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I am trying to focus, in my thinking about curriculum, on the child as the source of the


curriculum. This idea may not be entirely new, but I think I can show that it has a basis in a wide variety of brain research findings that I have reviewed over the last three decades.  Therefore, that can make it "current" if not "new". 


     This approach focuses on the idea that subject content implies some sort of human competence.  In addition, I suggest that a critical basis  of learning activities in the brain is the function of the limbic system (rewards for achieving a sense of new growth as a human being) and the episodic memory system (drawing on children's own experiences as a basis for content development to be learned or as the basis for the application of the understandings that the subject content implies).  This contrasts with the common practice of teaching students the content and then trying to make connections, or have them make connections, to their lives.  Even when attempts are made to start with student experiences, such as in the use of the WKWWK, the content is used to draw out experiences.  Suppose, for example, one is teaching weather.  One might ask what students know about how rain develops.  In so doing, doors are closed in students' minds to the myriad connections in their experiences to "weather" related activities, any of which can be connected, by an alert teacher to the rain.  From that point, students' minds will have been "opened" to a multitude of possible connections with the new content, rather than the potentially limited potential implied in that common method of establishing set.  If the content involved a reading about a child lost in a storm, for example, a family pet being lost on a vacation may not be recalled if the focus of recall were directed to storms.  Other kinds of losses, all having a common attribute, may not be stimulated, either, if the teacher attempts to move students' recollections too quickly toward the intended learning or instructional task.


An example came to mind, one day, as I chatted with a colleague about how dogmatic the curriculum can become once it is contained within a book of some sort (Curriculum Guidelines, Frameworks, etc.).  Suppose, I suggested, we started math with the gene pool of the individual.  We could break down the family backgrounds in terms of simple numbers, fractions, percentages, etc. The identity of the family members lays the basis for history, starting with the history of the students.  This leads to the development of an understanding of the geographic world, science, and the arts.  All developments in these several subject areas would take place through the use of language, so there would be a need to extract information and help learners see how the information could be processed through the various permutations of their language (over 70-80% of which they would have under oral control when they started first grade).  The rest of the Social Studies are just variations of the record of history, so political, economic and social variables would be a natural mix of developing perceptions about, first their own world (self and family), then extended out to their "extended family," the rest of the world.


The context for this perspective on learning is, as noted, neuroscience descriptions of some of the important regions of the brain associated with learning and development.  A brief description of the conceptualization about the importance of associating subject content with human competence, and the importance of beginning with students' experiences is included below.
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CONCEPTUALIZATION


Subject content implies some sort of human competence and the basis of a sense of competence in the brain is revealed in the function of the limbic system (rewards for achieving a sense of new growth as a human being).  Learning activities intended to facilitate the development of that competence, and for the human being (the learner) to receive the rewards for such achievements, should, logically, be associated with meaningful human experiences.  These experiences reflect another brain organization,  the episodic memory system.  Drawing on children's own experiences as a basis for content development to be learned or the basis for the application of the understandings that the subject content implies invokes these two powerful brain systems.  


So, what does "content as competence" mean?  This title raises the essential question about content:  "In what way does the content of education contribute in unique ways to the competence implicit in a competent human being?"  One should assume that people who are "educated" have become competent human beings.  This sense of competence reflects broader considerations about human behavior and competence, its sources and the functioning of the brain in the process of full human development.  Callas (1994) examines a critical aspect of the broader question, the language experience of the learner as provided by the school.  Callas found that children do not come to school prepared to interpret the sort of subject bound language that teachers, typically, use for instructional purposes.  By reversing the direction of communication so that the teacher became more of a listener and facilitator of language as the students tried to relate their own experiences, the researcher found that language skills developed naturally and at a faster pace than might have been expected in a "traditional" language arts instructional mode.


This example of drawing on students' experiences to provide the basis for developing the subject knowledge and cognitive skills included in the educational program for all children is a fundamental motivation for the suggested activities in our approach.  It is consistent, as well, with the proposition that one should use more of what children bring to school with them from their own cultural milieu, particularly with regard to children from diverse backgrounds and limited capabilities in English.  Callas found that a child with an obvious deficit in language began to develop into a strong storyteller with the help of her classmates during a non-threatening, non-competitive, activity in which they shared actual events in their lives.  Later, they began to tell fantasy stories in which other students would participate, both as listeners and as characters.  The human competence of communicating one's own thoughts in a purposeful, logically occurring, culturally appropriate situation was, obviously, achieved by these children.  Equally obvious, the teacher/facilitator was able to examine their needs for further development and instruction.  Too often, the educational program presumes that the learner will need the subject matter at some time in the future.  All the while, the human beings in the class may have experiences that can illustrate the involvement of the very subject matter that the curriculum contains, with its own examples of meaningful, although artificial, use!


In order to facilitate such changes in human competence through content of the subject discipline, one should ask how the concepts of any of the myriad examples in the subject content contribute to the learner's competence as a human being in the broader sense of living one's own life.  What are the life-like challenges given to the learner wherein competence in finding specific patterns (in the content of the separate subject disciplines) enables the human being to function successfully or, if not able for lack of appropriate capability, assists the human being in working around the challenge so as not to suffer harm?


