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CURRICULUM WRITING 
IN MusIC 

Developing a curriculum for music classes i a challenging pursuit that requires 
curriculum designers to consider many aspects of education. 

uring my first year of teach- 
ing in upstate New York in 
the fall of 1988, I was asked 
to participate in a K-12 
music curriculum project. In 

my second year of teaching, I changed 
school districts and was again asked to 
write curriculum. As a result, provid- 
ing written documentation of what I 
did as a music teacher was an impor- 
tant part of my induction into the 
profession. In the past several years, 
however, I have come to realize that 
many music programs do not have a 
written curriculum. When I ask stu- 
dent teachers to come to their student- 
teaching seminar with a copy of the 
district music curriculum, very few are 
able to do so. Most of them report 
that their cooperating teacher said that 
the curriculum is "in his head." There 
is a great need for taking the curricu- 
lum that is in the head of many music 
teachers and creating a music curricu- 
lum document. There is no one cor- 
rect way to write a curriculum, and 
decisions about design depend on the 
teaching and learning context. Thus, 
this article is an attempt to provide 
questions for consideration rather than 
prescriptions for success.1 

Colleen Conway is assistant professor of music 
education in the School of Music at the University 
of Michigan in Ann Arbor. 

Curriculum development can give music teachers an opportunity to share thoughts and ideas. 

In addition to commenting on con- 
necting curriculum to state and nation- 
al frameworks, this article provides a list 
of common key words related to cur- 
riculum study. These words lead to 
questions for music teachers to consider 
as they develop curricula for their 
courses. The article concludes with a 
variety of practical curriculum-writing 
tips that are based on my own experi- 
ence writing curriculum, as well as on 
current educational research. 

What Is a Curriculum? 
Curriculum scholars spend much 

of their time and energy trying to 
understand what a curriculum is. 
Historically, scholars have disagreed 
regarding a working definition of 
"curriculum." In her chapter entitled 
"Curriculum and Its Study" in the 
Handbook of Research on Music Teach- 
ing and Learning, Lizabeth Wing 
opens the discussion with the follow- 
ing: 
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There is no "method" of cur- 
riculum discovery, any more than 
there is a method of exploring the 
jungle or falling in love. There is 
just understanding something 
about jungles, love, and school 
curricula, and the use of a motley 
collection of skills, disciplines of 
thought and ideas to make 
progress in them. There is no 
"conceptual system" to guide the 
decision-making.2 

There is no one correct 
way to write a 

curriculum, and 
decisions about design 
depend on the teaching 
and learning context. 

Wing goes on to provide informa- 
tion regarding curriculum as a field of 
study within education. She continues 
with an overview of curriculum-relat- 
ed research in music education. She 
suggests that we need to examine cur- 
ricula at the local level: 

The profession [music educa- 
tion] knows itself largely from the 
standpoints of stated values and 
scientifically conducted quantita- 
tive inquiry into some of its cur- 
riculum efforts. Not much is 
known with any certainty about 
the past or what is really happen- 
ing in music classrooms today- 
for example, What and how are 
teachers teaching? What and how 
are students learning? What are 
the primary influences on deci- 
sions related to who is taught 
what and how? What are the 
long-term outcomes of curricular 
experiences in music? These are 
questions central to curriculum.3 

It is my intention to provide teach- 
ers with some guidelines for beginning 
to consider the questions posed by 
Wing. Because there really is no single 
correct plan for writing a curriculum, 
this article can only introduce issues 
and questions that individual music 
educators must apply to their own situ- 
ations. 

The Written Document. Although 
this article focuses on the creation of a 
written product, the curriculum writer 
must remember that a document that 
does not address what is taught and 
what is learned will not be useful for 
teachers and students. A music curricu- 
lum should include the following: 

* music department or music pro- 
gram philosophy-one or two para- 
graphs 

* overall program goals and 
beliefs-list of beliefs about music and 
about teaching 

* list of developmental skills or 
benchmarks (format will vary) 

* required resources-teaching 
spaces, staffing needs, equipment, and 
budget 

* sample teaching strategies-lesson 
plans 

* sample assessment strategies- 
checklists, rating scales, and rubrics 

* suggested curricular resources- 
series books, method books, and 
ensemble literature. 

