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Introduction

If vou asked a dozen educators how they understand curriculum design, you'd likely
hear a dozen different responses:

*

A superintendent might describe a set of learning standards that articulate
whal all studenls should know or be able lo do al a given poinl their learning,
A principal might describe the foundational pillars of their school’s academic
program.

A teacher might describe how they go about constructing a syllabus or a
lesson plan.

A college or guidance counselor might describe their school’s diploma
requirements.

A provost or dean might describe their university’s academic footprint, the
range of majors and minors offered, and key areas of the faculty’s expertise.
An educational publisher might describe research, trials, peer review, or
editorial processes.

A textbook author might describe how they organize content or what gets
included in a given chapler and why.

A museum educator might describe resources created for classroom teachers
or audio guides developed for school visits.

An edtech provider might describe integrated engagement tools,
interoperability, or embedded assessments.

An instructional designer or curriculum writer might describe how they
translate learning objectives into activities, resources, and assessments.

A policy analyst might describe concrete data points derived from
standardized test results.

A workforce learning and development specialist might describe reskilling
initiatives or leadership training programs.

The sheer breadth of (hese possible underslandings of curriculum design is dizzying,
made all the more so given that each one is valid and important—and this list is hardly
exhaustive. To make matters even trickier, we haven't even begun to touch on how essential
stakeholders, such as students and families, might understand curriculum design!

This volume attempts to bridge such disparate understandings of curriculum design
by zeroing in on fifty essential elements. These elements were selected using a few key
criteria. Each one is informed by classic seminal research that finds new salience when
situated the context of cutting-edge fields, including cognitive science, educational psy-
chology, and instructional design, as well as by our own first-hand experiences. Each
one prioritizes utility, applicability, and practical value. Each one is relevant across the
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2 @ Introduction

widest possible range of educational contexts, from K-12 schools to higher education
and from publishing to edtech. And each one is critical to the difficult work of crafting
effective learning experiences for students of all ages and backgrounds.

Because this book is itself a learning experience for readers, we have tried to practice
what we preach. As in a well-designed curriculum, we have used a consistent structure
for each section, arranged them alphabetically for ease of reference, and embraced
brevity and plain-spokenness in our style. Each element has a consistent two-page
structurc. The left-hand page provides a concise definition, an overview of the rescarch,
an explanation of why the principle matters, and a description of how it works. These
paragraphs are followed by a “see also” section of related elements. The right-hand page
presents guidelines in the form of “Dos” and “don’ts” for how to apply the principle in
practice. These guidelines are not absolute: context, logistical constraints, priorities, and
other factors may influence the best method of application. Each element concludes with
a quote to inspire further reflection.

These fifty elements are by no means exhaustive. Indeed, it is our hope that this
book will inspire further investigation and spark further debate about the essential
elements of curriculum design. Because one thing is for sure: in a world characterized
by unprecedented complexity and accelerating change, the work of designing effective
learning experiences has never been more urgent.

Rebecca Strauss
Austin Volz
William Lidwell
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1 Advance Organizers

Introductory devices used to facilitate learning, promote
transfer, and enhance recall by contextualizing new information
in terms of what learners already know.

Advance organizers help learners understand new information in terms of what they
already know. Presented in written, spoken, or visual form prior to the introduction of
new material, advance organizers are typically big picture chunks of information. They
are distinct from overviews, outlines, inventories, surveys, and synopses in that they are
intended to situate (rather than summarize) new material. Examples of advance orga-
nizers include concept maps, cause-and-effect diagrams, Venn diagrams, anticipation
guides, know, wanl, learn charls, and storyboards. There are lwo basic lypes of advance
organizers: expository and comparative.

Expository advance organizers are most useful when the audience has little to no
prior knowledge about what is being taught. By spotlighting the key elements of a
given unfamiliar topic, expository advance organizers flag what is most important by
contextualizing information. For example, before presenting information on how to
draw a two-point perspective landscape to an audience with no background in art, an
expository advance organizer would first describe horizon lines and vanishing points.

Comparative advance organizers are most useful when the audience already has
some prior knowledge about what is being taught. By relating what is about to be
learned to what is already known, comparative advance organizers provide a roadmap
for how to deepen understanding of a given topic. For example, in teaching more expe-
rienced arlists aboul how lo draw a lwo-poinl perspeclive landscape, a comparalive
advance organizer would contrast methods for drawing one-point perspective land-
scapes to methods for drawing two-point perspective landscapes.

Advance organizers build conceptual understanding, encourage transfer, and pro-
mote recall. This is all the more the case when the structure of the advance organizer
differs from that of the instruction itself, allowing for dual coding and the presentation
of information in multiple formats. For this reason, auditory, graphical, and illustrated
advance organizers are often more effective than those that use text alone. Whether the
advance organizer is expository or comparative, the technique’s effectiveness always
hinges upon a well-defined point of entry. Advance organizers are most useful in learn-
ing situations where content is presented in a linear fashion, serving as an orienting
device to help students situate themselves.

See also Background Knowledge, Five Hat Racks, Framing, Propositional Density,
Spiral Curriculum

Gaurlitt, Johannes, Dummel, Sebastian, Schuster, Silvia, and Niickles, Matthias. 2012. “Differently Structured
Advance Organizers Lead to Different Initial Schemata and Learning Qutcomes.” Instructional Science 40 (2):
351-369.

