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ABSTRACT

Across the United States, in an attempt to raise standards for student learning,
states have developed curriculum standards that specify what students are to learn.
Raising standards has become synonymous with standardizing curriculum. This
study critically examines the reading/language arts and history-social science stan-
dards documents in California to explore how the standards movement has recon-
figured codes of power, and in whose interests. To address this question, we used
Bernstein’s (1975) theory of codes of power in curriculum. Bernstein suggested
that codes of power can be uncovered by examining how curriculum is classified
and framed. Our analysis suggests that the state’s curriculum standards fit within a
political movement to reconfigure power relations among racial, ethnic, language,
and social class groupings. This is not simply about trying to improve student learn-
ing, but more important, about reasserting who has a right to define what schools
are for, whose knowledge has most legitimacy, and how the next generation should
think about the social order and their place within it.

INTRODUCTION

Curriculum in any time and place becomes the site of a battleground where 
the fight is over whose values and beliefs will achieve the legitimation and the
respect that acceptance into the national discourse provides. (Kliebard, 1995, p.
250–51)

Across the United States, in an attempt to raise standards for student
learning, states have developed curriculum standards that specify what 
students are to learn. Raising standards has become synonymous with 
standardizing curriculum. This study critically examines two sets of current
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curriculum standards document in California. There, very detailed cur-
riculum standards were developed during the 1990s in history-social
science, reading/language arts, mathematics, natural science, and visual
and performing arts. In 2001, state legislation created a seamless web spec-
ifying not only subject matter content in every discipline for K–12, but also
disciplinary subject matter university coursework for teacher preparation.
Standards for teacher credentialing were also aligned to K–12 content stan-
dards, making the main role of teacher education preparation to teach
state-adopted curriculum. The purpose of this article is to examine stan-
dards in two disciplines in order to explore their connection with broader
power relationships.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

For over a century, curriculum in the United States has periodically sur-
faced as a lightening rod for debate about what schools should do, and
more broadly, about basic values and beliefs about how young people
should view society, and what adults expect of them as they enter the adult
world. Like Kliebard (1995), Bernstein and Solomon (1999) argued that
in any society, groups struggle for the means to control consciousness of
people, and that education develops the consciousness of children and
youth: “The pedagogic device, the condition for the materializing of sym-
bolic control, is the object of a struggle for domination, for the group who
appropriates the device has access to a ruler and distributor of conscious-
ness, identity, and desire” (p. 268).

To examine the legitimation of power and control in two disciplines in
California, we used Bernstein’s (1975) theory of codes of power in cur-
riculum. Bernstein suggested that codes of power can be uncovered by
examining how curriculum is classified and framed. Classification refers to
the degree to which curriculum contents are separated and bounded—for
example, the strength of boundaries among disciplines, or between school
knowledge and everyday knowledge. “Where classification is strong, con-
tents are well insulated from each other by strong boundaries” (p. 88).
Bernstein distinguished between two basic types of curriculum in rela-
tionship to classification: a collection code curriculum, and an integrated
code curriculum. A collection code reflects strong classification; the stronger
the classification, the more hierarchical the structure of knowledge, the
more status academic knowledge has over everyday knowledge, and the
greater degree to which teaching moves sequentially from basic facts
toward the deep structure of a given discipline. An integrated code curricu-
lum is weakly classified, boundaries are blurred, and knowledge is viewed
much less hierarchically. Curriculum tends to be organized around themes
and emphasizes the knowledge construction process rather than accumu-
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lation of disciplinary facts and concepts. Bernstein suggested that move-
ments away from collection to integrated code curricula may reflect
broader social movements that attempt to “alter power structures and prin-
ciples of control” (p. 111). Conversely, movements that attempt to reestab-
lish collection code curricula may reflect broader movements to reestablish
traditional power hierarchies.

Frame refers to “the degree of control teacher and pupil possess over the
selection, organization, pacing and timing of the knowledge transmitted
and received in the pedagogical relationship” (Bernstein, 1975, p. 89).
Under strong framing, teachers and students learn to work within a set of
received knowledge; under weak framing, they are encouraged to use their
own sense-making process. Curriculum that has strong framing offers little
decision-making power to teachers or students; curriculum that has weak
framing encourages classroom decision-making. “Framing regulates the
form of socialization into the category system, that is, into the positional
structure, and into the form of the power relationships which constitute,
maintain and reproduce the structure” (p. 179). In other words, teachers
and students learn their place in hierarchical power relationships through
the degree of power they have over selecting, organizing, and teaching or
learning curriculum.

These codes are constructed and play out within structural relationships,
which include relationships among teachers (grade level, subject area),
between teachers and administrators, and among students (particularly
how students are grouped in school). Ultimately, Bernstein was interested
in how young people are inducted into a stratified and segmented society.
Because he viewed education as a primary regulator of society, he saw clas-
sification and framing as tools for examining how regulation is imposed
and, at times, disrupted.

