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Foreword by Viv White

I was introduced to James Beane and Barbara Brodhagen in Madison, Wisconsin by Dr 
James Ladwig from Newcastle University, far too many years ago. I clearly remember the 
reason I invited them to Australia in 1993 – to work with teachers who were exploring 

how to make the learning and living experience of schooling in the middle years better for the 
young people in our schools. They were clever, they knew the fi eld but more importantly they 
had a set of ideas that had been trialled and tested in the classroom. In other words they had 
done their research and tested it. Barbara knew it worked in practice and James was prompted 
to ask ‘Would it work in theory?’

Their journey to Australia took them to most states and territories where they conducted 
workshops on negotiating curriculum in the middle years, starting with students’ interests 
and building a conceptual framework that challenged young people to think deeply about the 
lives and the society in which they lived. They were designing middle school curriculum that 
begun with student interests, and they demonstrated how to make it intellectually challenging 
well before many of those who work with young people today.

When the fi ndings from the Junior Secondary Review in South Australia were released 
in the early 1990’s we learnt that young people felt disengaged – many of those interviewed 
said they would at least like their teachers to know their names! With teacher–student loads 
sometimes exceeding 200 students a week, the teachers themselves expressed their deep 
sadness at these fi ndings and wondered how they could make it better. Without knowing 
it then we were beginning the Middle Schooling Movement in Australia. James and Barbara 
supported us to build our capacity to change the way we did our work with young people in 
the middle years well before it found a life in public government policies and programs. Yet 
still we struggle with old structures and cultures.

This work has not dated. As I write I am working with a group of secondary and primary 
teachers in Australia who are developing Exhibitions of student work, which includes 
negotiated curriculum learner-centred activities based in the community that are authentically 
assessed and shared in a Refl ective Digital Learning Portfolios. Many more of us are working 
to improve the situation for many of our young people for whom schooling is not a successful 
experience.

I am pleased this edition has been issued and continuingly challenged to ask, like James 
does in this very timely book, when will we ask the really hard question ‘What ought to be the 
curriculum of the middle school?’
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Preface to third edition

The fi rst edition of this small book appeared in June 1990. When I handed over the 
manuscript to John Lounsbury, the Editor of Publications at the US National Middle 
School Association, I thought there might be a small audience of interested professors 

and progressive teachers. I never imagined that raising the middle years curriculum question 
would strike such a resonant chord among middle level educators in the US and elsewhere. 
Apparently concern for the curriculum was not buried quite as deeply as I had thought.

This edition retains most of what was included in the original edition. But since then I 
have also added a good deal. There is a new section on curriculum guidelines that invites 
people to invent other ways of seeking the broad purposes my own proposal sought to 
achieve. I have also added material on (1) fi nding themes, (2) planning with young people, 
(3) democratic uses of knowledge, (4) getting started with curriculum reform, (5) scheduling 
around integrated activities, and (6) needed research regarding a new curriculum. In other 
cases, previous points are elaborated and references added or updated. Some material that I 
now realise was inappropriate or unwise has been dropped.

These revisions did not result from simply sitting in an armchair and thinking. Over the past 
several years I have had the privilege of visiting with concerned teachers and administrators in 
a variety of places – educators who have decided to take action or, happily, to come out from 
behind closed classroom doors to speak of their many years of experience with integrative, 
student-centred, democratic curriculum. I see now that legitimating the work of the latter was 
just as important as encouraging action by the former. I am thinking here of the teacher who 
has taught in a block-time, integrated core program in Kansas for twenty-six years, of the two 
in Oregon who told me about their plans late one night when they could just as well have 
been off enjoying their vacation, of the teams in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Maine, and 
elsewhere who were carrying on serious curriculum conversations, of the team in Milwaukee, 
working under adverse conditions to make a curriculum that would make a difference, and of 
those dazzling teachers in Vermont who told their stories in Dancing Through Walls (Stevenson 
and Carr, 1993).

Meanwhile, back on the home front in Madison, Wisconsin, I have spent considerable 
time in middle years classrooms alongside teachers who decided to try an almost literal 
implementation of the curriculum version I had proposed. To watch these teachers create 
and carry out an integrative, thematic curriculum, planned from scratch with their students, 
has been breathtaking to say the least. Sometimes I have felt like a student teacher, at other 
times I felt thrown back to my own public school teaching days. But having been with these 
teachers and young adolescents, I surely feel that I know a lot more about curriculum than I 
did before.
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However, as I write this the curriculum in schools in many countries, my own included, 
are under siege from ultraconservative as well as neo-liberal politicians and policy makers. 
Their effects have been most noticeable to educators in the evolving movement for standards, 
standardised tests, and standardisation in curriculum. Those educators with a progressive 
vision, however, understand that these economically and socially conservative forces are also 
stripping the schools of anything that attempts to be democratic, student-centred, socially 
just, and equitable. This includes curriculum arrangements that are integrative, multicultural 
and problem-centred. How this struggle will eventually turn is not clear as some conservative 
policies are beginning to crumble in places where students, parents, educators, and activists 
have successfully exposed the ill effects of standardisation and centralisation. But even while 
the prospects for a new progressive movement seem most impossible we must continue the 
conversation about what we want our schools and our curriculum and our teaching to be 
like. Perhaps it might even be the case that when we fi nally do emerge from the conservative 
siege, we will have a clearer idea of what is really needed to make our schools good and just. 
So, while a curriculum proposal like the one I make here may seem foolish in the present 
circumstances, it is, nonetheless, an attempt to keep the conversation going. And unlike much 
of what is currently being regulated, it is an attempt to offer a curriculum that speaks to 
dignity and hope rather than punishment and despair.

