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Introduction:
The Curriculum
Mapping Journey

G

ood curriculum begins by asking all teachers to document the content
and skills they teach and then providing opportunities for them to talk
with one another about their real classroom teaching and how those practices
affect our students. That was the message Heidi Hayes Jacobs shared with her
audience at a national staff development conference in Orlando, Florida, in
1997. I was attending this session as a consultant for the Wisconsin State
Department of Education and hoping to learn more about effective staff development. Little did I realize the profound ways that her thought-provoking
perception of curriculum development would guide my professional journey.
As I listened to her that morning, I began to reflect upon my experiences as
a classroom teacher and realized that I had never been asked what I really
taught in the classroom. Certainly my colleagues and I shared anecdotal comments about lessons and activities, but we did not discuss specific content,
skills, and assessment issues. As I thought about the concept of curriculum
mapping, I realized what a powerful exercise it would have been for me, and my
colleagues, to have had the opportunity to write about and discuss our real
classroom practices. I feel certain that the teachers in my building would have
worked more closely together, our discussions would have been richer, and,
most
important,
student
learning
would
have
improved.
From that point I was determined to learn all I could about curriculum mapping. I attended curriculum mapping trainings, workshops, and conferences
and read as much as I could about the process. I talked with numerous colleagues and educators who were leading teachers through the curriculum mapping steps. It was also at this time that I left the state department and started my
own consulting practice, with a portion of it devoted to curriculum mapping.
Now, recalling those first districts I worked with to implement curriculum
mapping, I realize how much I learned and better understand the many complexities associated with changing the historic structure of curriculum development. The culture of the school, previous curriculum work, teacher attitudes,
administrative commitment, time, and technology support were issues that
had profound influences on the successful implementation of curriculum mapping. What began as a relatively simple process I soon discovered was a very
complex endeavor.

xv
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The purpose of this book is to help those who are beginning curriculum
mapping and others who may be in the midst of implementation. The book
presents the challenges and successes of curriculum mapping, strategies for
implementation, and guidelines for long-term planning.

WHAT IS CURRICULUM
MAPPING AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
Curriculum mapping is a process by which all teachers document their own
curriculum, then share and examine each other’s curriculums for gaps, overlaps, redundancies, and new learning, creating a coherent, consistent, curriculum within and across schools that is ultimately aligned to standards and
responsive to student data and other school initiatives. The concept of curriculum mapping originated in the 1980s with the work of Fenwick English, who
defined curriculum mapping as a reality-based record of the content that is
actually taught, how long it is being taught, and the match between what is
taught and the district’s assessment program (English, 1980). In the 1990s,
Heidi Hayes Jacobs broadened English’s definition of curriculum mapping
and created a multiphased process for mapping the curriculum in her book
Mapping the Big Picture (1997) and in her latest publication, Getting Results
With Curriculum Mapping (2004). It is her concept of curriculum mapping that
provides the basis for this practical guide, which connects curriculum mapping
to current reform initiatives, and provides working templates that I have developed to help school teams with the process of digging into curriculum mapping
and discussion, and true case stories of schools that have used this process to
transform and revitalize teaching and learning.
Curriculum mapping is the process where each teacher records the content
and skills taught and how they are assessed and aligned to academic standards. These data are recorded by the month, which provides a common reference point and time-bound element to the maps. Essential questions are also
components on the maps that provide the overarching questions that hold the
curriculum together and guide our instruction to help students better understand the content and make real-world connections. Following the data collection, teachers read one another’s maps, come together in small and large
groups to discuss what they discovered as they read the maps, and finally make
recommendations and suggestions for curriculum reform. By collecting their
own curriculum data and discussing it with peers, teachers see the vertical
grade-to-grade curriculum relationships as well as the horizontal curriculum
picture within a grade level. This reflective, shared process invites teachers to
think, write, reflect, discuss, and revise curriculum in thoughtful and collaborative ways. It is a long-term, ongoing process, and while challenging, it is a
journey with remarkable outcomes.
As Steffy and English (1997) suggest, curriculum is developed from any
material a teacher refers to or uses to decide what to teach, when to teach it,
and how much of it to teach. These sources or materials include the following:
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Textbooks
Teachers’ guides to textbooks
School board directives
Scope and sequence charts
Curriculum guides
State department guidelines
National guidelines
Administrator directives
Supervisor recommendations
Work plans
Purchased education materials
Prepackaged units and standards
Personal interest/travel experiences