The standards movement in the United States followed a period in
which power relations in the broader society had been disrupted. The civil
rights movement had spawned various movements to redistribute power,
which in education took forms such as school desegregation, multicultural
education, and bilingual education. To what extent can the standards
movement be understood as an attempt to restore earlier power relations?
Bernstein’s framework enables us to examine this question as it is reflected
in curriculum documents. Below, we develop and situate the standards
movement in a historic context, then report our analysis of a set of content
standards documents.

From Civil Rights to Standardization

Beginning with the civil rights movement in the 1960s, the ethnic studies
movement, the women’s movement, and other democratically based 
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equity movements challenged collection code curricula that had defined
academic knowledge of Europeans and European Americans as superior
to other knowledge systems. When schools were initially desegregated,
parents and community leaders of color began to demand that the cur-
riculum reflect their communities, and that teachers expect the same level
of academic learning of their children as they did of white children (Gay,
1995; Weinberg, 1977). Historically disenfranchised communities argued
that textbooks and other sources of curriculum were too often culturally
irrelevant to students of color, and inaccessible to students of non-English
language backgrounds. Particularly on college campuses, youth demanded
ethnic studies courses that related to their own experiences. Ethnic studies
and women’s studies scholarship burgeoned; faculty hired to teach such
courses found themselves needing to unearth subjugated knowledge to
construct new curricula (Gay).

By the 1980s, models and approaches to multicultural and bilingual cur-
riculum had been created; they tended to follow integrated curriculum
codes and weakened framing in that many of the models emphasized teach-
ers’ and students’ power over the knowledge construction process. For
example, Watkins’s (1993) six black curriculum frameworks and Tetreault’s
(1989) phases of the integration of women into curriculum dislodged 
classifications within traditional academic knowledge. Ladson-Billings’s
(1994) and Gay’s (1995) research on culturally relevant pedagogy, along
with bilingual education research, demonstrated how essential it is for all
students, and especially second-language learners, to build their academic
skills on everyday life experiences and family-based knowledge (e.g.,
Cummins, 1996; Gutierrez et al., 2002; Ruíz, 1995; Tharp et al., 2000). 
Bilingual education research demonstrated that primary language literacy
among English learners supports second language acquisition, and that
fluency in multiple languages is superior to fluency in only one (e.g.,
Cummins, 1996; Dicker, 1996; Hakuta, 1986; Thomas & Collier, 1999).

More general conceptions of language learning and language arts
instruction also shifted. In particular, more holistic and integrated
approaches to reading and writing instruction emerged and began to chal-
lenge traditional pedagogical models of language arts instruction (Emig,
1971, 1982; Goodman & Goodman, 1979; Graves, 1982; Gutierrez, 2001).
Scholarship that argued for a more social and cultural notion of language
learning followed (e.g., Heath, 1983), and influenced the development of
and research about language arts instructional models that showed effec-
tiveness for culturally and linguistically diverse children. In particular,
researchers came to considerable consensus about the most helpful
instructional principles and processes, emphasizing the importance of 
contextualized rather than skill-driven instruction, and the connections
between language, thinking, values, culture, and identity (Center for
Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence, 2002; Gibbons, 2002;
Wink & Putney, 2002).
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Social science was also a subject of debates. One view was that the main
purpose of social studies is to prepare citizens. That view conflicted with
the more traditional view of social science as discipline based, with cur-
riculum drawing from discipline-specific content. Yet a third view defined
social science as a process of reflective inquiry (Brophy & VanSledright,
1997); for example, Wineberg (2001) suggested teaching students to think
historically and to analyze historical texts as artifacts of human production
in specific contexts, rather than delivering historian-constructed interpre-
tations of the past.

The mid-1980s ushered in the standards movement, which viewed the
main purpose of schooling as bolstering the U.S. economy and its national
sovereignty and security (Coles, 2000; Engels, 2000). Its genesis is often
traced to the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 (National Commission
on Excellence in Education). Subsequent reform reports expressed con-
cerns of the business community: that technological advances and global
restructuring were transforming the nature of production and work, and
that the United States would need to develop many, many more workers
for demands of this new economy. These new workers would need to
master “technological visualization; abstract reasoning, mathematical, sci-
entific, and computer expertise; knowledge of specific technologies and
production techniques; individual initiative; and so forth” (Berliner &
Biddle, 1995, p. 141). On the heels of these reform reports came a barrage
of highly visible conservative critiques of multiculturalism and bilingual
education (e.g., Bloom, 1989; Ravitch, 1990; Schlesinger, 1992), which tar-
geted curricular changes and policies that had been instituted in schools
and universities. They charged that multiculturalism was damaging edu-
cation and social cohesion, and that multicultural and bilingual curricula
were intellectually weak, addressing minority student achievement in dam-
aging ways by appealing mainly to self-esteem rather than hard work and
intellectual challenge.