�
It is in one's life that these challenges arise.  Therefore, education must present a realistic prospective about the use of the subject content that illustrates how human beings, motivated by complex needs and aspirations, actually function in a very broad sense with various kinds and levels of competence.  This realism demands, as well, that the content selected as the preparation for one's survivability, as it were, be coordinated so that the learner does not learn the content in some piece meal fashion (pattern).  The patterns must fit together so as to give the learner more than a single answer to essential questions, a single mode of reaction to changing stimuli and challenges, etc.


For example, a standard practice in elementary education throughout the world is teaching numbers.  The obvious purpose of this instruction is to enable children to be able to count.  It does not usually matter what children are likely to count.  They are taught to cite numbers in various kinds of order and then given a number of items to count.  Seldom are children asked to count things of any importance or meaningfulness to them, individually.  Even rarer is the practice of having children count items for any sort of actual purpose.  Even less likely are children provided situations in which they learn the numbers within a purposeful context wherein they have a reason for enumerating objects.  When the purpose of any sort of enumeration is removed, there is little likelihood that the brain region responsible for affective reactions, such as in activities that trigger the emotions, the limbic system, will be activated. Actually, this region may be activated as a negative response to meaningless "counting" exercises.   Maddock (1999) states that some of the concepts that a learner may remember quicker than others could reflect  their emotional content.  He  notes that the amygdala, an essential part of the limbic system has a major role in the processing of emotional perceptions and responses.  He indicates that the amygdala is central to "interaction between emotion and episodic memory."  We will see more, below, on how important the limbic system is to learning and human competence.


Restoring connections to the emotions is as simple as recognizing that some need may be fulfilled in the situation wherein children are counting.  If one is buying an article of clothing for one's own use or as a present for another person, the use of numbers has individual meaningfulness, so an emotional connection is intrinsic to the act, the limbic system is engaged.  The actual enumeration needed in making a simple purchase, such as an inexpensive treat, using mock dollars earned as rewards for satisfactory participation in qualified learning situations in the classroom class, involves the individual in two emotional ways: using reward money of their own and making a purchase of their own choice.


Every day that educators face the task of selecting and organizing educational materials for their students, they are making decisions about the competence that is intended to result from the lessons.  We suggest that their challenge is to establish their own rationale for teaching based on a sense of what their subject content means in terms of human competence.  In so doing, they have the opportunity to see the need for newer approaches to the task of facilitating the learner's development of new thinking and behavior changes that take place as a person becomes competent through the acquisition of content from the various subject disciplines.


Insights from brain and memory research, then, can be used to reconceptualize the content in terms of such integration and in terms of the process of learning and instruction.  They need to perceive how learning begins with the learner, obviously, in the brain of the learner, and supported by the learner's motivation to become  competent as a human being.  This concept, content as human competence, can become the underpinning of a new approach to education:  the emphasis on  human competence as the focus of content.  This approach is provided strong support from various studies on the brain that reinforce the essential meaningfulness of human competence.
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Statements abound in curriculum guides and other professional materials about "meaningfulness" in developing curricular aims and objectives.  Indeed, it is just this "meaningful" learning that activates the critical brain region, the limbic system. (The importance of this region for learning will be discussed below.)  The term is supported by the idea that the subject  matter should be "relevant to the students," appropriate to their world, etc.  Indeed, the behaviors "appropriate to their world" and the means by which the culture identifies expectations, and parameters, and rewards and punishments for activities of group members associated with those behaviors, set the moral, ethical, an sometimes religious codes of behavior.  The successful integration of an individual into the life of the group implies satisfactory responses by the individual to challenges inherent in adjusting to the realities of human development and the expectations of one's society.


However, this "meaningfulness" and "relevance" seem to be diminished in descriptions of objectives and learning activities in almost any current professional materials.  Even statements of state and national subject area standards seem not to be focused on relevant events of life.  For example, a description of what constitutes science content, in standards for teachers in the State of Florida,  includes the idea that science has a relationship to the practical world in terms of "societal value systems, perspectives, beliefs, and economic, political and social structures."  (P.98) The two key concepts in this description are "practical world" and society.


In all subject areas, teachers are encouraged to design lesson plans with the students' interests in mind.  In math, they are encouraged to follow their own interests to personally discover the math knowledge that they find interesting and relevant to their own lives.  Some that come to mind are: Balancing their checkbooks or determining how much they can save at  given rates of interest over specific periods of time.  Social Studies students may develop hypothetical cities or islands and describe the economic, demographic, climatic conditions that are likely to exist.  The Whole Language concept is intended to encourage meaningful use of language while carrying out various activities in the several subject areas.  The "meaningfulness" refers to the learning process, primarily, and the use of communication skills to illustrate such things as results of scientific experiments, essays to illustrate historical events, etc.  Thus, the focus seems to still be concentrated on the subject matter as content to be learned.  A more humanistic approach seems to be needed.


In so far as subject  matter is concerned, it makes sense, to this writer, to concentrate on the human purposes of content as a context for developing competence rather than to use content knowledge as the primary outcome of learning, the prevalent instructional approach today.  I suggest an alternative view about how communication could become the context from which acquisition and competence in subject content develops and will explain this more extensively in my workshop and provide sample activities in various content areas during the session.  Participants are encouraged to try out the approach using content they teach.
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