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Emerging— The Core Curriculum—
Implications for Teacher Education

by

Dorothy C. Hamilton

INTRODUCTION
American Goals and Educational Trends

The term "core" as it applies in an educational frame of reference,

is implicit in the American belief in the worth and dignity of each

individual. To simply list the competencies unique to "core teachers"

could be insulting, to say the very least. In the process of developing

the thesis of this paper there would necessarily emerge definitive charac-

teristics of the Core Curriculum, or Core Programs, and Core Teaching.

Though maybe not formally stated as such, a Core Philosophy would
become evident in the presentation of pertinent historical factors.

The status and welfare of each individual is of primary concern

in America, and underlies the value we place on education. The primary
American educational aim is to assist every individual to self-fulfillment,

therefore, every individual must be educated. This task of universal

education has been assigned to the public schools of our nation, and is

interpreted to mean through at least the secondary school.

The American way of life is based fundamentally upon belief in

the individual, recognition of his rights, and respect for his individuality

and personality. A society based upon a philosophy of this nature

demands education of a wide, broad and effective type; education that

will develop appropriate ideals, attitudes, interests, intellectual skills,

information, and understanding; education to promote the intelligent

and effective participation of all individuals in assuring the future of

our nation. It follows, that our well being as a nation is closely con-

nected with the nature, quality and amount of education of all our

people.

Toward the realization of these aims, schools continually examine
and re-examine what is being taught, how it is presented, and by whom.
The world of rapid change has made it necessary to consider multiple

variables in the learning situation, and interactions between the indi-

vidual and situations.

New ideas and new facts concomitant with this modern era help

us realize the need for renovation of the curriculum and subject matter

areas. Twentieth century developments brought about new emphasis
upon subject matter and the process of learning in terms of what is

needed for effective living in the space age.

Traditional teaching experiences that simply added fact upon fact,

presented subject matter areas as if they have no relation to one
another, or transmitted knowledge vertically, were considered inade-

quate means of meeting American educational goals. In an effort to

more clearly define its goals, public education sought to relate its

procedures to the needs of society.
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In this process, boundaries surrounding areas of knowledge have
been re-examined, along with the re-thinking of basic concepts within

the area. In short, the demands of a changing society necessitated a

ehanged curriculum.

American concern for each individual has necessarily called for

an arrangement of educational experiences that meets varied individual

needs in the regular classroom. Therefore, the secondary school,

though based upon organized bodies of information, seeks nontheless,

to offer varied and specialized programs of instruction which make
possible a broad, general education.

Toward the realization of American educational goals within the

framework of these new demands of society, many proposals were
made for curriculum organization. Suggestions for the arrangement of

general education in the secondary school were numerous and many
of these innovations did make valid contributions in developing a

unified general education program integrated around broad social-civic

purposes. Of significance was the "break-through" of the Core Curricu-

lum.

The core curriculum has been interpreted in many different ways,

and "core" in its true essence, can indeed be identified with other

curricula adjustments that deem merit. There are certain qualifying

properties which authorities assign this plan. These serve to make
core singular as can be seen in the development of this paper.

Curriculum Organization to Serve American

Educational Goals — Implications for

the Core Curriculum

School Programs in Transition

The modern secondary school has many distinguishing charac-

teristics. For example, the ultra-twentieth century building is far

removed from the classical "little red school-house." Now, its many
low-slung buildings sprawl over several well-landscaped acres. Within,

there are sky-lights and indirect lighting; language laboratories with

their listening booths; teaching machines and other audio-visual facili-

ties of many kinds, to name a few.

Not only have the character and contents of the buildings changed,

what goes on inside them has also changed. Programs of study which
once required the same amount of subject matter for the same length

of time, for every student, took on a "new look" indicative of change
in point of view regarding the educative process. There was the time

when the type of information transmitted in schools was pretty staid,

one professor taught only history courses, another taught just the

mathematics, and neither allowed his field of knowledge to relate in

any way to that of the other. If, through accident, the differing fields

of knowledge were brought to the attention of students, it was only
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possible because the teachers had followed the same curriculum as

their students.

Knowledge, however, had not remained static. Its scope was in-

creased to the extent that the development of specialists in specific fields

and branches of fields became necessary. Thereby emerged the elective

system and students took a certain number of courses in common with

all other students, and elected the rest of them.

