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Introduction: The Curriculum Dilemma

Over the last decade, I have worked with elementary and secondary school 
teachers and school leaders as they come to terms with what is being asked of 
them by 21st century educational standards, theories, curriculum, and proce-
dures. The pressures to adapt and adopt have been overwhelming for many of 
them: educators have been asked to be more accountable, more imaginative, 
more inclusive, and more flexible all at the same time. Teachers are now expected 
to adopt an inquiry-based, project-based approach in their teaching and to adapt 
various methodologies to include online and technological advances. They are 
being asked to adapt to new ways of assessing learning and are required to adopt 
culturally relevant approaches to meet the needs of increasingly diverse student 
populations. As I watch them work feverishly hard in an effort to “do it all,” my 
heart has gone out to them.

The work over the past 10 years has been pleasurable, but also intense with 
underlying feelings of inadequacy and worry. Teachers often ask me: “How can 
I do it all? I really want to teach this way, but I worry that students won’t be able 
to pass the tests that are coming their way. Should I teach this way for a little bit 
and then revert to the kind of teaching that is going to get the scores that our 
school badly needs?” I have felt the tensions that teachers experience in their 
practice. They want to do what is required by their districts, but they also long to 
have some autonomy as well as agency: to act on their own sense of what is right, 
good, and true for their students and for themselves in the various contexts in 
which they teach.

As I work with teachers of varying levels of experience, I am always moved 
by the efforts of all of them to gain new knowledge and skills, find resources 
that their students will connect to, and raise the experience of teaching to new 
heights. Crucial to the success of this work are a number of factors: a commit-
ment to this new kind of collaborative, inquiry-based teaching; support of the 
classroom as a negotiated place, where students’ questions lead the discussion 
and inquiry; the permission (and encouragement) of the school administration 
for this kind of teaching to take place; adjustments in the school schedule/calen-
dar; and the investment in the enterprise by teachers, students, parents, and the 
school community.

The Potential for Authentic Teaching Tapestries

I hope that the ideas represented here help teachers think about what is possible 
if we approach teaching from a collaborative, imaginative stance where learning 
among subjects and in relation to the real world is connected. I hope teachers 
will see that the links are not forced, but that the common narratives are blended 
together in ways that make sense. I encourage teachers to work collaboratively 

Longing to Teach in Ways That 
Make Sense
“If you want to build a ship, don’t 
drum up people to collect wood and 
don’t assign them tasks and work, 
but rather teach them to long for the 
endless immensity of the sea.”
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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8  

and creatively — to tease out common ideas, themes, and approaches that are 
present in the curriculum — and then weave authentic teaching tapestries, where 
content knowledge and understanding are drawn from one subject discipline 
and used to enrich and apply to others.

This book will help teachers work together to create and teach curriculum 
that is imaginative, integrated, inquiry based, and innovative. Precise and proven 
ways of teaching and assessing are introduced, and teachers are encouraged to 
look at the curriculum expectations of the subjects they are responsible for and 
then work with each other to develop inquiry projects that meet the needs and 
interests of their students. I provide ways for teachers to sift out what is impor-
tant from the mass of material in front of them so that they can seamlessly “con-
nect the curriculum dots.”

How to Address the Challenges

This book is intended to be a practical resource that explores innovative ways for 
teachers to “conquer” the many curricular challenges they face in diverse, con-
temporary classrooms. It describes worthwhile projects that they can co-create 
with their colleagues and students so that learning about something of signifi-
cance is done in innovative ways from a variety of perspectives.

Here, I describe ways that elementary and secondary school teachers can set 
up integrated webs of contextualized learning so that students are engaged in 
curricular material that matters to them.

so that we can plan and implement culturally responsive and relevant 
pedagogy.

so that their students see different perspectives, think critically and imagi-
natively about ideas, work with others to explore material in various con-
texts, and represent new knowledge in precise, artistic, and profound ways.

projects that carefully and skillfully integrate curriculum areas.

who want to work in new ways, take risks in their teaching, and challenge 
their colleagues to come on the journey with them. Advocacy for innovative 
thinking is reinforced by a range of effective ways to teach.

I hope that Conquering the Crowded Curriculum will inspire teachers to teach 
in new ways and never look back.
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