
a history of us curriculum
A history of US curriculum is a rich tapestry woven through centuries of educational philosophy,
sociopolitical change, and cultural evolution. The development of curriculum in the United States
reflects not only the priorities of educators and policymakers but also the societal values and
challenges of different eras. This article will explore the key phases in the history of the US
curriculum, highlighting significant movements and changes that have shaped education as we know
it today.

Colonial Era to the 19th Century

The roots of the US curriculum can be traced back to the early colonial period. Education was largely
influenced by European traditions, particularly those from England, and was primarily focused on
religious instruction.

Early Colonial Education

- Religious Foundations: The first schools in the colonies were often run by religious organizations. The
Puritans, for example, established schools to ensure that children could read the Bible.
- Latin Grammar Schools: By the 17th and 18th centuries, Latin grammar schools emerged, aimed at
preparing boys for college, especially for the clergy. The curriculum was heavily focused on classical
studies, including Latin, Greek, and rhetoric.

The Rise of Public Education

The 19th century saw a significant shift with the establishment of public education systems,
spearheaded by reformers like Horace Mann.

- Common Schools Movement: Mann advocated for universal public schooling, arguing that education
was a right for all children. This led to the establishment of common schools, which were intended to
provide a basic education to all children, regardless of their background.
- Curriculum Expansion: The curriculum began to include subjects beyond religious education, such as
reading, writing, arithmetic, and history.

Late 19th Century to Early 20th Century

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were marked by rapid industrialization and urbanization, which
greatly influenced the curriculum.



The Progressive Education Movement

- John Dewey’s Influence: Educator John Dewey championed experiential learning and believed that
education should be relevant to students' lives. He argued for a curriculum that emphasized critical
thinking and problem-solving skills.
- Child-Centered Curriculum: The focus shifted toward the needs and interests of the child, leading to
a more flexible and dynamic curriculum that included arts, physical education, and vocational
training.

Curriculum Standardization

As the need for a more uniform education system grew, efforts were made to standardize the
curriculum across states.

- The Committee of Ten (1892): This influential committee recommended a standardized high school
curriculum, which included subjects such as English, foreign languages, history, mathematics, and
science.
- The Seven Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education (1918): This document further refined the
curriculum, emphasizing the importance of health, command of fundamental processes, and the
cultivation of ethical character.

Mid 20th Century: The Cold War and Curriculum
Changes

The Cold War era brought new challenges and priorities to the US education system, particularly in
response to global competition.

Focus on Science and Mathematics

- Sputnik and the Science Education Movement: The launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957
prompted a national response to improve science and mathematics education in the US. This led to
significant federal investment in education and curriculum development.
- Curriculum Reform initiatives: New curriculums were developed, such as the New Math movement,
which aimed to improve students' understanding of mathematical concepts and relationships.

Integration and Equity in Education

The civil rights movement also had a profound impact on the US curriculum, as issues of equity and
access took center stage.

- Brown v. Board of Education (1954): This landmark Supreme Court decision declared racial
segregation in public schools unconstitutional, leading to increased efforts to create inclusive



curricula that reflected diverse perspectives.
- Multicultural Education: In the latter part of the 20th century, educators began to advocate for
multicultural education that acknowledged and celebrated the diverse backgrounds of American
students.

Late 20th Century to Present

As we moved into the late 20th century and into the 21st century, technology and globalization
continued to shape the US curriculum.

The Standards Movement

- Nation at Risk (1983): This pivotal report criticized the US education system for declining standards
and called for a rigorous curriculum that emphasized high expectations for all students.
- State Standards and Accountability: In response, states began implementing standardized testing
and curriculum frameworks to ensure students met certain learning objectives.

Technology and Globalization

- Integration of Technology: The advent of the internet and digital technology transformed how
education is delivered. Curricula began to incorporate technology as a core component, preparing
students for a rapidly changing workforce.
- Global Competence: As globalization increased, there was a growing emphasis on teaching students
about global issues, diverse cultures, and languages. Programs aimed at fostering global competence
became more prevalent in school curricula.

Current Trends and Future Directions

Today, the US curriculum continues to evolve in response to the changing needs of society and
advancements in educational research.

Project-Based Learning and Competency-Based Education

- Project-Based Learning (PBL): This instructional approach encourages students to engage in real-
world projects and challenges, fostering collaboration and critical thinking skills.
- Competency-Based Education: This model allows students to progress through their education based
on their ability to demonstrate mastery of specific skills, rather than time spent in class.



Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

The recognition of the importance of mental health and emotional well-being has led to the
integration of social-emotional learning into the curriculum.

- Holistic Education: Schools are increasingly focusing on the whole child, incorporating lessons that
promote emotional intelligence, resilience, and interpersonal skills alongside academic achievement.

Conclusion

The history of the US curriculum is a reflection of the nation’s values, challenges, and aspirations.
From its religious roots to the contemporary focus on technology and global competency, the
curriculum has undergone significant transformations. As we look to the future, it is essential to
continue to adapt and innovate, ensuring that education meets the needs of all learners and prepares
them for the complexities of the modern world. The ongoing evolution of the curriculum serves as a
reminder that education is not a static entity but a dynamic process that must respond to the ever-
changing landscape of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key components of the 'A History of Us'
curriculum?
The 'A History of Us' curriculum focuses on American history through thematic units, covering topics
such as colonization, the American Revolution, civil rights, and modern history, while integrating
diverse perspectives and primary sources.

How does 'A History of Us' approach the teaching of diverse
perspectives?
The curriculum emphasizes the inclusion of multiple viewpoints by integrating the experiences of
marginalized groups, such as Native Americans, African Americans, women, and immigrants, to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of U.S. history.

What educational standards does 'A History of Us' align with?
The curriculum aligns with the National Council for Social Studies (NCSS) standards and the Common
Core State Standards, ensuring that it meets educational benchmarks for critical thinking, analysis,
and historical interpretation.

Who developed the 'A History of Us' curriculum?
The 'A History of Us' curriculum was developed by Joy Hakim, an author and educator, who aimed to
create an engaging and accessible narrative of American history for students.



In what ways does 'A History of Us' incorporate technology in
the classroom?
The curriculum incorporates technology through interactive online resources, multimedia
presentations, and digital primary source collections, enhancing student engagement and facilitating
deeper exploration of historical topics.

What age groups is the 'A History of Us' curriculum designed
for?
The 'A History of Us' curriculum is primarily designed for middle school and high school students,
offering age-appropriate content that can also be adapted for elementary education.
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