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Transcript: Building a Curriculum

Because we have heard concerns related to curriculum development, the PD Center for Mathematics and Adult Numeracy at TERC decided to make this short video to give you some more support.
This video will clarify what a scope and sequence is and how to use it.
We will use the analogy of building a house to make clear the process of developing a curriculum and some of the concerns that we need to be mindful of.
So let’s start with building a house.
As you know, houses are not all the same but the overall goal is the same: to build a solid structure that has at least all the basics that you would expect.
And our goals for students are also similar: to have, at the end, students who are college and career ready, each with minimally all of the core basics that we should expect at completion.
We start with the end in mind and think about all that it will take to get there.
We need to have a blueprint so we know where we’re heading.
That’s what our scope and sequence does for us.
That overall plan for building a house is analogous to the overall plan, or scope of work, that guides the development of an adult learner; that helps her move from limited math skills to being prepared for college and careers.
In building a house, you could say there are 3 main chunks of work that need to happen: building the Foundation, the Framing, and finally, the Finishing.
That’s no different from what we need to do in adult education as we move students toward their goals.
We need to be sure we have a strong foundation which means students should have the necessary skills at the ABE level before moving  along to higher level skills.
The framing is laid upon that foundation and everything connects.
Everything that is taught has a direct link to something that was part of that foundation.
The finishing touches come at the end, when the foundation and frame are solidly in place.
Don’t be so eager to have the product look finished by adding details when there’s really nothing to ensure that they’ll last over time.
The scope and sequence provides the overall plan, which includes a sequence of three (or more) levels.
In broad strokes, it provides a sense of each chunk of work along the way.
The curriculum includes the scope and sequence, along with the more detailed information about each of those chunks of work.
The more detailed information is embedded with each of those broad chunks of work.
In order to know what to do at each level, there are processes in place.
So, you have instructional units, and lessons, that describe what needs to happen to ensure that there is a strong foundation.
All of these are part of the curriculum.
And, of course, you should be checking all along the way to be sure that things are moving along as expected.
Because, what happens when the framers tarts putting up studs and joists and realizes that the concrete didn’t set right for the foundation?
Or that the bricks at the base are not secure?
Does she ignore the issue and keep going?
Of course not, because she knows that without a firm base, ultimately that house will not last.
If you have nicely painted walls, but they sag a little more each month because the foundation is deteriorating, what have you really got?
This is like a student who can reproduce a procedure well enough to pass a test, but loses it soon after because there was no conceptual understanding holding it up.
At first glance, it appears to be a great success, but it does not hold up over time.
We are doing our students a disservice if we send them on to college or training for a career with a facade of math understanding.
The way to address the problem of the insecure foundation is not to put a band-aid on the issue, but rather to go back as far as necessary to ensure that the base is really strong, that it can handle whatever is coming next in the sequence.
A good teacher does likewise.
Rather than just put a band-aid on the issue of a poor foundation, she will take time to go back as far as needed to build that conceptual understanding – which is the foundation from which all other math should flow.
For example, a teacher working at the ASE level on simultaneous linear equations might realize that her students do not have an understanding of proportional reasoning so would not notice which linear equations were proportional and which were not.
That teacher could then reach back into the unit that included graphing in/out tables for proportional situations at the Pre-ASE level and do as much of that unit as necessary to make sure the framing was secure before any finishing got done.
The teacher does NOT have to create a new unit at the ASE level; instead she borrows from an earlier level.
Likewise, a teacher working on proportional reasoning at the Pre-ASE level might realize that her students don't have a solid grasp of the relationship of operations and patterns and could go back to the work mapped out in the unit covering that topic at the ABE (or foundation) level.
Neither teacher has to revamp her sequence of units to include those missing topics because they are already in the master plan.
The curriculum provides a developmental process.
It is the ideal – how the perfect student would move from ABE through ASE.
So, some thoughts to leave you with….
If you have teachers tasked with writing pre-ASE or ASE curriculum, but are teaching students who need to more of the foundation level, perhaps all of you in your program need to step back.
Create an overall plan from start to finish to see what each part of the process should look like.
Then make sure that the process is cohesive, that things build upon one another, that skills are not taught in isolation without conceptual understanding being built in early on.
Remember, your curriculum is your ideal, but it helps teachers understand the overall flow of the skills.
When students are stuck, the teacher can back up to a place in the curriculum to help those students get unstuck.
Your curriculum covers all three levels.
However, if you think you have an ABE, a pre-ASE, and an ASE level class in your program, you might want to be sure that you actually have students that are ready for those levels.
Instead, in reality, you might have an ABE level, an ABE/pre-ASE level, and a pre-ASE level.
And, maybe you have only one or two students who are truly an ASE level.
Your highest level class right now might not be the ASE level.
Don’t force students to tackle skills at that level just because you’ve labeled them the "highest" level for your program.
That does not mean that your curriculum doesn’t go from beginning to end.
You still want to complete that house someday, but in the meantime, you’re building solid foundations, not flimsy structures with bits and pieces of finishing touches and with a cracked foundation and a frame that is not connected to the base.
Thank you for your time.
If you’d like to talk to us about your curriculum development work, please don’t hesitate to contact us.
You can also check out our website for more information on curriculum.
Thank you.
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