The reform reports and the conservative critiques of multiculturalism
depicted schools, and U.S. society generally, as being in a state of crisis. In
response, beginning in the 1980s, states began to construct disciplinary
content standards. By the mid-1990s, most states had content standards in
place and were designing or beginning to implement statewide systems of
testing based on them. No Child Left Behind, passed by Congress and
signed into law in 2001, mandates that states receiving federal funding
implement accountability systems, with annual testing in reading and
math.

The specificity, user-friendliness, and prescriptiveness of content stan-
dards vary from state to state. In some states, they are highly detailed and
specific, leaving fairly little room for local decision-making, while in others,
they are very broad and general. For example, in their analysis of 14 states’
language arts standards documents, Wixson and Dutro (1999) compared
the structure of standards in Texas and California, both of which serve
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diverse students. While California’s language arts standards comprise three
volumes, only one of which explicitly addresses how to teach English lan-
guage learners (ELLs), Texas includes both standards and instructional
guidelines in one accessible and user-friendly document that integrates
strategies throughout for tailoring instruction to ELLs.

Within the standards movement, the general paradigm shifted from
integrated code curricula to collection code curricula, and from weak
framing to strong framing, using science to justify certain pedagogies. State
and federal governments define science to mean studies that claim to be
value-neutral and rely heavily on quantitative methods. Reading and lan-
guage arts particularly were affected by the seminal “scientific” study sup-
porting phonics instruction, commonly called The Foorman Study (Foorman
et al., 1998) and sponsored by the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development (NICHD).1 Across the country, “alignment” has
become a watchword as schools and school districts have worked to align
their curriculum with state standards and state testing.

Standardizing Curriculum in California

California has a highly diverse student population. In academic year
2002–2003, students in California public schools were 45% Hispanic, 34%
non-Hispanic White, 8% Black, 8% Asian, 3% Filipino, 1% American
Indian/Alaskan Native, and 1% Pacific Islander (Educational Demo-
graphics Office, 2004). Over 25% of the students came to school speaking
a first language other than English. One out of every four students was an
ELL, and one in three elementary school students was considered to have
limited English proficiency (Gándara et al., 2003).

California is often cited as having led the nation’s standards movement
by drafting curriculum frameworks in the early 1980s, which became the
cornerstone of its standards-based reform program. For all content areas,
the State Board of Education, appointed by the governor, makes curricu-
lum decisions. Subject-matter decisions are made by committees that
report to the Curriculum Commission. Members of the Curriculum Com-
mission are appointed by the State Board of Education, the governor, and
the Speaker of the House of the Assembly. Commission recommendations
go to the State Board of Education, which then flow down to the colleges
and the counties, then to districts, then to schools. In other words, the deci-
sion-making structure is decidedly top-down.

Content standards guide adoption of textbooks for grades one through
eight by the State Board of Education and construction of state achieve-
ment tests. The Public School Accountability Act of 1999 established a
system of achievement testing based on curriculum standards, and on
rewarding high-performing schools and sanctioning low-performing
schools. The 2002 Master Plan for Education, which outlines recommen-
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dations for education from preschool through university, makes frequent
reference throughout to aligning curriculum and teacher preparation to
the state’s content frameworks and standards.

Our main question, then, is this: Given the historic context of struggles
over curriculum, how has the standards movement reconfigured codes of
power as manifest in curriculum, and in whose interests?

The Standards Documents

We conducted a content analysis of the following California frameworks
and standards.

• History-Social Science Framework and Standards for California Public 
Schools (California Department of Education, 2001)

• English-Language Arts Content Standards for California Public Schools
(California Department of Education, 1997)

• Reading/Language Arts Framework for California Public Schools
(California Department of Education, 1999b)

• English Language Development Standards (California Department of
Education, 1999a)

Content standards in both disciplines were initially adopted in 1987.
The History-Social Science Framework and Standards document, which was
readopted three times with only minor updates, describes what should be
taught in the social studies curriculum in considerable detail for every
grade except ninth. (For ninth grade, there are suggested units, but 
local decision-making over curriculum is allowed.) Its initial adoption was
highly controversial and was contested vigorously by numerous educators,
community groups, and scholars, particularly African American scholars.
The main objection was that it had been written primarily by European
American scholars working within a European American perspective that
conceptualizes everyone within an immigrant paradigm. In so doing, it
ignores perspectives that arise from nonimmigrant historical experiences,
such as those of Native Americans and African Americans (see Cornbleth
& Waugh, 1995; King, 1992). These concerns were never addressed. In fact,
the preface to the newest edition says that “a consensus existed in the field
for the framework” (p. viii). Ultimately, several school districts (notably San
Francisco, Oakland, and Hayward) rejected the adopted texts or recom-
mended that they be used only with substantial alternatives.