The middle level now appears to be the 
likeliest site for serious conversations 
about the prospects for fundamental 
curriculum reform.

A line of work that matters

Some readers of the fi rst edition apparently had the impression that I invented the curriculum 
theory it proposed. Perhaps they did not check the dates for some of the references. If they had, 
they might have correctly seen that the present work is part of a long line that stretches back 
more than a century. However, the strongest roots, particularly at the middle level, are in the 
those parts of the progressive movement from the 1930s on, that advocated a problem-centred 
‘core’ and social reconstruction curriculum. There we can locate calls for such arrangements 
as a thematic curriculum based upon profound social issues, teacher-student cooperative 
planning, democratic structures, and a variety of others that we are now trying to revitalise.

Other readers have tied the present work to general trends in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. They are right to the extent that we are attempting to be more ‘child-centred’ and 
are willing to sacrifi ce some beloved institutional features. However, I suspect that there was 
something far less coherent about the range of possibilities that were popularised at that time. 
In some ways we are now much less tempted to throw away the schools than to reconstruct 
them toward a renewed sense of their most important purposes.

The curriculum version I have proposed adds to earlier work in several ways. First, the 
concept of self and social meaning, what I elsewhere called ‘affect’ (Beane, 1990), is made 
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the central theme for the entire middle years curriculum, rather than simply combining with 
other interests. Second, what were known as the ‘problems’ and ‘emerging needs’ approaches 
are merged in the identifi cation of themes at their intersection. Third, the critique of the 
separate subject approach has a more political edge, especially with regard to culture and 
power. Fourth, given the progress made in the middle school movement, I have been able 
to work from some assumptions about climate and organisational structures that are more 
common in middle level schools now, to say nothing of the rhetoric that has surrounded the 
movement itself.

Though these additions to earlier efforts should not be construed as a claim for ‘inventing’ 
a new view of the curriculum, I want to say something here about how I came to make the 
proposal when and how I did. Early in my career I was fortunate to study with Professor 
Conrad F. Toepfer at the State University of New York at Buffalo. As most people who have 
followed the middle school movement know, Toepfer was and is one of its earliest and most 
forceful advocates. He introduced a group of us to initial work on middle level schools and 
also to important sources from the junior high school movement, several of which can be 
found in the references for this volume. We professionally ‘cut our teeth’ on that work.

I was particularly enamoured with progressive curriculum work like the ‘problem-centred’ 
and ‘experience-centred’ core curriculum, the work from which my own draws so heavily. In the 
intervening years though, my own interests also focused on the issue of how schools infl uence 
the self-concept/esteem and values of young people. That focus resulted in two volumes with 
Richard Lipka (Beane and Lipka, 1986, 1987). At about the same time, Toepfer, Samuel Alessi 
and I published a book on general curriculum in which we sketched out ‘classical’ curriculum 
alternatives in a contemporary context (Beane, Toepfer, and Alessi, 1986). A few years later, I 
brought these two lines of work together in a volume entitled Affect in the Curriculum (Beane, 
1990) and extended them in a political and cultural direction by emphasising the themes of 
democracy, human dignity and cultural diversity.

While the last of these was in press, I realised, with the help of Barbara Brodhagen, that all 
of that previous work might come together and be focused on the middle years curriculum. By 
that time I was increasingly frustrated by the curriculum talk of the middle school movement 
which seemed unable to move beyond relatively simple ‘multi-subject’ correlations, the 
separation of affective topics into isolated ‘advisory’ programs, and the tendency to avoid 
signifi cant issues like democracy, social problems and political concerns. 

It was also becoming increasingly apparent that middle school educators who had done just 
about everything recommended to that point were still struggling with some unnamed gap in 
the movement itself. Among others, Richard Levy of Virginia came right out and named the 
curriculum. So did the series of ‘shadow studies’ conducted by Lounsbury and others. As if all of 
this was not enough, the fi nal straw was a statement by a speaker at a middle school conference 
who said, ‘it doesn’t matter what we teach early adolescents, only how we teach them.’
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Early adolescents, their teachers, their 
parents, and others want a curriculum 
that is about something of great 
signifi cance.