It is not hard to conceive that the primary educational aims may
have become obscure as the specialist confined his interests to a narrow
phase of his field instead of its broad aspects. It follows that boys and
girls were subjected to the process of acquiring factual information

above all, knowledge they seemed unable to apply to any ordinary

experience.

In remedy of this fault in educational procedure, many quite

drastic proposals were offered. All suggestions were not so radical,

fortunately, but the general plans for today's secondary education did

evolve from wide-spread influences. Among the National committees

which aided significantly in the development of satisfactory patterns

for secondary education, were: '

The Committee of Ten on Secondary School Studies, 1892

Committee on College Entrance Requirements, 1895-1899

Committee on Economy of Time in Education, 1905-1913

Committee on Six-Year Courses, 1905-1909

Committee on Articulation of High Schools and Colleges, 1910-1911

Committee on Reorganization of Secondary Education, 1913-1918

Presidential Commission on National Aid to Vocational Education,

1916-1917

Educational Policies Commission, 1935

President's Commission on Higher Education, 1946-1947

"These committees, except for the one presidential commission,
were created by the National Education Association with the United
States Office of Education usually cooperating in the work of the

group. The Educational Policies Commission, still functioning as an
agency of the National Education Association, deserves further consid-

eration. This commission, composed of about fifteen nationally known
educators, has for its avowed purpose the formulation of policies for

American education. Its pronouncements, usually in book form, have
encompassed the scope of educational policy. They represent the best

thought of leading educators on matters of major concern in the

establishment and administration of schools."

There followed, other committees, commissions, associations, etc.,

most playing significant roles in this re-organization of secondary
school offerings, content, and method. In the process the subject-centered

approach was found to be unrewarding, as also was the drift to opposite

extremes. The need was seen to avoid these two in their polar extremes,

1 Alexander, William M. and Saylor, J. Galen. Secondary Education. New
York: Rinehart and Company, Inc., 1950, p. 81.
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total subject matter emphasis as well as complete integration, and
instead, combine the good elements of each. The development of a sort

of theory resulted, that allowed subject matter areas to be retained in

the curriculum, not to be taught as ends in themselves, but as con-

tributors to achieving the objectives of education.

Practical application of this theory is embodied in the core

curriculum. This can be sensed in the following discussion by Alberty: 1

The center of orientation is the student and his world

rather than the refined system of knowledge of the world of

adults. The democratic school is seeking to build character-

istics of personality such as creativeness, cooperativeness,

social sensitivity, ability to think reflectively, and tolerance.

These values are best achieved when the actual vital experi-

ence of the student in living his life in the home, the school,

and the community is made the center of his curriculum. To
attempt to achieve them by centering exclusively upon accumu-
lated race experience tends to promote mere verbalism and
frequendy to set up a dualism between the life of the student

and the work of the school. Achieving democratic values is a

matter of living them, and of reflecting upon the experiences

that are being lived."

For the most part, at least among authorities, there resulted a

descent in subject-matter-centered curricula. Some improvements fol-

lowed. The Broad-Fields Curriculum, for example. This was a trend

toward a more functional, unified conception of the learning process,

though not completely satisfactory. Its greatest strength was in its

trend toward the disintegration of subject matter.

There were other efforts to modify the curriculum in addition to

the Broad-Fields, all of which served to pave the way for the core

curriculum. More specifically, however, the "core idea" had its roots

in efforts to define and determine general education.

The following excerpts should serve to substantiate core's origina-

tion as well as lay a foundation for more specific references to core.

Faunce and Bossing2 say:

"Two major developments in educational thinking within

the past three decades, particularly, have done much to give

form to the core idea. The first of these has been the growing
emphasis upon what has become known as general education.

There appears to be quite general agreement among educators

that the term general education refers to that part of the

educational program designed to meet the needs of all pupils,

in contradistinction to the education provided to meet each

pupil's special needs.

'Alberty, Harold. Reorganizing the High-School Curriculum. New York:
The Macmillan Co., 1950, p. 108.

2 Faunce, Roland C. and Bossing, Nelson L. Developing the Core Curriculum.

New Jersey: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1958, p. 49.
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On the other hand, there has been a wide divergence of

judgment as to what the nature and pattern of this general

education should be. Many writers hold to the point of view
that general education should represent a definite pattern

of subjects required of all pupils. Others would accept a

minimal-essentials body of subject matter content presented

in some pattern of possible broad fields organization, while

still others would accept a common body of type-problem-

learning experiences to which all pupils should be exposed as

the meaning and form of general education. This latter

concept of general education has conformed most closely to

the modern core ideas."