In 1997, California adopted a new set of reading/language arts stan-
dards and frameworks to replace those adopted in 1987. These new docu-
ments embody a distinctly different theoretical orientation from those
issued previously by shifting away from a constructivist, literature-based
approach to reading instruction to a direct instruction approach. This shift
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is evident throughout all three of the reading/language arts documents
that we analyzed, mainly in the authors’ tendencies to make theoretical
claims reminiscent of the previous framework, and then to offer content
standards and practical guidelines from the direct instruction approach.

Introductions to the documents in both disciplines address California’s
diverse students, especially the increasing number of students who are not
proficient in English. The authors make clear their dedication to the aca-
demic success of such students and their perception that the content
frameworks and standards are based upon consensus about what Califor-
nia’s students need to know. What does an analysis of how curriculum is
classified and framed reveal?

METHODOLOGY

We used two main processes to analyze these documents. First, we read
them for themes, keeping systematic notes on each theme. For the
reading/language arts documents, we read for themes reflecting a socio-
cultural perspective (operationalized through terms such as contextual-
ization, scaffolding, primary language instruction, bilingual, and
bicultural) and a skill-based perspective (operationalized through terms
such as decode, phonics, phonemic awareness, and phoneme). For the
history-social science document, we read for themes reflecting multicul-
tural content (such as depiction of African American history, depiction of
women, depiction of European immigration) and pedagogical approaches
(such as interdisciplinarity, use of student-generated historical analysis, use
of expert-generated historical analysis).

Second, we counted words and items in each document that reflected
patterns related to our thematic analysis. We counted the demographic
characteristics of people named for study in the history-social science doc-
ument, but not the reading/language arts documents, which did not name
people for study. There, we counted terms representing pedagogical
approaches, and references to ELLs.

RESULTS OF ANALYSIS

Below, we describe how curriculum is classified and framed, according to
Bernstein’s analytical framework.

Classification

Our analysis of classification addresses how knowledge boundaries and
hierarchies are established. The boundaries we identified include those
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between disciplines and languages. We also noted distinct patterns in
sequencing and structuring knowledge in each discipline.

The standards solidify disciplinary boundaries. Separate disciplinary
committees prepared the standards, and even though the covers of the doc-
uments are similar, their overall internal structure is not. The English-
language arts standards for every grade level are organized into four areas:
reading, writing, written, and oral English language conventions, and lis-
tening and speaking. Standards and substandards are then organized into
each of these four areas. In history-social science, the standards and 
substandards are organized mainly according to theme, time period, and
geographic location, which differ from one grade level to the next. For
example, second grade is organized around the theme of “people who
make a difference”; it includes five standards that have up to four sub-
standards. Eighth grade is organized chronologically around U.S. history;
12 standards each have between three and nine substandards. That each
discipline’s standards are organized according to a different internal logic
would tend to discourage constructing interdisciplinary curriculum.

The English-Language Arts Content Standards (ELA) mandates what all
students must learn. The Reading/Language Arts Framework details how and
in what order teachers must introduce language arts material. These two
documents separate what students must learn from pedagogy and instruc-
tional decision-making.

The three reading/language arts documents solidify language bound-
aries and the primacy of English. The English Language Development
Standards (ELD) are mapped against the English-Language Arts Content
Standards to help California’s ELLs to “ ‘catch up’ to the state’s monolin-
gual English speakers” (California Department of Education, 1997, p. 1).
The ELA standards are named 130 times as the instructional objectives of
the ELD standards. Learning in English is given clear primacy over learn-
ing reading, writing, and other language arts skills in any other language.
The documents ignore language arts proficiencies that students might
have in a language other than English. For example, while the introduc-
tion to the ELD standards document acknowledges research supporting
the value of primary language literacy, the standards themselves encour-
age teachers to tap students’ primary language knowledge only with ref-
erence to students’ familiarity with English phonemes.

The standards set up a complex structure of knowledge for each disci-
pline. In both, knowledge derived from students’ experience is sub-
ordinated to school knowledge. For example, the ELA standards refer to
students’ familiar experiences and interests primarily with reference to
their selection of topics in which to practice oral presentation. Otherwise,
there is little reference to students’ interests and experiences. The history-
social science standards refer to students’ community and local area in the
primary grades, but from fourth grade onward, detail content to learn
without reference to students’ lived experiences. In the remainder of this
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section, we examine how disciplinary knowledge is constructed within each
of the two disciplines.

Language arts is hierarchically structured into a learning sequence,
leading toward classification of students based on mastery of that sequence.
Students are to learn skills first, and build meaning on skills. This empha-
sis on sequence is premised on the assumption that “a comprehensive
program ensures that students master foundational skills as a gateway to
using all forms of language as tools for thinking, learning and communi-
cating” (California Department of Education, 1999b, p. 4). The authors
emphasize their commitment to a balanced literacy program, but also state
that “balanced does not mean that all skills and standards receive equal
emphasis at a given point in time. Rather, it implies that the overall empha-
sis accorded to a skill or standard is determined by its priority or impor-
tance relative to students’ language and literacy levels and needs” (p. 4).
Further, the standards embrace balance mainly when addressing the learn-
ing needs of native English speakers. They relegate students who are still
learning English to a “back-to-basics” program until they master founda-
tional skills.