Although many districts require 
specific formats for a written curricu- 
lum, if a music curriculum has the 
sections recommended here, it can 
most likely be formatted to meet dis- 
trict requirements. 

What Is Taught? One of the issues 
that must always be considered when 
writing curriculum is how to assure 
that it will be implemented by music 
teachers. Although this is challenging, 
if curriculum writing is tied closely to 
teacher in-service education, there is a 
better chance that teachers will imple- 
ment the ideas suggested in the docu- 
ment. Also, if teachers are part of the 
development process, there will be 
healthy discussion regarding teaching, 
which will affect what is included in 
the document. There will be a discon- 
nect between the written document 
and what is taught if teachers are not 
part of the curriculum development 
process and if they are not given ade- 

quate time and in-service education 
for trying new ideas suggested by the 
curriculum. 

What Is Learned? Most teachers 
have had the experience of thinking 
that they taught something very well 
only to realize during the next lesson 
that the students did not learn what 
was taught. In order for a curriculum 
document to be useful, ideas for asses- 
sing student learning must be includ- 
ed. To explore this important aspect of 
curriculum, see the Resources for 
Connecting Curriculum and Assess- 
ment sidebar. 

If curriculum writing is 
tied closely to teacher 
in-service education, 

there is a better chance 
that teachers will 

implement the ideas 
suggested in the 

document. 

Curriculum Design Issues in 
Music 

One of the greatest difficulties for 
many teachers writing a music cur- 
riculum is deciding where to start. 
The types of curriculum listed in this 
section represent a variety of starting 
places. There is no magic formula for 
combining elements from each of 
these designs. Decisions regarding 
what type and how much of each type 
of curriculum to use must be made 
within a specific context. I provide a 
brief description of each type and a 
few questions for curriculum writers 
to consider. 

Determining the Grade Level When 
discussing the writing of music curric- 
ula, one of the first issues to consider is 
what grade level to start with. Will you 
begin with elementary general music 
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Cope, Carolyn O. "Steps toward Effective Assessment," Music Educators Jour- 
nal 83, no. 1 (1996): 39-42. 

Farrell, Susan R. Tools for Powerful Student Evaluation. Milwaukee, WI: 
Meredith Music Press, 1997. 

Herman, Joan L., Pamela R. Aschbacher, and Lynn Winters. A Practical 
Guide to Alternative Assessment. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervi- 
sion and Curriculum Development, 1992. 

Lehman, Paul R. "Grading Practices in Music." Music Educators Journal 84, 
no. 5 (1998): 37-40. 

Music Educators Journal 86, no. 2 (1999): 19-40. Special Issue on Assess- 
ment. 

MENC Committee on Performance Standards. Performance Standards for 
Music. Reston, VA: MENC, 1996. 

Nutter, Kelly. "Managing Assessment." Teaching Music 7, no. 1 (1999): 
26-31, 59. 

Robinson, Mitchell. "Alternative Assessment Techniques for Teachers." Music 
Educators Journal 81, no. 5 (1995): 28-34. 

Winner, Ellen, Lyle Davidson, and Larry Scripp. Arts PROPEL: A Handbook 
for Music. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Project Zero and Educational Test- 
ing Service, 1995. 

Wolfe, Dennie Palmer, and Nancy Pistone. Taking Full Measure: Rethinking 
Assessment through the Arts. New York: The College Board, 1991. 

or high school music? Ideally, a curricu- 
lum is provided for music courses from 
kindergarten through high school. I 
believe that it is easiest to write a cur- 
riculum in chronological order. How- 
ever, where there is no elementary 
music program, it may be best to begin 
writing curriculum for courses that are 
already being taught. On the other 
hand, writing a curriculum may pro- 
vide the information needed to start 
new music classes. If the curriculum is 
begun at the upper grade levels, music 
teachers who work with younger stu- 
dents, or a consultant who has experi- 
ence in K-12 curriculum writing, 
should be involved. 

