Curriculum and
Subject Matter

The English word ‘curriculum’ is derived from the Latin
word curriculum meaning ‘a course’, ‘a race’ or ‘a running’.
This suggests a process, the idea of going through something
which has a beginning, a development and an end. The
secondary meaning of curriculum was ‘career’. Both the
primary and the secondary meanings of curriculum referred
to temporal space and to non-temporal endeavours or
intellectual pursuits. The expression ‘curiculum vitae’, then
referred to both intellectual and non-intellectual pursuits.
Today curriculum in the educational context refers primar-
ily, if not solely, to intellectual pursuits. Actually curriculum
is related to learning in a broad sense, incorporating more
than the ““cognitive’ aspect (what one learns, how this is
brought about, with what objectives, how it is planned,
evaluated, etc.). This suggests that the concept curriculum
is a complex notion. Various meanings have been attached
toit.(1) A careful analysis of curriculum shows that the no-
tions of “‘plan’’, “‘content or subject matter’’, ‘‘objectives”’
and ‘““method”’ are intimately connected to curriculum which
should not be completely identified with any one of these
concepts. In this short paper I propose to discuss the follow-
ing question: Is the notion of subject matter inherent in that
of curriculum, or, does the notion curriculum make sense
without that of subject matter? Answers to this question are
meant to help clarify the relationship between the curriculum
and subject matter.

It is worthwhile before attempting to answer this question
to investigate briefly what the notion of subject matter
means, and where it fits in the educational context. K. B.
Henderson identifies three uses of the term ‘subject matter’:
(a) as concreta, (b) as the content of the conventional subject
taught, (c) as knowledge.(2)

According to the first of these, subject matter refers to
something physical. A chemistry teacher could say ‘I am
teaching the nitrates this week’’, or an English Literature
teacher, ‘I am teaching the plays of Harold Pinter. Hender-
son argues that although it is meaningful to say these things,
it would not make sense for the Chemistry teacher to say
“I am teaching certain concreta’. What these teachers mean
to say is that they are teaching students something about
the nitrates or the plays of Harold Pinter. Subject matter
in such cases does not refer to concreta.

If subject matter is ‘the content of conventional subjects
taught’, what is indicated is what should be included in
subject matter. What should be included falls under ‘‘con-
ventional subjects’” or ‘‘traditional disciplines.’”’(3) The
underlying principle here is that we should teach only the
disciplines. This, Jane R. Martin points out, ‘‘may be
interpreted as a principle governing school subjects (Pr.S.)
or as a principle governing school subject matter selection
(Pr.S.M.).”’(4) While according to Pr.S., every school sub-
ject falls under a discipline, according to Pr.S.M., a subject
matter falls under a subject and there is therefore no need
for a subject to fall under a corresponding discipline. The
important point here is that ‘discipline’ covers a broader area
than ‘subject’, and ‘subject’ a broader area than ‘subject
matter’.
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The third and perhaps the most crucial usage of ‘subject
matter’ is ‘subject matter as knowledge’. Following Ryle,
Henderson makes the distinction between knowing that and
knowing how. The former he calls ‘‘cognitive or verbal”’
knowledge, the latter “‘performance’’ knowledge. Hender-
son defends the position that subject matter should properly
refer to cognitive knowledge. His main argument against
the inclusion of performative knowledge is that this type of
knowledge is essentially constituted of ‘‘behaviours’’ which
are a kind of concreta. According to Henderson, if one
considers teaching as a triadic relation (X teaches Y to Z),
the only substitute for Y is verbal knowledge.(5)

Such a narrow view of subject matter as this one creates
problems of inclusion. What of the teaching of skills, or for
that metter the teaching of developing dispositions, as part
of the teaching process? The problem is that, just as we
speak about X teaching Z that Malta is an island in the
Mediterranean, we also speak about X teaching Z how to
add, how to perform a certain experiment, or how to behave.
In these cases Z is not acquiring a body of facts, but learning
how to do certain activities, acquiring certain dispositions.
Skills and dispositions may be included in subject matter.
If they are not, it will not be possible to include such things
as art appreciation, moral education or reading in a
curriculum.

This relates to Dewey’s remarks about the nature or a
subject matter: ‘‘It consists of the facts observed, recalled,
read, and talked about, and the ideas suggested, in course
of a development of a situation having a purpose.’’(6) The
““facts observed, recalled, read and talked about’’ refer to
propositional knowledge, while ‘‘ideas suggested in course
of a development of a situation haveing a purpose’’ refer
to performative knowledge (since for Dewey ‘‘ideas’’ are
always related to actions and dispositions).