This is not to preclude a well-trained teacher from delivering high-
quality reading/language arts instruction to ELLs. Nonetheless, following
the standards’ sequencing with fidelity may lead teachers who have
received little or no training in this area to a very imbalanced program,
particularly for ELLs. The Reading/Language Arts Framework contends that
“simplified texts should be used only with students with weak proficiency
in English,” and that “students who use the simplified text need intensive
English language instruction to enable them to catch up with their peers”
(California Department of Education, 1999b, p. 76). In other words, Cali-
fornia’s reading/language arts standards enable balanced instruction more
for students who read English at or above grade level than for others.

All three reading/language arts documents are heavily weighted toward
phonics instruction and construct literacy largely as word analysis, partic-
ularly in the early grades. The words “phonemes,” “phonics,” and “phone-
mic awareness” are mentioned 200 times in these documents collectively.
They are mentioned only 22 times in the 84-page ELA document (14 of
which are in the glossary), but 66 times in the 93-page ELD document (only
two of which are in the glossary). Further, the ELD standards emphasize it
from kindergarten through the 12th grade, while in the ELA standards,
most references to phonics-driven instruction appropriately diminish after
the fourth grade. Thus, the ELD standards treat phonics mastery as a gate-
keeper for English learners through the 12th grade.

As a result, language minority students may be precluded from engag-
ing in literary analysis and other intellectual activities that would prepare
them for admission to higher education institutions. And although the
standards at times suggest to teachers that optimal student learning
happens when skill instruction is embedded in authentic texts, discrete skill
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instruction is consistently separated from comprehension or literary analy-
sis by requiring that activities such as literature-based instruction be intro-
duced only after students demonstrate their discrete skill mastery.

Literature is further separated from skills instruction by being devel-
oped in yet a fourth document. Each time the authors of the reading/
language arts documents suggest using literature, they advise teachers to
refer to the state-sponsored list, Recommended Literature: Kindergarten
Through Grade Twelve (California Department of Education, 1996). None
of the titles is integrated into the standards documents.

The History-Social Science Framework and Standards document gives clear
primacy to history as “a story well told” (California Department of Educa-
tion, 2001, p. 4). The story around which the standards are structured
develops over about 10 grade levels. Its central idea is that, as an immi-
grant society, the United States has always been multicultural; students
need to “understand the special role of the United States in world history
as a nation of immigrants” (p. 21). At the same time, “its institutions were
founded on the Judeo-Christian heritage, the ideals of the Enlightenment,
and English traditions of self-government” (p. 64). Its unfinished story tells
“the historic struggle to extend to all Americans the constitutional guar-
antees of equality and freedom” (p. 21). Much of its content revolves
around the political system of the United States as outlined in the Consti-
tution, and is developed primarily through the conceptual tools of chronol-
ogy and geography, as its introduction states.

The dominant storyline revolves around European and European 
Americans, particularly men. For example, we counted representation of
people. Of the 96 Americans named for study, 82% were male and 18%
were female. They were 77% white, 18% African American, 4% Native
American, 1% Latino, and 0% Asian American. Authors of the history-
social science framework recommend integrating children’s literature with
history (a break in the otherwise strong classification system) and gave spe-
cific suggestions. We tallied the racial and gender composition of the 88
authors of recommended children’s literature. Fifty-seven percent were
male, and 35% were female; we were unable to identify the gender of 8%.
Sixty-two percent were European or European American, 19% were
African or African American, 1% (one author) was Native American, 7%
were Asian or Asian American, and none was Latino or South American;
we were unable to identify the background of 10%. We saw a noticeable
effort to include stories about diverse European ethnic groups, including
Swedish, Irish, and Russian immigrants.

Because history-social science was constructed mainly as a story of immi-
gration, stories of conquest were filtered through that paradigm using the
tools of timelines and maps. Students first study European colonialism
briefly in fourth grade in the context of California history. In fifth grade,
they meet European explorers largely through map study, and then they
study English settlements in North America. In seventh grade, they
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examine different world regions, concluding with a unit on “the Age of
Exploration to the Enlightenment.” European exploration and conquest
are mentioned, but political ideals of the Enlightenment receive at least as
much attention. This is important because it casts colonialism not as the
taking of land, life, and sovereignty, but rather as the spread of reason,
ideas, and liberty. In eighth grade, students encounter “the extension of
the United States beyond its borders” (California Department of Educa-
tion, 2001, p. 106), but relationships between the United States and Puerto
Rico, the Philippines, or islands in the Pacific and Caribbean are not men-
tioned. In tenth grade, there is some review of “the worldwide expansion
that was fueled by the industrial nations’ demand for natural resources and
markets and by their nationalist aspirations,” presented as map study in
which students survey colonial possessions of several European nations and
the United States (California Department of Education, 2001, p. 126).
Thus, it is possible to graduate from high school with only a fuzzy idea of
European and United States histories of conquest and exploitation.