Objectives-Based Curriculum. Most 
teachers are familiar with an objec- 
tives-based curriculum model.4 This is 
a four-phase process that involves (1) 
developing objectives, (2) sequencing 
those objectives (often referred to as 
"scope and sequence"), (3) designing 

activities to meet the objectives (lesson 
plans), and (4) designing evaluation 
tools to assure that learning takes place 
(tests). Although this model has been 
pervasive in curriculum theory, many 
scholars have criticized this design, 
suggesting that it is too linear and that 
real teaching does not occur in such a 
clear-cut line. Good teachers often 
mix up the phases of this design. For 
example, meaningful assessment of 
student learning does not always occur 
at the end of a linear process; it can 
occur throughout teaching and learn- 
ing. Good teachers do not follow a 
restrictive sequence; rather, they adjust 
their teaching to the needs of a specif- 
ic context. Real classrooms are multi- 
dimensional, and forcing curriculum 
into a linear model is a compromise. 
However, in many school districts, the 
guidelines for writing curriculum will 
require an objectives-based model. 
Music curriculum writers who use this 

design should be sure to have a 
healthy combination of designs to 
ensure that the curriculum is mean- 
ingful to teachers. 

Literature-Based Curriculum. Some 
music educators have suggested that 
the music literature chosen for a class 
or an ensemble is the curriculum.5 In 
general curriculum theory, some 
scholars recommend a curriculum 
based on the project method,6 which 
could be compared to designing 
instruction around particular musical 
literature. This type of curriculum 
works very well for performance-based 
courses. However, some of the cur- 
riculum should be focused on the 
other designs as well. 

Skills-Based Curriculum. A "skills 
base" refers to what students will do 
musically. These skills should not be 
confused with what they might be 
expected to know about music 
("knowledge base"). Skills include 
musical behaviors-singing, moving, 
or playing on instruments-and musi- 
cal concepts such as tonality and meter. 
Skills-based objectives do not include 
attitudes or preferences about music, 
but rather the students' abilities to sing, 
move, or play within a specific musical 
context. Assessment tools must be 
designed to measure musical skills, as 
well as knowledge. 

Knowledge-Based Curriculum. Many 
music curricula focus heavily on the 
knowledge base (musical terms, knowl- 
edge of music theory and history, etc.). 
Although this is an important part of 
music class, the music curriculum 
writer should be careful to balance 
knowledge with skills. 

Grade-Age-Related Curriculum. One 
important decision that the curricu- 
lum writer must make is how to 
sequence the curriculum designs dis- 
cussed above. Will you suggest certain 
objectives or benchmarks for each 
grade level? Do students bring such a 
variety of different experiences to the 
classroom that the sequence of 
instruction should be skills-based 
instead of grade- or age-related? What 
suggestions can you make in your cur- 
riculum document to help teachers 
deal with individual differences among 
students in their classes? 

This list of design issues is by no 
means exhaustive. Other issues may 
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include attitudes and preferences in 
music and aesthetic sensitivity; how- 
ever, this list may get the curriculum 
writer thinking about the many impor- 
tant conceptual issues that enter into 
the curriculum-writing process. I rec- 
ommend choosing a type of design, 
thinking about the curriculum that is 
"in your head," and formulating some 
ideas. Then, begin to include ideas 
from the other design areas, and you 
will be on your way to a music curricu- 
lum document. 