Imagine that! Could it be that we attach no importance to the actual content, knowledge, 
attitudes, predispositions, skills, values and so on that we bring to early adolescents during 
this time in their lives? Could it be that early adolescents themselves don’t care either? Could 
it be that there is nothing of compelling value beyond climate and process that middle level 
schools ought to be about? Could it be that curriculum is nothing more than an afterthought in 
our middle level schools? I hardly think so! And I think that early adolescents, their teachers, 
their parents and others want a curriculum that is about something of great signifi cance.

In the epilogue of the fi rst edition, left intact for this one, I named the larger purpose 
for the current curriculum work: ‘It is to open the hearts and minds of young people to 
the possibilities for a more just and humane world – a world in which human dignity, the 
democratic way of life, and the prizing of diversity are more widely shared and experienced.’ 
Certainly that says something about how we teach. But it also says something about what we 
teach. And I think that matters.

A word about language

Disenchantment with the ‘traditional’ curriculum has led educators and others to begin moving 
away from the strict subject-centred approach. Many now talk about replacing subjects as 
organising centres with ‘themes.’ But this does not tell us what those themes or their sources 
might be. Some speak of fi nding themes from the existing curriculum that will encourage 
correlation across two or more subjects – what I refer to as a multidisciplinary approach. 
Others speak of fi nding themes in social problems or in the issues facing young people in 
relation to development. In either case, some still use a multi-disciplinary planning approach 
(‘What can each subject area contribute?’), while others are willing to ignore subject area lines 
and instead draw from any subject area without regard for boundaries or identifi cation, while 
focusing on the problem or issue at hand. This is what I would call curriculum integration, 
although that term has also been used with regard to ‘integrating’ things like thinking, health 
and writing across the subjects.

A few teachers (not enough, I think) are interested in planning the curriculum with young 
people in terms of questions and concerns they have about themselves and their world. In this 
case knowledge and skill are integrated naturally and by the young people themselves as they 
carry out their work. Experiences are integrated into present schemes of meaning and new 
ones are constructed. This I would call an integrative curriculum, since the purpose is to help 
young people integrate their experiences on their own terms rather than those of adults. 

In the current talk about curriculum these terms are used rather loosely. ‘Thematic’ is 
used to cover everything but really means nothing without saying what the themes are about. 
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‘Integration’ is often used to refer to ‘multi-disciplinary’ experiences, which sidesteps the issue 
of whether the latter are more than mere tinkering with the separate subject approach. In this 
sense ‘multi-disciplinary’ is not used enough since it is the most widely used of the approaches 
that are not strictly subject centred. ‘Integrative’ has been less commonly used than any and 
though it is gaining prominence, it too is being used to cover less than it really means. And 
worst of all, ‘interdisciplinary’ has come to mean little more than whatever a multi-subject 
team of teachers wants to do.

In the fi rst edition of this book I simply called my proposal a ‘new’ curriculum. I have 
tried in some of my other writing and lectures to tie that ‘new’ curriculum to those terms just 
discussed, perhaps in some ways contributing to the language confusion. In preparing this 
present version, therefore, I have been faced with the question of now naming my proposed 
curriculum. Frankly I wish I could call it ‘core’ as that term was properly used in earlier 
days or even ‘integration’ or ‘integrative,’ the more recent terms. But each of these has been 
appropriated to mean so many things and I am not inclined to invent a new term that would 
likely be appropriated as well.

To avoid all of this I have decided to again call it a ‘new’ curriculum. Besides, it is ‘new’ 
given what we have had for too long. Some people have called it ‘Beane’s curriculum’ but they 
are wrong about that, especially in the historical sense. Imagine if they called it ‘the middle 
school curriculum’ implying thereby that any other would be inappropriate and therefore 
not eligible to be attached to the middle level school. But if ‘new’ is not enough and if ‘the 
middle school curriculum’ is too dangerous, I wish people would call it ‘a curriculum for early 
adolescents.’ After all, that is what I meant it to be.



Prologue

The purpose of this small volume is to open up the middle years curriculum question. 
Put simply, that question is this: What ought to be the curriculum of the middle years? 
By italicising the word ‘the’ in this question I mean to be clear that the query is not 

concerned with various parts of the typical middle years program, like academic or ‘special’ 
subjects, but rather about the broad and underlying conception of the whole curriculum at 
this level.