Often, these curriculum sources and practices are not documented in a
consistent, comprehensive manner, nor are they shared among colleagues in
meaningful ways. The result is an inconsistent, fragmented curriculum that
does not optimize grade-to-grade, cross-content area learning experiences for
our students.
Heidi Hayes Jacobs (1997) expanded curriculum mapping in four significant ways: (1) a time element was introduced where each teacher documented
the curriculum elements by month, (2) coordination and review of the curriculum information was established among buildings, (3) assessment information was included, and (4) the curriculum information was entered electronically.
This work provided a framework to map the curriculum and change traditional
curriculum development.
As I learned more about the curriculum mapping process, I recalled my
experiences as a second grade teacher and remembered a very large and significant gap in my curriculum: I didn’t teach science. My science curriculum consisted of the science kits that sat unused in the back corner of my classroom.
However, I felt I made up for my lack of science teaching with my stellar social
studies units. I was convinced my students would get more than enough science
education as they progressed to the upper grades. Although my elementary
classroom experience occurred a number of years ago, this remains a relatively
common occurrence in many of our schools today. While all teachers have
areas of expertise and teaching preferences, we have to consider what is in the
best interests of students. History suggests that for many teachers, a perception
of “self-employment” is very common due to the isolated nature of the profession. This isolated approach to curriculum development and teaching practice
pays little credence to the students’ experiences beyond the scope of the individual teacher’s classroom or to the current age of state-mandated standards
and high accountability. Mapping the curriculum brings teachers out of isolation and provides a focused, reflective, and collaborative process that has a positive impact on all stakeholders—most important, on students, but also on
teachers who benefit from the new collegiality and shared purpose, support,
and responsibility.
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1
Making the Case
for Curriculum
Mapping
For if you continue to do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what
you’ve always got.
—Roland Barth (2001, p. 22)

I

f improving student learning and student achievement are the goals of our
schools, then it is imperative that we examine the processes that influence
those goals. Specifically, we must examine how educators plan and implement
curriculum and instruction.

WHY CURRICULUM MAPPING
IS A BETTER ALTERNATIVE TO
OTHER CURRICULUM MODELS
The curriculum models that exist in many schools are based on outdated
models that do not reflect the reality that occurs in classrooms. In most schools,
curriculum development consists of a process where representative teachers
are assigned to curriculum committees to write curriculum based on what they
believe should be covered, personal choices, textbooks, favorite lessons, standards, and, all too often, best guesses. The results are often inflexible documents
that do not address the ever-changing curricular needs of school districts. The
large impressive curriculum binder is photocopied and distributed to the staff
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and administration; it represents a group’s best intentions of what they believe
should be taught. However, in reality this document has little connection to
real classroom practice. It is usually at this point that the large compilation
of well-meaning information is promptly filed somewhere in classrooms and
administration offices, not to be looked at again until the next curriculum
revision cycle, reinforcing the notion that the curriculum is “finished.”
This type of curriculum writing is externally driven and cumbersome to use.
It is based on a representative group of teachers’ best intentions, not the current
curriculum information from all teachers, and seldom reflects the reality of what
occurs in classrooms. This is a risky practice in our world of high stakes accountability inside and outside the school environment. All stakeholders, including
those outside the school community, are much more involved and interested in
what is being taught in our schools. This was very evident in an incident that
occurred in an elementary school prior to the beginning of the school year. The
following is the elementary building principal’s story of being confronted with a
curriculum request from a parent.