Connecting to 
National Standards and 
State Frameworks 

Many music teachers in Michigan 
are being asked to develop curricula 
that will align with the Michigan state 
frameworks document, which is based 
on the National Standards for Music 
Education.7 But it is important to 
understand that the Standards them- 
selves are not a curriculum. A middle 
school principal recently told me that 
she evaluated the band director in her 
building in the same way that she eval- 
uates all the teachers in the building. 
She said, "I watch her teach and then 
compare what I saw to the curriculum 
to verify that instruction is appropri- 
ate." My response was, "Great, so you 
have an instrumental music curricu- 
lum?" The principal paused for a con- 
siderable amount of time and then said, 
"Well, we do not have a curriculum 
document for music, but she follows 
the state frameworks." I wanted to ask 
this principal if she could name one of 
the state frameworks for music, but 
decided against it. The point is, some 
people assume that state guidelines and 
the National Standards are in them- 
selves a curriculum. They are not. 

When aligning a curriculum to state 
and national standards, the curriculum 
writer should write the local curricu- 
lum first. Then, the writer can go back 
through the document and highlight 
where the local document meets the 
larger criteria. When the music curricu- 
lum is written to "match" the other 
guidelines, teachers may not be able to 
deliver what is suggested. This is usual- 
ly due to time constraints and lack of 
teacher expertise or comfort in some of 
the content areas. If it is discovered 
through the writing process that music 
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Ability Grouping 
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teachers have not been addressing 
many of the content areas of the stan- 
dards, then professional development 
must occur before teachers can be 
expected to align to the new criteria. 

Key Words 
The curriculum words and defini- 

tions below were drawn from Jon 
Wiles's Curriculum Essentials: A 
Resource for Educators, which discusses 
numerous concepts related to curricu- 
lum development.8 This list touches on 
just a few. To learn more about these 
concepts, see the Resources on Curricu- 
lum Concepts sidebar. 

Ability grouping is defined as "orga- 
nizing students into homogeneous 
groups according to intellectual ability 
for instruction."9 If we transfer this 
concept to music and consider group- 
ing by musical ability, we find that this 
practice is quite common. Although 

there seems to be no research on the 
effects of ability grouping in music 
classes, research in general education 
suggests that ability grouping is not 
helpful to strong or weak students in 
most academic areas.10 Edwin E. Gor- 
don, Richard E Grunow, and Christo- 
pher Azzarra have suggested that stu- 
dents learn best in instrumental music 
when they are in heterogeneous groups 
that mix both abilities and 
instruments.11 Should we consider this 
when designing our music curricula? 

Accountability refers to "outcome 
orientation or return on investment. In 
the classroom, holding teachers respon- 
sible for student learning."12 One only 
need consult the daily paper for more 
information on this issue. How do we 
demonstrate individual student learn- 
ing in music classes-particularly in 
large ensembles? How do we help our 
communities understand that account- 
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Curriculum Resources 
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Whitehead, Alfred N. The Aims of Education. New York: The Free Press, 
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Wiles, Jon. Curriculum Essentials: A Resource for Educators. MA: Allyn and 
Bacon, 1999. 
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of Music Education. 2nd ed. New York: Schirmer Books, 1994. (Chapter 
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continued on page 59 

ability for music teachers is not related 
only to musicals and half-time enter- 
tainment at football games? 

Curriculum alignment refers to 
"matching what is taught to what is 
tested; activities are designed to pro- 
mote predetermined outcome."13 I 
believe that most music teachers do a 
good job aligning their curricula to 
meet the predetermined outcome of 
performing the literature well at con- 
certs. However, is the concert literature 
the only content to align to? How do 
we fit in the other content, how do we 
test it, and and how do we align the 
curriculum to meet all the goals? 

Interdisciplinary curriculum refers 
to "combining two or more subjects 
into a new and single organizational 
construct."14 Can we accommodate 
this growing trend without sacrificing 
the teaching of music for music's 
sake? If we are to do it, how? 

