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Curriculum Development
Introduction

A curriculum is a plan or a road map that tells teachers, learners, and administrators:

· What the class has studied, is currently studying, and will be studying;

· What resources the class needs and uses; and

· What the students are gaining from the class.

Why should ABE programs focus resources on developing curriculum? 
Programs often voice concerns about the various issues faced during the curriculum development process and whether the drain on resources is justifiable.  While it is true that there are issues to overcome in developing a curriculum, research has consistently shown that the benefits of having a thoughtfully planned and fully developed, program-wide, curriculum far outweigh these issues.  Overall, evidence suggests that learners advance more in a program that has developed curriculum.  In addition, programs with developed curriculum have also experienced a higher rate of learner retention.  
Programs and teachers have many reasons why they have not developed curriculum:
· There is not enough time!
· Curriculum will take away from the learner-centered nature of some classes.
· We do not have the resources.
· Our teachers are not interested in developing curriculum.
· Our program does not know where to start.
However, a program that develops curriculum has many benefits.  The curriculum:
· Communicates a clear plan for teachers, administrators and students;
· Gives new teachers a better background on what the class has studied;
· Creates a bridge between volunteer-led and paid teachers’ classes;
· Enhances consistency in skills taught between classes of same level;
· Enables more collaboration between teachers;
· Promotes sharing of materials;
· Improves quality of classes overall;
· Aides in new staff and volunteer training; and
· Minimizes day-to-day teacher lesson planning over the long-term.
Developing curriculum is an investment by programs and teachers to ensure they have a pedagogically-sound class that focuses on the learners’ goals and most effectively utilizes available resources.  All levels of staff, including teachers and administrators, should be involved in the development process to create full program buy-in, maximizing potential success in the project.
Curriculum Development Tools
What do you need to develop curriculum?
Teachers and programs sometimes get lost in the curriculum development process if they do not have the right tools to help guide them.  Some tools that programs need include:

· Curriculum Title Page:  This is a page that lists the important basic information about a class:  Class Name, Level, Unit Themes, Materials Used, and possibly Dates.
· Unit Objectives Page:  For each unit, create a page that collects the objectives or skills gained in each unit.  The objectives or skills can be divided in categories, such as Speaking Skills, Listening Skills, Reading Skills, Grammar Skills, Life Skills, CASAS Competencies, TABE Skills, Test-Taking Skills, Technology Skills, Critical Thinking Skills, etc.  Usually selecting the four to six best categories for your class is ideal.
· Weekly Curriculum Guide:  Develop a grid with categories that best collect the information for your class.  Categories should include:  Date, Skills Learned, Suggested Activities, and Materials.  You can add and subtract categories as needed.  Each row could contain one class day or one class week.  Remember, this is an estimate.  It does not need to be perfect.  Timing could change with each new group of learners.
· CASAS/TABE Competencies:  These are the skills assessed on the CASAS and found at www.casas.com.
· Student Personal Education Plans (PEPs):  Each student lists life and academic goals during the intake.  The PEPs will help you focus your class on the students’ goals.
· Any additional Teacher/Student Information:

· Student Interviews

· Past Class Lesson Plans
· Class Evaluations
· Other Teacher Notes
Parts of a Curriculum

Curriculum can take a variety of formats.  No matter what format the curriculum takes, it should include the following information:

· Class/Curriculum Themes

· Daily/Weekly Goals

· Grammar Skills Learned

· Speaking Skills Learned

· Listening Skills Learned

· Reading Skills Learned

· Writing Skills Learned

· Vocabulary Learned

· Suggested Activities

· Suggested Materials

· CASAS/TABE Competencies

· Educational Technology Resources

Scaffolding

Skills learned should be arranged in a scaffolding pattern.  A curriculum that scaffolds:

· Breaks down large goals or concepts into a series of “smaller” essential learner skills;

· Places skills in the order they are taught; 
· Builds new skills on previously learned skills;
· Connects the skills learned to ensure learners achieve large goals and perform complex actions

Let’s discuss a scaffolding example.
You are an ESL teacher.  Your students want to obtain jobs in a restaurant with English-speaking customers and employees.  The goal is complex and could require the teacher to develop several curriculum units, including food, time, job interviews, customer service in the U.S., etc.
There are a vast number of skills needed to accomplish this goal.  Within the class, and depending on the student placement levels and experience, some of the skills could be broken down into the following:

· Counting

· Recognizing the value of U.S. currency
· Making change

· Telling time

· Reading calendars

· Writing dates

· Reading work schedules

· Recognizing common foods

· Using cooking terms
· Understanding food safety

· Understanding workplace roles (employee/worker, supervisor, cashier, cook, etc.)