Mayer, Richard E. 197Y. “lwenty Years of Research on Advance Organizers: Assimilation Theory is Still the
Best Predictor of Results.” Instructional Science 8 (2): 133-167.

DOI: 10.4324/9780429321283-1
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¢ Do use advance organizers to contextualize new information.

¢ Do use expository advance organizers when learners have little to no
background knowledge about the topic being introduced.

¢ Do use comparative advance organizers when learners already have some
background knowledge about the topic being introduced.
Do only use advance organizers at the beginning of instructional units.

Don't use expository advance organizers for material that is tangential or
digressive.

¢ Don't use comparative advance organizers for material that is superficial or
inconsequential.

¢ Don't use advance organizers to summarize information at the end of a unit.

Researchers have demonstrated improvements in students” comprehension

and recall from advance organizers that rely on familiar structures when they
are presented in writing, orally, or pictorially. These studies indicate that when
students are provided with an organizational structure in which to fit new
knowledge, they learn more effectively and efficiently than when they are left to
deduce this conceptual structure for themselves.

Ambrose, Susan A., Bridges, Michael W., Dilietro, Michele, Lovett, Marsha C., and Norman, Marie K. 2010.
How Learning Works: Seven Research-based Principles for Smart Teaching. John Wiley & Sons.
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2 Aesthetics

Techniques of visual and writing style used to increase the
appeal and effectiveness of a curriculum.

Aesthetic curricula are characterized by clear, straightforward writing and visual aids
that are both elegant and integral to the design. They are generally perceived more posi-
tively than jargon-heavy curricula or curricula that are overloaded with unnecessary or
distracting graphics. As a result, aesthetic curricula have a higher probability of being
adopted and are more likely to generate higher levels of investment and attachment
from key stakeholders including teachers, students, school administrators, and district
leaders. As such, they achieve better learning at scale.

This element applies at all levels of curriculum design, from high-level learning oulcomes
to daily lessons. For example, consider the following learning outcome from Common Core’s
Grade 2 Mathematics standards: “draw a picture graph and a bar graph (with single-unit
scale) to represent a clata set with up to four categories. Solve simple put-together, take-apart,
and compare problems using information presented in a bar graph.” This standard is riddled
with unaesthetic complexity: the two sentences represent two different outcomes; the use of
jargon (such as “put-together, take-apart, and compare problems”) makes the language dif-
ficult to parse; and without a visual aid representing what a successful picture graph or bar
graph would look like, the outcome is difficult to assess. To make this standard more aesthetic,
it could be rephrased more plainly as “record and interpret data presented in the following
graphical forms” and accompanied by labeled visual examples of each graphical form.

Resources for individual lessons should employ the same aesthetic principles. The
goals of a given handoul or worksheel should be clearly slaled. Instructions should be
phrased simply, briefly, and without the use of jargon. Thoughtful decisions should be
made with regard to all visual components including font choice, the use of clip art or
other graphic elements, and document layout.

Because aesthetics play a key role in how curricula are used and implemented,
teachers and students are less likely to perceive shortcomings in a well-written and visu-
ally evocative curriculum. A textbook that is overly pedantic in its writing style, that is
printed in a dated font such as Comic Sans, or that utilizes stock images invites a heavy-
handed critique from its users. By contrast, a texthook that is written in clear and acces-
sible language, printed in a readable modern font, and incorporates dynamic and original
graphics demonstrates a level of intention and care that users perceive more favorably.
Even if the unaesthetic textbook actually has higher quality content, it risks lower accep-
lance and inferior implemenlation due lo a lack of aeslhelics. Likewise, even il the more
aesthetic textbook has lower quality content, its aesthetic superiority would make teach-
ers and students less likely to notice and more likely to be tolerant of its shortcomings.

See also Framing, Labeling Systems, Student-Facing vs. Teacher-Facing, Textbooks,
Scalability

Kurosu, Masaaki, and Kashimura, Kaori. 1995, “Apparent Usability vs. Inherent Usability: Experimental
Analysis on the Determinants of the Apparent Usability.” In Conference Companion on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, 292-293, ACM Association for Computing Machinery.

DOI: 10.4324/9780429321283-2
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+ Do use a wriling slyle thal is clear, accessible, succincl, and jargon-[ree.

¢ Do incorporate visual aids that provide complementary understanding to
the text.

¢ Do recognize teachers’ and learners’ limited willingness to parse, navigate,
and use an unaesthetic curriculum.

¢ Do err on the side of less is more aesthetic.

¢ Don't use a writing style that is vague, dense, verbose, or jargon-heavy.
¢ Don’t incorporate inessential or superfluous resources.
¢ Don't underestimate the role of aesthetics in how a curriculum is perceived.

@ REFLECT ...................................................................................

For designers, the visceral response is about immediate perception: the
pleasantness of a mellow, harmonious sound or the jarring, irrilaling scralch

of fingernails on a rough surface. Here is where the style matters: appearances,
whether sound or sight, touch or smell, drive the visceral response. This has
nothing to do with how usable, effective, or understandable the product is. It is
all about attraction or repulsion. Great designers use their aesthetic sensibilities
to drive these visceral responses.

Norman, Don. 2013. The Desiyn of Everyday Things: Revised and Expunded Edition. Basic Books.



