Curriculum development

‘Students graduate — overwhelmed with learning but in urgent need of worldly under-
standing.” (Samuel, 1990a)

Introduction

Curricula evolve. Few people have the opportunity to construct a complete new
course from first principles. Even if one had such an opportunity it would not work.
Curriculum development is not a paper exercise. As the term implies it is a process
of defining goals, then planning, implementing, reviewing and refining them. In
course organizing, as in management or audit, many activities which appear at first
sight to be linear turn out to be cyclical.

The curriculum development cycle is normally applied to aspects of the course
in turn rather than the whole course at once. It is difficult to work effectively in a
situation where everything is in flux. If there are no fixed points there is a risk of
disorientation.

This chapter does not aim to produce a core curriculum or a master copy of a
programme for the day-release course, but to present the elements of curriculum
planning and development from which practical guidelines may be deduced.

The curriculum: what is it?

Curriculum is a peculiar animal. Its functional life depends on its integrity, how it
relates to the other main educational functions. It needs:

e a lively understanding of the educational philosophy (the formulation of beliefs
and values) which underlie the course



106 e+ Educating the future GP

e the resources which are available in the educational setting. In a shrinking eco-
nomy is it “the tail that wags the dog’?

e four legs of more or less equal strength: aims (the goals of training), methods (the
‘how’ of teaching), assessment (the feedback loops which measure how aims are
being achieved, suggest corrective action and identify new learning tasks) and pro-
gramming (the organization of educational elements which make up the course).

This animal is versatile, it experiences growth, may be influenced by other members
of the same species (interdisciplinary learning) and may even function quite well in
the face of handicap (it is unusual for an animal to be in perfect health all the time).
As a course organizer are you the creator, the jockey or the vet?

Definitions

Rogers (1986) suggested three definitions of curriculum.

1 Curriculum = Method + Content.

2 A body of knowledge to which the learner must be exposed.

3 All the planned experiences to which the learner may be exposed in order to
achieve the learning goals.

To these I would add a ‘quasi-definition”:

4 The purpose of a curriculum is to facilitate assessment. (Is there a tendency to write
the curriculum when it seems we are likely to be inspected?)

However debatable the last definition, it is clear that in educational systems which
relate to summative assessment, the curriculum closely resembles the syllabus for the
terminal examinations. This sort of curriculum is the teacher’s guide for covering the
course set by the examiners. It suggests lists of contents, aims and objectives, well
worked out with regard to knowledge of the subject matter. It focuses attention on
the teacher teaching. It is teacher centred and content oriented.

Centredness and orientation in the curriculum

‘I have to ask on what the curriculum is based if it is not centred on the students.” (Cross,
1975)

There is evidence that the different forms of assessment affect not just what is
learned, but how the learning happens (see Chapter 6). To allow the curriculum
to become learner centred, the emphasis should shift from terminal or summative
assessment to the assessment of interim objectives and the identification of learning



