent conditions. The observation is only that the opinion
of the investigators is that the actual figure may be some-
what less.

Family Registration For Voting

The figure of 1021 members of the families represented
in this study as having registered to vote is another category
which seems at variance with the community pattern. Regis-
tration rolls, it is well known, show far below the number
registered as would indicate an effective realization of civic

responsibility on part of the segment of the population
from which this group comes. It was anticipated by the
planners that this would be an area which would also indi-

cate tremendous need for concentration. It is agreed that
further study in this area is needed to affirm these findings,

or to determine the variable.

Family Voting Record

As could be expected, there were actually fewer family
members voting than the number listed as registered. As
anticipated, then, there is indication that the instructional

program could emphasize this area.
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Conclusions

Having assembled the data called for in the instrument
it would seem pertinent to draw some basic general con-
clusions as indicated by the data.

(1) The family from which pupils come is likely to

be an unstable one varying from the pattern con-
sidered to be the normal family in our culture.

(2) That the security, stability and equilibrium of the
pupils coming to this school will tend to deviate
from that of children coming from homes where
normal family relationships exist.

(3) That behavior patterns of children which vary
from what might be considered normal is probably
normal behavior for these children.

(4) That contributory causes of these undesirable fam-
ily conditions may be found in employment pat-

terns and earning levels.

(5) That effective curriculum planning must be based
upon and take recognition of these all-pervasive
factors.

(6) That the entire school program must be analyzed
and organized if it is to aid in alleviation of these
cultural deterrents.

(7) That curriculum organization must take the form
of organization around pupils' basic needs pro-
ceeding from thence to the more formal study.

(8) That the curriculum emphasize cultural needs
found lacking in pupils' lives.

Suggested Curriculum Patterns and Procedures Based
Upon the Study

A. In view of the manifest instability of the domestic
environment, it would seem that areas of study or
units such as the following would be very much in

order in this school.

(1) How can I help my family get more out of life ?

(2) How important is adequate housing to success-
ful family living?

(3) How important to good family living is appli-
cation of the rule "a penny saved is a penny
earned?"

(4) What are some rules for strengthening and
maintaining strong family ties ?

B. In the area of the economic, the following might
represent topics for study:

(1) What is the significance of the "Negro Job?"
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(2) What are some considerations involved when
we talk about "making a living?"

(3) How does the Negro's economic status affect
his general cultural status?

C. Civic.

(1) May the exercise of one's civic responsibility
improve one's cultural status?

(2) How have we achieved, in our culture, the
democratic principle of a "government of, by
and for the people?"

It will be noted that the above suggestions make no
reference to chapters, syllabi or texts. Each suggestion is

in the form of a unit title, deliberately phrased in problem
form, based upon known needs, thereby familiar to the
pupils and designed to provoke a challenge response within
the learner.

There is, though, no intent to discount textual ma-
terials. Rather is the converse true. Casual examination
will reveal that any or all of the problem areas suggested,
for adequate treatment, will lead pupils into vast areas of
learning, requiring investigation in many and varied reading
materials plus calling on many other types of resources.

It is likewise envisioned that learning experiences
organized in this fashion, under guidance of a skillful teach-
er, will enlist pupil participation at all stages of develop-
ment of the learning activity; that the learning activities

will provide a maximum of opportunity for pupils to literally

"get into the act."

It will be recalled that this study was done in the area
of the social studies. It is deemed necessary, though to

point out that this same principle is applicable in any area
of learning. The science group for instance might follow
this same pattern or a variation thereof and come up with
findings regarding pupil needs in the science area and pro-

ceed on a basis of the principles herein set forth. It is felt

that such an approach to the determination of learning
activities holds the key to effective enlistment of the pupils'

genuine participation in instructional experiences provided
by the school.

In conclusion, the purpose of this study has been to

set forth a suggested procedure by which curriculum org-

anization and presentation may be enhanced by the employ-
ment of research techniques in the determination of basic

pupil information which in turn may be used in the organ-
ization of effective learning experiences.

r'
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