Just as other curricula patterns have served advantageously in

the development of the core curriculum, they have also resulted in

confusion regarding its adoptions. In the refinement of teaching

methods identified unquestionably with core teaching practices, Alberty

and Lurry ]

list the following purposes to be served:

The core essentially is designed to help the adolescent:

1. Grow in understanding and in competent performance
of his obligations as a member of the family, the com-
munity, the state, the nation, and the world.

2. Grow in understanding of democratic principles; in skill-

fully thinking through his own problems and helping to

think through problems common to his group, and in

appreciation for and willingness to improve democracy
as a way of life.

3. Grow in the skills and knowledge of social and moral prin-

ciples involved in getting along with himself and other

people."

The seriousness and complexity of world events and problems
render increased demands upon American education. Solution of some
of the problems is still remote. Forthcoming solutions that hold

promise will without doubt be based upon the nature of our society

and the role of education; the nature of children and how they

develop; the values our society asks schools to teach; the process of

learning and the content of teaching. Already in align with such

considerations is the core curriculum.

Organizing the Curriculum Arounds the

Needs of Youth

Problems of the Adolescent

Public education has long been in the perplexing position of

relating its methods to acceptable educational goals in a changing
world. To do this satisfactorily, agreement has to be reached as to

1 Alberty, Elsie J. and Lurry, Lucile L. Developing a High School Core Pro-

gram. New York: The Macmillan Co., 1957, pp. 28-29.
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what is important and relatively permanent about the nature of men.
There is the need, then, for educational goals to reflect human needs.

Teaching procedures that serve educational goals must also be con-

sistent with the psychological needs of youth.

There is continuing disagreement over the essential characteristics

of man and adolescent behavior is even more difficult to exclusively

classify.

Secondard education has advanced to the place where primary
interest has shifted from a consideration of isolated segments of the

student and subject matter, to problems centered around the unified

individual and his well-being. Curriculum considerations that are based

upon the student as a human being facing real problems of adjustment

come closest to the capture of elusive adolescent behavior. In the

democratic way of life it is essential not only that adequate educational

opportunity be afforded each individual, in addition, the school must
also help its youth face and solve life's problems.

From the field of psychology comes significant contributions that

direct the responsibility of the school to a type of development in

harmony with the needs of each individual who attends the school.

Dr. David Segel, United States Office of Education interprets frustra-

tions in adolescent youth, in collaboration with Dr. George W. Albee,

of the American Psychological Association. Dr. Segel ]

says:

"If all youth in the United States are to complete the

secondary school program, the means must be found for the

avoidance of frustration. A large percentage of youth now
out of school and many of those in school are frustrated. The
school of the future must have two procedures to do the job

of universal education. One is to carry on a program of

education which fits as nearly as possible both the needs of

society and the needs of the individual and thus reduce the

number of potentially frustrated youth. The other is to provide

services which will identify and treat individuals who cannot

accept such educational procedures so that they can be ad-

justed in the school program or be otherwise guided into

situations more fruitful to them."

Secondary school youth in adolescence possess certain charac-

teristics which make their needs urgent and peculiar to their age.

Knowledge and understanding regarding the patterns of growth and
development during this period are of distinctive importance to the

secondary schools and its teachers.

The commissions on Secondary Schools and Research Service 2

feel that there are four areas of agreement which should permeate the

plans for program development and improvement in all school systems.

Agreements numbered (2) and (4) are pertinent here. These are:

1 Segel, David. Frustrations in Adolescent Youth. United States Office of

Education. 1954. Issue Number 1051.

2 The Junior High School Program. A Joint Study Conducted by the Com-
mission on Secondary Schools and the Commission on Research and Service. The
Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools. Atlanta, 1958, p. 3.
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"2. The curriculum of the junior high school should be
different from that of the senior high school or the ele-

mentary school. The bases for this contention are two-

fold. First, the junior high school serves a unique group
of boys and girls, quite different developmentally from
elementary children and from adolescents in senior high

school. Second, the purposes of the junior high school

vary considerably from those of the other two units.