The conquests of northern Mexico and indigenous peoples are mar-
ginalized and sanitized. In third grade, students briefly study indigenous
people of the past, then move on. In fourth grade, when studying the
history of California, they briefly study American Indian nations in Cali-
fornia’s past. In fifth grade, students begin to study U.S. history, starting
with a unit devoted to pre-Columbian indigenous people. After that unit,
indigenous people appear only sporadically, and in relationship to the story
of the westward movement of European Americans. Students study the con-
quest of Mexico in fourth, fifth, and eighth grades, but do so mainly as
map study and timelines. Given that California used to be part of Mexico,
and became a part of the United States through conquest, this casting of
history negates family knowledge of many students of Mexican and indige-
nous descent.

To summarize, the documents set up strong classification, solidifying a
collection code. With the exception of the history-social science frame-
work’s recommendation to connect history with children’s literature, the
disciplines are treated as distinctly separate, each having its own internal
and hierarchical structure of knowledge. Reading/language arts is con-
ceptualized as an accretion of skills acquired sequentially and in English.
As a result, ELLs may well have less access to higher-order thinking than
native English speakers, because thinking and literary analysis in a student’s
first language do not count. History-social science is constructed as a
detailed story, sequenced over several grade levels, and organized around
historically dominant groups’ perspectives, experiences, and ways of seeing
the world. The high degree of detail in both disciplines and the differing
organizational systems that structure them would discourage interdiscipli-
nary teaching or development of other integrated code curricula. Further,
the privileging of English and use of English proficiency as a gatekeeper
and the privileging of a European American immigration story as the back-
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bone for academic content in the social sciences establish knowledge of
white English speakers as dominant.

Framing

Framing refers to the degree to which teachers and students have author-
ity to bring their own questions, points of view, organization, and pacing
to the curriculum. We found reading/language arts to be more strongly
framed than history-social science.

Compliance with the standards is enforced mainly through testing and
textbooks. This alignment is more direct in reading/language arts than in
history-social science. Each year, all public school students in grades 2–11
are required by state law to take standardized tests, which focus heavily on
reading. For grades K–3, schools can choose between only two reading
series, both of which are heavily skills based and scripted. Teachers at
higher grade levels have a little more choice; for example, fourth-grade
teachers can select from six reading texts, and eighth-grade teachers can
select from among eight texts.

Although some of California’s few remaining bilingual education pro-
grams are permitted to administer standardized tests in languages other
than English, these tests merely supplement English standardized tests and
are not used, as the English tests are, to determine class placement, grade
promotion, or a school’s ranking on the scale used to determine a school’s
funding and state intervention efforts. Because California’s Public School
Accountability Act uses English tests as the only outcome measures in its
school ranking system, it is increasingly difficult for teachers to stray from
the reading/language arts standards even if their own professional expe-
rience leads them to believe that doing so would benefit their students.

Compliance with the history-social science content standards is enforced
at the elementary level mainly through the state’s textbook adoption
process. Elementary students are not yet tested on mastery of this content.
However, at grades 8, 10, and 11, social studies is part of the state’s stan-
dardized testing program; the eighth-grade test is designed to cover the
curriculum for grades six through eight. Secondary teachers have more lat-
itude than elementary teachers to choose texts, but are held accountable
through student testing.

Both disciplines are strongly framed through the degree to which
content and skills are minutely specified, and through use of disciplinary
expertise and science to support the standards. The reading/language arts
documents mask ideological debates about literacy by using rhetoric of
science. For example, the introduction to the Reading/Language Arts Frame-
work document states, “reading/language arts and related disciplines are
the beneficiaries of an abundance of converging research that produces a
professional knowledge base related to fostering and sustaining compe-
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tence in the language arts, particularly beginning reading” (California
Department of Education, 1999b, p. 3). The authors name a study spon-
sored by the National Research Council (1998) as “most important”
because of its claim that “there is [now] a convergence of evidence to guide
instruction in the language arts” (p. 3). All three documents rely heavily
on this research to substantiate their emphasis on phonics instruction and
phonemic awareness, but there is a notable absence of references to studies
that support alternative approaches to reading instruction, particularly
sociocultural approaches that may be more effective than phonics-driven
methods, especially for diverse students.

We examined the documents for the extent to which they frame how
teaching is to occur, particularly given the diverse students teachers have.
Content in reading/language arts is highly prescribed. At several points in
the ELD and ELA documents, the authors mention the “special needs” of
ELLs and suggest that teachers modify their instruction to better meet
them. Paradoxically, neither document suggests how to do this. In fact,
neither document mentions the terms “scaffold,” “specially designed aca-
demic instruction in English (SDAIE),” or “contextualize,” all of which are
commonly used in literature that details effective ways of teaching second-
language acquisition.