· Practicing “good” customer service according to U.S. customs
When planning out the order in which to present the skills to their learners, teachers must take into account the impact that each skill has upon the others.  For example, a teacher could not teach their learners’ how to read a work schedule if they did not understand how to tell time or correctly interpret dates on a calendar.  So, a curriculum that followed the “scaffolding” model would order those skills in the following order:

Lesson Goal:  Learners will understand how to read work schedules

Skills Needed: 

1. Learners will tell time.

2. Learners will write dates.

3. Learners will read work schedules.

Each skill has its own set of reading, writing, listening, speaking, grammar and vocabulary that the teacher will need to utilize for full leaner comprehension.  By planning ahead, teachers can utilize the proper materials and order the concepts effectively to prevent gaps in the learners’ knowledge and avoid potential pitfalls.
Curriculum Development Process

How do you develop curriculum?
The curriculum development process takes months to years from the initial idea stages until you have a working curriculum in place.  Each program will work at its own pace.  The process may seem slow in the beginning.  However, as it becomes a familiar part of the staff and program routine, it will speed up considerably.
As stated before, all levels of staff should be involved in the process to create buy-in.  This is important for many reasons.  

· Teachers will be using the product.  They should be key writers in order to ensure a user-friendly product.

· Administrators provide leadership in allocating sufficient staff time and professional development for the curriculum process.  They can help format and edit curriculum.
· Accountability staff, including testing and data-entry staff, effectively link learner skills to test competencies and provide important feedback on the effectiveness of the curriculum used.
Curriculum Development Timeline
Here is a step-by-step plan on how your program can develop curriculum.  Remember that this plan is merely a template and should be refined to fit your programs specific needs.
1. Research other programs that have curriculum and discuss the pros and cons of the various models you encounter.

2. Develop the tools needed, including:
· Curriculum Title Page, which labels units, levels, and primary texts

· Unit Objectives Page, which identifies skills taught for each curriculum unit
· Grid for Weekly Curriculum Guide, which creates an organized layout for writing the curriculum day-by-day or week-by-week.
3. Have teachers create a list of which units or themes they currently use for each level taught.
4. Complete Unit Objectives page per unit for each level.
5. List and review texts and materials available for each level.
· Complete Curriculum Title Pages
6. Review CASAS Competencies.
7. Complete Weekly Curriculum Guide.
· Start with sub-themes.
· Develop Daily Goals and Skills Check columns.
· Brainstorm suggested Materials and Activities.
· Include Vocabulary taught.
· Include Grammar skills needed and taught.
· Identify and list corresponding CASAS Competencies.
· Brainstorm possible Educational Technology Resources used, including technology tools, web sites and software programs available in your program.
8. Edit Weekly Curriculum Guides.
9. Have teachers implement Curriculum.
10. Review, compare, evaluate, and edit curriculum for current and future use.
For more information

Here is a selected list of links in order to help you more fully investigate curriculum development.

www.casas.com 

CASAS Official Web Site:  Find lists of CASAS competencies.  Better understand the CASAS exam.  

http://www.literacyminnesota.org/Promising_Practices.html
Literacy Minnesota’s web site contains promising practices submitted by ABE professionals.  Look for links on Curriculum Development.

www.ncsall.net 

National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL):  Look up new research on curriculum development in ABE.
www.nifl.gov
The National Institute for Literacy (NIFL):  This federal government agency conducts research on adult literacy and new teaching practices.  

http://www.themlc.org/edweb.html
The Minnesota Literacy Council has a web database full of educational resources and activities searchable by level and ABE topic.
Curriculum Samples

An essential step in developing curriculum is to examine samples from other ABE programs.  Included are some samples from several ABE programs that have successfully created models for their classes.   As you look at the samples, notice the different layouts.  What would work best for your class(es)?  How would you organize your curriculum to ensure usefulness for both teachers and administrators?  

http://www.spclc.org/Curriculum_Overview   

The St. Paul Community Literacy Consortium has created sample curriculum to use at a variety of ESL levels.
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