When she arrived in his office, the mother explained that she and her
husband had just taken jobs in the larger neighboring city, but they
were choosing to live in one of the small suburban towns nearby and
she was visiting various schools in the area to determine which school
would best fit the needs of her son. She went on to describe her son’s
high interest and aptitude in science. In the course of the conversation,
she asked to see the fourth grade science curriculum, as the strength of
the science curriculum would help her to decide which school district
would be the best for her child. Somewhat surprised, he agreed and
took the large science curriculum binder from the shelf (after inconspicuously brushing the dust off) and showed her the fourth grade science curriculum, secretly hoping that it was somewhere close to what
was actually taught. He really didn’t know.
As he later described this parent visit, he shared how much more
accurate and professional it would have been to be able to go to his
computer and pull up the fourth grade science maps and know with a
degree of certainty that this was the current science curriculum taught
in his school. What he showed this parent was guesswork.

As parents become more involved and savvy about school choice and how
standards and curriculum are or should be implemented in their child’s classrooms, this kind of episode will be the norm rather than the exception.
Another major flaw in many current guides is the lack of assessment information. There are lists of content, objectives, skills, and standards with no information about the types of assessment practices that provide the feedback on
the achievement of the taught skills. The assessment component of classroom
practice is the most important evidence teachers and all stakeholders have to be
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assured that the content, skills, and standards are taught and mastered by the
student.
Curriculum mapping is an alternative that provides a process-oriented
model that is respectful of the knowledge of every teacher, encourages collaboration and reflection, and is sensitive to the complexities of student learning
and the teaching profession. It offers the flexibility to address the changing
curriculum needs of school districts by relying on the active participation and
expertise of teachers. It is a process that consists of procedures that include
easy curriculum modification, revision, and updates on a timely basis, resulting
in a current, reality-based, standards-aligned curriculum.

CURRICULUM MAPPING AND
BUILDING EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS
The curriculum maps are valuable documents, in and of themselves, but the
process to create and discuss the maps is of equal value. As a district progresses
through the curriculum mapping process, they experience the types of activities that build strong, effective schools. The research on effective schools based
on the work of Rick DuFour and R. Eaker’s (1998) Professional Learning
Communities at Work, Peter Senge’s (2000) Schools That Learn, Michael Fullan’s
(2001) Leading in the Culture of Change, Tom Guskey’s (2000) Evaluating Professional Development, and Roland Barth’s (2001) Learning by Heart share common
tenets. These common practices evident in effective schools include collaboration, reflective inquiry, shared purpose, teacher and student learning, and program coherence. These tenets influence school improvement and are deeply
embedded in the curriculum mapping process and outcomes.

Collaboration
True collaboration occurs when all teachers participate in active, meaningful dialogue about teaching practice. Few schools have effective communication
systems in place that provide the structure and time for teachers to share and
discuss their work. Most schools inherently contain a variety of structural and
cultural barriers that prevent teachers from sharing teaching information
and from having opportunities to act upon this information in meaningful ways
(Fullan, 2001). The expertise and knowledge of teachers is vitally important to
teaching and improved student learning. The very foundation of curriculum
mapping requires teachers to talk together about what they teach. These conversations compel teachers to analyze practice, make decisions about curriculum changes and modifications, examine assessments, and ultimately learn
from each other in a collaborative manner. As these conversations occur, it
becomes apparent that the students become the central focus. No longer is it
possible to consider what occurs in individual teachers’ classrooms as isolated
events disjointed from others who are part of the same school system, assessment structure, and who share the same students. Curriculum mapping creates
an atmosphere of joint responsibility where all teachers believe that all students
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Eighth Grade English Curriculum Map—Newspaper Unit

September

Month

Is the
newspaper a
good source for
news?

How do
newspapers
influence society?