The Reading/Language Arts Framework, on the other hand, mentions the
word “scaffold” many times in the section entitled “Universal Access.” This
section, featured throughout the document, is broken down into three sub-
sections in an effort to address the needs of (1) students with reading dif-
ficulties or disabilities, (2) ELLs, and (3) advanced learners. A universal
access section is offered at each of the early grade levels, but it is included
less frequently at the higher grades. At each grade level, only a few stan-
dards are mentioned and discussed in detail; teachers are then given sug-
gestions for adapting the standards to meet their students’ needs. For
example, project extension guidelines are offered for advanced learners,
and scaffolding interventions are offered for English learners. To the
extent that the universal access section suggests that teachers tailor their
instruction to their students, it could be seen as weakening the framing of
curriculum by inviting teacher judgment. At the same time, we found the
300-plus-page Reading/Language Arts Framework so unwieldy, it was difficult
to imagine a teacher finding the time or wherewithal to study these sug-
gestions. Overall, the three reading documents language arts taken
together specify so many skills (English-Language Arts Content Standards
for California Public Schools, Reading/Language Arts Framework for 
California Public Schools, and English Language Development Standards)
to teach and the order in which they are to be introduced, that one could
see drill on the standards as the best way to get through everything.

In addition, the universal access section of the Reading/Language Arts
Framework emphasizes using students’ scores (“standard deviations”) on the
language arts portion of the state’s standardized test to “diagnose” stu-
dents’ gaps in learning. Accordingly, teachers are then urged to integrate
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test preparation into their intervention efforts (California Department of
Education, 1999b, pp. 226–29). Closely tying the standards documents to
standardized tests raises questions about the degree to which teachers have
the latitude to implement the standards as they deem most effective, par-
ticularly for special needs students such as ELLs and learning disabled 
students.

The language arts’ emphasis on sequencing similarly strengthens the
framing of the language arts curriculum, particularly for English learners
and their teachers. For example, the Reading/Language Arts Framework sug-
gests that when students demonstrate persistent difficulty in mastering the
language arts standards for their grade level, teachers should be “differ-
entiating curriculum and instruction, using grouping strategies effectively,
and implementing other strategies” in order to meet the needs of these
students (California Department of Education, 1999b, p. 226). In princi-
ple, this would allow for a weaker framing of the curriculum by affording
teachers the chance to exercise their own professional judgment about
instructional delivery. Yet, the Framework also encourages teachers to deliver
instruction for special needs students that is even more sequential than for
other students (p. 229). This sequential format, which reads like a list of
skills and instructional activities, would most easily be aligned with a
scripted skill-driven program, leaving little room for modification.

The History-Social Science Framework and Standards encourages higher-
order thinking and active teaching processes throughout the grade levels.
The document acknowledges that historians construct history, and that stu-
dents should become aware of debates among them. For instance, a stan-
dard for 11th grade requires that students “evaluate major debates among
historians concerning alternative interpretations of the past” (California
Department of Education, 2001, p. 142). And occasionally the History-Social
Science Framework mentions how historians work and that they often disagree
with each other. But the main learning process that the History-Social Science
Framework authorizes is consumption of an interpretation of the past pre-
pared by someone else, rather than learning to construct an interpretation
using the tools of historical thinking. The standards are largely content
driven, spelling out conclusions that students should reach. For example,
the term “analyze” is used repeatedly to describe what students should do:
“At the same time students should analyze periodic waves of hostility toward
newcomers and recognize that the nation has in different eras restricted
immigration on the basis of racial, ethnic, or cultural grounds.” (p. 10). But
the authors have already constructed a general analysis for students; their
task is to comprehend analysis rather than learn to construct an original
analysis based on historic data. The authors recommend using a variety of
teaching strategies such as debates, simulations, role-play, narratives, and
video so that students will become engaged in learning the material. It is
possible for teachers to alter how they construct their history or social
studies curriculum, but because the curriculum as a whole is packed, it is
simply easier for teachers to follow what they are given.
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California’s new teacher credential standards also strengthen the
framing of the curriculum. As discussed elsewhere (Sleeter, 2003), the
teacher credential standards explicitly define teacher education as prepa-
ration to deliver the state’s academic content standards. The phrase “state-
adopted academic content standards” appears 34 times in California’s new
Professional Teacher Preparation document, and 26 times in its Profes-
sional Teacher Induction Program document. By contrast, the phrases 
“culturally relevant, “multicultural,” and “justice” appear in neither one.
Disciplinary content preparation for teachers is also tied to the content
standards; disciplinary programs must be approved by the state as being
aligned to the content standards for certification programs to be author-
ized. In this way, what teachers learn in the university should match with
what is in the standards, lessening the possibility that teachers will bring to
the classroom ideas that conflict.