4. The junior high school program should be geared specifi-

cally to the problems, concerns and interests of the

pre-adolescents and early adolescents and to the impacts

of society upon their lives. The uniqueness of this age

group and the many unusual, pressing problems which
arise in their daily living demand priority consideration

in the school as well as in the home."

A closer look at the adolescent reveals certain marked identifying

characteristics. Basically, the adolescent is the same person he was as

a child, but he is confronted with new urges, interests, values and
new patterns of physical growth, and he becomes increasingly sensitive

to his needs. The adolescent finds that discarding childhood behavior

patterns to meet the needs of behavior appropriate to his years may
cause considerable concern. He not only faces the problem of changing
his behavior pattern, but also problems resulting from the reaction of

others toward him and his behavior patterns.

In brief, the physical, emotional and mental characteristics of the

adolescent are inconsistent with any pattern, and it is an aim of

education to assist youth, in spite of these patterns which seem deviant

to adults, toward wholesome life-adjustment.

The literature of secondary education includes a large body of

studies that attempt to identify the needs of youth as bases for educa-

tional planning. Saylor and Alexander 1

list them as reported by the

"1. All youth need to develop salable skills and those under-

standings and attitudes that make the worker an intelli-

gent and productive participant in economic life. To this

end, most youth need supervised work experience as well

as education in the skills and knowledge of their occupa-

tions.

2. All youth need to develop and maintain good health and
physical fitness.

3. All youth need to understand the rights and duties of the

citizen of a democratic society, and to be diligent and
competent in the performance of their obligations as

members of the community and citizens of the state and
nation.

1 Op. Cit. Alexander and Saylor, pp. 106-7.

Educational Policies Commission, entitled Education for all American
Youth:
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4. All youth need to understand the significance of the

family for the individual and society and the conditions

conducive to successful family life.

5. All youth need to know how to purchase and use goods

and services intelligently, understanding both the values

received by the consumer and the economic consequences

of their acts.

6. All youth need to understand the methods of science, the

influence of science on human life, and the main scien-

tific facts concerning the nature of the world and of man.

7. All youth need opportunities to develop their capacities

to appreciate beauty, in literature, art, music, and nature.

8. All youth need to be able to use their leisure time well and
to budget it wisely, balancing activities that yield satis-

factions to the individual with those that are socially

useful.

9. All youth need to develop respect for other persons, to

grow in their insight into ethical values and principles,

and to be able to live and work cooperatively with

others.

10. All youth need to grow in ability to think rationally, to

express their thoughts clearly, and to read and listen with

understanding."

It is most important in the educative process that the needs of

youth are met. The contents of the core program are common needs,

problems, and interests of adolescents. According to Alberty and
Lurry: ]

"It is the position of the writers that the adolescent-needs

concept provides a sound basis for reorganizing general educa-

tion. As was pointed out earlier, nearly everyone gives lip

service to the idea that the high school should help all youth

develop to their fullest possible extent as citizens of a democ-
racy. If this idea is to become a reality, groups concerned with

reorganizing the high school curriculum will have to give

considerable attention to developing an understanding of the

adolescent in our confused culture."

It goes without saying that for school programs to take on the

qualities and characteristics that lend themselves to the successful

life-adjustment of youth, teachers need competencies that are corre-

spondingly distinguishing. Core teachers are directly concerned and
associated with the adolescent and need competencies over and beyond
those needed by all teachers. Competencies unique to core teachers will

be discussed in the following section.

1 Op. Cit. Alberty and Lurry, p. 22.
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Competencies Unique to Core Teachers

Factors That Make Core Teaching Singular

There have been efforts to this point to do the following things:

1) Briefly sketch background developments of the core curriculum and
core programs; and, 2) discuss the basic needs, motivations and
problems of adolescence. The purpose here was to show how educators

were progressively able to recognize more clearly the problems of how
schools can contribute more effectively to the development of healthy

personalities in children and youth. Because the core program is de-

signed as a particular arrangement of general education in the second-

ary school, adolescent development was directly pointed up.

In addition to these considerations it seems only logical, at this

stage, to examine teacher competencies. These, it seems, would depend
upon the job she has to do. A look at this reveals that the teacher's

essential problem is that of creating a situation where the individual

learner has experiences that present the greatest possibility for him to

change his behavior, and then in directing him with regard to his basic

feelings, his needs, potentialities, and maturation, so that maximum
development of the desired changes in behavior is produced.