Put this way, the middle years curriculum question is an intriguing one. Over the past three 
decades efforts to improve schooling at the middle level have made considerable progress. 
However these efforts have mainly addressed better understanding of early adolescents and the 
organisational structures of the middle years. To a lesser degree, and with less success, they have 
sometimes spoken to the correlation of subject areas through ‘interdisciplinary’ instruction and 
the modifi cation of teaching methods to accommodate the characteristics of ‘kids.’ Meanwhile, 
the broader ‘curriculum question’ has received far less attention. Yet it is hard to imagine 
an authentic school improvement project at any level that does not involve rethinking the 
curriculum since the curriculum is a central and crucial factor in the life of a school. Thus the 
curriculum question has been an ‘absent presence’ in the middle school movement.

My own sense of this dilemma is that entering such territory is a very risky business. For 
example, many middle level educators have deep loyalties to particular subject areas and 
matter and their profes sional self-concepts are partially defi ned by them: teachers are not just 
‘teachers;’ they are ‘English teachers,’ ‘music teachers,’ ‘maths teachers,’ and so on. Moreover, 
the education fi eld as a whole is largely organised around these subject distinctions, including 
the language it uses to describe its work.

I want to suggest that the work on middle years organisation and teaching methods has 
succeeded partly, and perhaps mostly, because it has focused on better ways of transmitting the 
usual subject matter without questioning that subject matter or the subject area curriculum 
organisation that surrounds it. The diffi culty often experienced in promoting even modest 
subject correlations through interdisciplinary teams certainly supports this criticism as does, 
for example, the hot debate over heterogeneous grouping, an arrangement that many see as 
interfering with academic achievement. Taken this way, the ‘absent presence’ of the broader 
curriculum question could partly be accounted for by fear that explicitly asking it might just 
cause a rift in what has mostly been a gentle and friendly reform movement at the middle 
level.

Yet I do not see how we can continue to progress in that reform work without taking on 
this question. Middle years advocates have claimed from the beginning that their primary 

x © 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education HB0733
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concern is with the characteristics of early adolescence. If those characteristics are extended 
into a discussion of the curriculum, it becomes apparent that the persistent organisation 
around a collection of academic and ‘special’ courses, with emphasis on the former, is not a 
developmentally appropriate nor genuinely responsive approach to the curriculum. Surely 
there must be a different and better answer to the curriculum question, an answer that more 
closely matches the curriculum with ongoing rhetoric about middle years.

Chapter 1 of this volume opens up the middle years curriculum question by looking back 
at the beginning of the so-called ‘middle school movement’ to see where the curriculum fi ts in, 
as well as the pressures that are exerted on the curriculum both inside and outside the school. 
Chapter 2 presents an admittedly unkind critique of the separate subject, academic-centred 
approach to the curriculum. If we are going to take on the curriculum question in a genuine 
way, then we must recognise how that approach so seriously failed the middle years and so 
frequently helped to create a deadening effect on teaching and learning. Chapter 3 presents 
a theory of what I think the middle years curriculum ought to be and how it ought to be 
organised. The major idea behind this approach is that the middle school ought to be a 
‘general education’ school whose curriculum is formed around the emerging and common 
developmental concerns of early adolescents and the widely shared issues that face people 
in the larger world, regardless of the individual paths their lives take. It is in the intersection 
of these personal and social concerns that we will uncover the themes around which the 
curriculum ought to be organised. 

Chapter 4 involves a look at some of the tasks that lie ahead if we are to carry out curriculum 
reform. Clearly we will need some serious discussion of the middle school curriculum before 
taking specifi c action, but just as clearly we will have to be willing to rethink many policies 
and procedures if the curriculum itself takes on a new form. Chapter 5, added for this latest 
edition, is an essay by Barbara Brodhagen entitled, ‘The Situation Made Us Special.’ Here 
she recounts a year in her classroom trying out the kind of curriculum approach I proposed. 
Anyone who reads it carefully will quickly discover that what Brodhagen and her teammates 
have done is clearly better than the theory itself. 

I am acutely aware that when we speak of ‘curriculum,’ we ought to mean the totality of 
learning experiences in the school and that the processes we use and the institutional features 
of the school constitute a part of that meaning. However, in this proposal I will speak of 
the planned curriculum and particularly its content. Much has already been said about the 
‘hidden curriculum’ of the middle years in the work on climate and structural organisation. 
How my proposal fi ts with that work is partly shown in Chapter 4 and should otherwise be 
implicitly clear to anyone who has followed the middle school movement over the past few 
decades.

I hope that those who have been involved in the middle school movement will take my 
critique of their work in good spirit. Like so many others, I recognise that the progress toward 
reform has been remarkable in many middle schools. Indeed, it is often at the middle level, 
more than at others, that we can look today for examples of school practices that clearly lean 
toward the best interests of young people. Moreover, it would be foolish not to recognise the 
signifi cant contribu tions made by middle level theorists to that progress. In many ways, the 
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congruence between theory and practice is closer at this level than at any other. Yet I also 
fi rmly believe that the possibility for extending this success story cannot be realised apart 
from the central curriculum question that has been avoided for too long.

xii © 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education HB0733
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