Let us now consider where the notion of subject matter
fits in the educational context. If one holds that education
is a process of initiation into a form of life(7), and that this
process consists among other things of the activities of
teaching and learning, then subject matter will form the
second term of the triadic relation implied in the activity
of teaching: X teaches Y to Z (where Y is the subject mat-
ter; the “‘vehicle’’). According to this view, teaching does
not merely involve teaching students (Z) or teaching
something (Y). It involves both Y and Z. X and Z could
be the same person. Nor does this view deny that where X
and Z are not identical, X does not learn anything from such
an activity. That is, this vision does not conflict with
Dewey’s dictum that, ‘‘the learned man should also still bé
a learner ...”’(8) The teacher, Dewey insists, has to be a
learned man. This vision of teaching does not assume that
the role of teacher is essentially an active one, while that
of the student is essentially a passive one, where the student
merely receives and accepts what the teacher says. This is
an important point. Louis Arnold Reid points out that the
distinction of teacher from student where the former is active
and the latter passive follows ‘‘if we are too much dominated
by ordinary grammatical use.”’(9) Nothing in the gram-
matical analysis of teaching denies what Reid calls the
“‘dialectial way’’ of looking at teaching! A corollary of this
view of teaching is that when one teaches, one does so in
a certain manner and with certan objectives in mind.



The upshot of this vision of teaching is that the slogans
«we teach subjects’” and ‘‘we teach children and not sub-
jects”” are misleading if taken on their own. If one adheres
completely to the first, the centre of gravity shifts away from
the learner; if one adheres to the second the centre of gravity
shifts away from the subject. A careful examination of the
process of teaching shows that both learner and subject are
central. Take the example of eating. No one would maintain
that the central notion in this process is either that of food
or that of the eater. The two go together. With regard to
the relationship of teaching, subject and learner, this middle
of the road positon is not new, Some forty years ago Sir
John Adams remarked: ‘“The New Teaching does not put
John in front, but drives him and Latin side by side, and
one of the characteristic feature of the intelligent New
Teaching is that the true relations between the pupil and the
subject can be clearly recognized.’’(10)

One more point must be considered with regard to the
second term of the triadic relatio of teaching. Should the
term ‘curriculum’ itself be used as a substitute for the term
‘subject matter’ in this triadic relation? Derr, in his article
“Curriculum: A Concept Elucidation,”’(11) attempts a brief
analysis of curriculum by examining the implications of the
term ‘curriculum’ as used in certain sentences. One sentence
he considers is this: ‘“‘All elementary schools should offer
the new math curriculum.”’ According to Derr three things
are implicit in such a statement: 1. teachers should offer the
new math curriculum, 2. the schools should have qualified
people to teach the new math curriculum, 3. when teachers
offer it, then, they should teach it. The assumption here is
that curriculum is considered as something which is zaught.
This seems odd to me. Teachers do not usually ask one
another whether or not they have taught a certain cur-
riculum. They say ‘I taught history,”’ or ‘I taught a certain
subject matter,’” not ‘‘I taught the history curriculum.”’ In
ordinary usage, ‘the curriculum’ is not something which is
taught, although it is undoubtedly related to and influences
what goes on in the activity of teaching. The expressions
‘subject matter of the curriculum’ or ‘content of the cur-
riculum’ are not identical with ‘the curriculum’.

Let us return to the intial question: Can there be a cur-
riculum without a subject matter? Consider for a moment
the example of someone running a race. Can one run a race
without actually doing certain movements and covering a
certain ground? Clearly the answer is, ‘No’. Running a race
usually involves at least three things: that one does certains
things in certain ways, that there be a place (a track, a
course) where the running takes place, and that there be
at least one other person competing. There are races where
the competitors run a course alone. But someone is still
competing with someone else. The times of runners are
recorded and whoever runs a course in the shortest time will
win. (Similarly, when one competes with oneself, trying to
better one’s PR, the element of competing is still present.
Here, the other person is oneself at some other point in
time).

Curriculum theorists generally agree that the notion or
subject matter or content is intrinsic to that of curriculum.
Some identify the two completely(12): I believe this to be
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a mistake(13). This does not mean that subject matter (or
content) is independent of curriculum. To extend the image
of a race, neither the track nor certain movements alone
make the race. In the case of curriculum, subject matter (or
content) is not equivalent to the curriculum. Although a
curriculum must have some form of content.

It is important to distinguish between the remarks “‘the
curriculum consists of content ...’’ and “‘the curriculum
has a content ...”’(14). According to John Wilson, the
former expression of the relation between content or subject
matter and curriculum lacks sense. The phrase “‘ ‘consists’
of introduces a material’’(15), but the curriculum is not
something physical(16). The phrase ‘consists in’ would not
serve our purpose either, according to Wilson, for this is
used ‘“in a definition or statement of identity.’’(17)

Three observations can be noted following this discussion
of the concept subject matter as it relates to that of the
curriculum:

1. The expression ‘content of the curriculum’ can refer
to a particular subject matter as well as to a particular
subject depending upon the level of reference. Thus, in a
discussion of what subjects to include in a certain cur-
riculum, the expression ‘content of the curriculum’ refers
to the subjects chosen. In a discussion of what to teach from
a certain subject area, where the area is chosen, content
refers to subject matter.

2. The notion of subject matter or content is closely
related to that of the curriculum, although it does not make
sense to say that the curriculum consists of content among
other things.

3. Given that we are clear about the uses of the terms
‘subject matter’ and ‘content’ with reference to the cur-
riculum, the question which follows is: How do we justify
the inclusion or exclusion of a certain content? This is an
intrinsically moral question.(18)

John P. Portelli
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