Core activities, as discussed by Gwynn } seem to provide this sort

of learning environment. He says:

"In order to achieve this so-called 'social integration,'

these educators propose the core curriculum. This core would
be centered around a certain area or areas of study, such as

the social studies, for example, and would be required of all

pupils in order to give them further light upon the common
problems of citizenship in this country. Another purpose of the

core curriculum would be to develop school programs in terms

of social and individual needs and interests of pupils. In con-

junction with the study of the life problems of youth and of

the problems and resources of local communities, the develop-

ment of social living is important."

Competencies of core teachers can further be examined in light

of specificities peculiar to core programs, as well as an authoritative

definition of the term core. Alberty and Lurry 2 define the core in the

following manner:

"The term core will mean: a development consisting of

broad preplanned problem areas, or resource guides from
which are selected learning experiences in terms of the psycho-

biological and societal needs, problems, and interests of stu-

dents."

Characteristics of the core program are also sighted from Alberty

and Lurry 3
: They are

:

1 Gwynn, J. Minor. Curriculum Principles and Social Trends. New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1950, p. 165.

2 Op. Cit. Alberty and Lurry, pp. 29-42.

3 Op. Cit. Alberty and Lurry, pp. 29-42.
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1. A block of time ranging from 1/3 - 1/2 the total school

day is alloted to core;

2. Teacher-pupil planning as well as teacher-teacher and
pupil-pupil planning is a characteristic method of the

core;

3. The problem solving approach is paramount as a process

of democratic living as the core program is developed;

4. Common needs, problems and interests of adolescents in

this society are the content or scope of the core program;

5. The exploration of common problems, the meeting of

common needs and the widening of interests in the core

program utilizes subject matter from all pertinent fields

of knowledge;

6. The core is required of all pupils regardless of special

needs, problems and interests;

7. Individual and group guidance are integral parts of the

core program.

8. Evaluation is a cooperative, continuous, and creative

process in the core program;

9. The fundamental skills are broadly defined and taught in

terms of the use made of them in the core program;

10. A wide variety of resources in men, materials and
techniques are used to promote learning in the core

program; and,

11. The democratic value system is the basis of the core

program.

From the definition and listed characteristics, it would seem that

effective core programs quite definitely need teachers who have compe-
tencies over and beyond those needed by all teachers. There is agreement
from the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 1

They go further and list competencies needed by effective core teachers

:

"In summary, the following competencies appear to be
needed by the effective core teacher:

Ability to provide activities and learning opportunities

in which pupils are encouraged to affiliate with each other,

both for solving mutual problems and for having fun together

Ability to make some measure of approval and success

possible for every learner

Ability to provide the pupils with constructive means of

releasing aggressions

Ability to sense developmental levels of adolescents and to

gear experiences to these levels

1 Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Preparation of
Core Teachers for Secondary Schools, 1955, p. 23-4.
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Ability to begin with the immediate and concrete in the

learner's present world and to help him develop from them
patterns of generalization

Ability to help adolescents identify their problems and to

gear learning to real (individual) purposes.

The core teacher utilizes to the maximum matters of contemporary

life. Textbooks serve as guides and resources, and exploration, experi-

mentation and problem solving are "by-words" in this classroom. Core
programs are planned on individual bases, as far as possible, so the

teachers uses many different approaches to teaching, recognizing that

several kinds of learning take place simultaneously. One method is

never relied upon. The core teacher continually adapts her procedures

to the varying method of the material, the shifting problems of the

students, and the particular purpose at the moment. The method used

for establishing fundamental fact differs from methods for stimulating

systematic thought. This requires planning and the core teacher plans

extensively, not only of the courses as a whole, but of each day's class.

Such are the practices that are common to the core teacher, and require

competencies uncommon to all teachers.

In conclusion, the core teacher is what Oliver E. Graebner, in the

May, 1959, Phi Delta Kappan, calls, "tough-minded."

Competencies that effective core teaching requires point toward
new challenges at the teacher preparation level. Such considerations

could constitute an entirely new study. It does seem significant to add
here that the preparation of teachers should be one of the most highly

valued activities on any college campus, armed with quality educa-

tional opportunities to better serve American ideals.
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