Readiness refers to "a student 
exhibiting a particular behavior 
thought to be a prerequisite for learn- 
ing."15 What are the readinesses for 
success in music? Do we provide 
instruction in these areas in all music 
classes? Do we see to it that there is a 
place for every student at every grade 
level regardless of previous musical 
experience? Particularly in instrumen- 
tal music, do we provide instruction 
in the readiness areas, or do we allow 
students without the necessary readi- 
nesses to drop out? Do we facilitate 
communication between music 
teachers at various grade levels to dis- 
cuss issues of readiness? 

Tips for the Writing Process 
Curriculum Committees. It is 

important, if possible, for curriculum 
writing to be done by a team of 
music educators. Teachers must be 
involved in the curriculum develop- 
ment process if they are to take own- 
ership of the document. Committees 
take time, but they must be a part of 
the process if the written document is 
going to interact with what is taught 
and what is learned. 

Time and Resources. Do not 
underestimate the time it will take to 
write a good curriculum document. 
Time is needed for brainstorming, 
deliberating over questions of design, 
considering issues reflected by the key 
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words discussed above, gathering 
sample resources, developing assess- 
ment measures, and reflecting on the 
process. Teachers should be compen- 
sated for the time they spend in cur- 
riculum development. Music teachers 
have many financial battles to fight, 
but compensation for curriculum 
work is important. Staff support for 
the presentation of the document 
should be considered as well. 

Political Nature of Curriculum 
Work. Curriculum work is inherently 
political. The decisions about what 
gets taught in any area of the curricu- 
lum represent a political point of 
view. The music teacher must be 
aware of the political nature of cur- 
riculum work as well. A good cur- 
riculum document can provide sup- 
port for your program and may 
demonstrate the need for additional 
resources. However, it is problematic 
if it appears that the curriculum doc- 
ument is being provided for purely 
political reasons. The music curricu- 
lum developer must always focus on 
the students and the relationship 
between the curriculum document 
and what is taught and learned. 

In-Service Teacher Education 
and Curriculum Writing 

The process of curriculum devel- 
opment can be a valuable profession- 
al development experience for music 
teachers. It is often rare for music 
teachers to be able to meet and share 
their thoughts and ideas regarding 
music teaching and learning. The 
teachers that I have worked with 
often comment that just being able 
to talk about teaching is a great 
opportunity for them. A curriculum 
document will have the greatest posi- 
tive effect if the development of the 
document is tied to professional 
development of the music teachers. I 
believe that music teachers must be 
proactive in suggesting music-related 
in-service ideas so that in-service days 
and professional development experi- 
ences are useful for them. 

See the Curriculum Resources 
sidebar for a list of general resources. 
Consider adding some of the sources 
to your holiday or summer reading 
list. Many of the authors listed in this 
section may be familiar to you-per- 

Curriculum Resources, continuedfrom page 58 

Labuta, Joseph A., and Deborah A. Smith. Music Education. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997. (Curriculum references on 57-68.) 

Lehman, Paul R. "Curriculum and Program Evaluation." In Handbook of 
Research on Music Teaching and Learning, edited by Richard Colwell, 
281-94. New York: Schirmer Books, 1992. 

Reynolds, H. Robert. "Repertoire Is the Curriculum." Music Educators Jour- 
nal 87, no. 1 (2000): 31-33. 

Wells, Richard. "Designing Curricula Based on the Standards." Music Edu- 
catorsJournal, 84, no. 1 (1997): 34-39. 

Wing, Lizabeth B. "Curriculum and Its Study." In Handbook of Research on 
Music Teaching and Learning, edited by Richard Colwell, 196-217. New 
York: Schirmer Books, 1992. 

Note: Additional resources are available on the MENC Web site at www.menc.org and 
the ASCD (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development) Web site at 
www.ascd.org. 

haps from one of your undergraduate 
educational psychology courses. My 
graduate students who are experi- 
enced teachers tell me that these 
sources have a much greater impact 
on their thoughts now than when 
they were student teachers. Best of 
luck in your curriculum adventures. 
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