To summarize, the state standards strongly frame curriculum in both
reading/language arts and history-social science. In the reading/language
arts documents, the emphasis on sequence, the prescriptive nature, and
the strict compliance enforced by high-stakes standardized testing ensures
that a back-to-basics reading/language arts curriculum will be imple-
mented across the state, and will be the most strictly enforced with special
needs children. In addition, the dearth of instructional strategies for
teachers of English learners and the inaccessibility of guidelines that are
included discourage straying from or expanding upon the curriculum,
even in the interest of meeting the needs of individual students. Further,
because of the theoretical contradictions present throughout all three
reading/language arts documents, a teacher may be given the impression
that he or she can implement a literature-based and linguistically respon-
sive reading/language arts program, but then be limited from doing so
simply because of a lack of available instructional time, and/or state and
district pressure to “teach to the test.” The History-Social Science Framework
and Standards are content driven, although filled with suggestions for
student activities. Teachers have more latitude for deciding how to teach
history and social studies than reading, but the curriculum is so packed
and backed up by state-adopted texts that it is an effort to not follow the
standards.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Given the context of California and the historic context of struggles over
curriculum, how has the content standards movement reconfigured codes
of power, and in whose interests?

Our analysis of the way that the standards classify curriculum shows that
they reassert disciplinary boundaries and boundaries between traditional
academic knowledge in English versus knowledge in languages other than
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English, as well as knowledge from home and community. In both reading/
language arts and history-social science, the content standards specify a
structure of knowledge and sequence for teaching it. In reading/language
arts, the structure builds higher-order thinking on discrete skills, and in so
doing, makes higher-order thinking more accessible to English-speaking
students with average or above average reading skills than to everyone else.
Further, the reading/language arts documents consistently refer to 
California’s nonwhite, non-English speaking students as “these students”
and “they” instead of one of “us.” History-social science is structured largely
as a story of European immigration and the construction of a nation
around Judeo-Christian values and European political institutions. Implic-
itly, in an attempt to reduce the significance of the growing demographic
diversity of California’ students, the content standards set up a we/they
perspective in which “we” are of European, Judeo-Christian heritage and
English-speaking, and “they” are not. Ideologically, the curriculum in both
disciplines rests most comfortably on historically dominant groups’ per-
spectives, language, and ways of seeing the world.

Framing examines the place that teachers and students are expected to
take within this structure, and the degree of latitude they have for defin-
ing that place. Our analysis of the standards shows that, particularly in
reading/language arts, teachers and students are expected to follow the
state’s prescription. Compliance is enforced mainly through statewide stan-
dardized testing in English, and through the textbook adoption process.
Compliance is also enforced through the sheer prescriptiveness of a
packed curriculum, particularly at the elementary level. Further, compli-
ance in the way that reading/language arts is taught is to be enforced
mainly in schools that score low on standardized tests, and with students
designated as having special needs.

Although the content standards in both disciplines rest within a specific
ideology, they are presented as if there were no serious ideological debates
to consider. Both present a detailed curriculum outline, and both give
enough verbal recognition to cultural, racial, and linguistic diversity that
teachers without a deep understanding of diverse intellectual funds of
knowledge, diverse ideological perspectives, and effective pedagogy for
diverse students might see the standards as fully inclusive. The use of 
disciplinary “experts” as curriculum document writers and the use of 
“scientific” research about reading encourage compliance. Although the
documents occasionally suggest use of project- and literature-based teach-
ing, the prescriptiveness of the standards, limited availability of instruc-
tional time, and adoption of a mandatory scripted reading program steer
teachers toward a back-to-basics curriculum. In the top-down curriculum-
making structure of California, teachers and students have little recognized
power.

This standards-based curriculum planning process hearkens back to that
described by Cubberley almost a century ago, when he characterized
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schools as “ factories in which the raw products (children) are to be shaped
and fashioned into products to meet the various demands of life” (cited in
Beyer & Liston, 1996, p. 19). Like a century ago, curriculum is being organ-
ized scientifically for efficiency, deriving learning objectives from social 
and economic needs and casting teachers as managers of the process of
producing student achievement scores. But both sets of standards, and 
particularly those in reading/language arts, deflect attention from their
ideological underpinnings by virtue of being situated within a testing
movement. Rather than asking whose knowledge, language, and points of
view are most worth teaching children, teachers and administrators are
pressed to ask how well children are scoring on standardized measures of
achievement.

Our analysis suggests that California’s curriculum standards fit within a
political movement to reconfigure power relations among racial, ethnic,
language, and social class groupings. This is not simply about trying to
improve student learning, but more important, about reasserting who has
a right to define what schools are for, whose knowledge has most legiti-
macy, and how the next generation should think about the social order
and their place within it.

NOTES

1. This use of science may explain why the current standards go largely unques-
tioned (Shannon, 2001). A growing body of research is beginning to demon-
strate that The Foorman Study was flawed and even deliberately manipulated to
attain particular results (Coles, 2000; Taylor, 1998), and that subsequent advo-
cacy of phonological reading strategies has been overstated (Swanson et al.,
2003).
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