How do readers
influence what
gets printed in
newspapers?

Why do people
read the
newspaper?

Essential
Questions

Advertising

Editorial
section

News stories
Feature Stories

Headlines

Newspaper
sections

Newspaper unit

Content

Interpret and explain the structure
and content of newspaper
advertising

Describe the parts of the
editorial page
Analyze an editorial piece
– letter to the editor
– editorial piece
– editorial cartoon

Compare and contrast
difference between news stories
and feature stories
– identify key features of each
type of story
– identify writer bias

Identify different forms of
headlines

Identify the sections of a
newspaper

Completed chart with written
analysis
– scored using district writing
rubric

Analyze and chart newspaper
reading habits of our class
– how many students read the
newspaper
– the specific sections read by
students

Write a classified advertisement
– use district writing rubric to
assess

Write a letter to the editor, an
editorial, or create an editorial
cartoon
– use district writing rubric to
assess

Written analysis of a chosen
editorial piece (student choice)
– district writing rubric to
assess

News story and feature story:
compare and contrast
worksheet
Class discussion: anecdotal
record

In-class parts of newspaper
activity: students complete
project worksheet

Assessments

Skills

This completed map includes all components of a curriculum map.

Sample A.6
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B.8.3 Participate effectively in
discussion

B.8.3 Understand the function of
various forms, structures, and
punctuation marks of standard
American English and use
them appropriately in written
communication

B.8.2 Plan revise, edit, and
publish clear and effective
writing

B.8.1 Create or produce writing
to communicate with different
audiences for a variety of
purposes

A.8.4 Read to acquire information

A.8.3 Read and discuss literary
and nonliterary texts to understand human experience

E.8.2 Organize and display data
from statistical investigations

E.8.1 Work with data in the
context of real-world situations

Standards

Skills

Content

Essential
Questions

Ninth Grade Physical Science Curriculum Map

 Explains how the
conceptual model of
the atom has
changed over time
 Calculates the numbers of protons, neutrons, and
electrons using the
periodic table
 Identifies pairs of
atoms as isotopes

 Nature of matter
– Structure of matter
– Atoms, molecules,
elements, and
compounds

 Nature of matter
– Classification of matter
 Interactions of matter
– Chemical reactions
– Chemical formulas

 Nature of science
– Science skills and methods
– Lab techniques and safety
– Accurate measurement
 Nature of matter
– Properties of matter
 Classifies materials as elements, compounds,
and mixtures
 Distinguishes between heterogeneous and
homogeneous matter
 Separates mixtures using basic laboratory
techniques
 Describes evidence of a chemical reaction
 Identifies reactants and products in a chemical
reaction
 Distinguishes between subscripts and
coefficients

 How does the
chemical structure of
matter determine the
properties of matter?
 How do we
determine the
models of atoms and
molecules?

 How can properties and interactions of matter
help us identify substances?
 What principles govern the interaction of matter?
 What systems of organization are used to
classify matter?
 How can chemical reactions affect my life?

 What processes keep scientific
knowledge constantly changing?
 Why is accuracy so important in science?
 What makes an experiment valid and
useful?
 What are properties of matter?

 Identifies and uses science skills and
methods
 Describes and designs a controlled
experiment
 Uses proper and safe lab techniques
 Compares volume, mass, and density
 Measures mass, length, volume, and
temperature
 Differentiates between chemical and
physical properties and changes
 Compares and contrasts states of
matter

November

October

August/September

The standards will need to be added as the mapping cycle continues

Sample A.7

88
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 Classifies elements
as metals, metalloids,
and nonmetals
 Interprets the properties of an element
based upon its position on the periodic
table
 Describes the role of
electrons in chemical
bonding

 Interactions of matter:
– Periodic trends
– Bonding
– Solution

 What holds matter
together?
 What determines the
organization of the
periodic table?
 What are the characteristics of a solution?
 What factors affect
the characteristics of
a solution?

December

