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Utilizing Students as the Basis for Curriculum Design 

 

 “What are you going to teach my child this year?” a parent asked one of my colleagues, 

to which she replied, “I don’t know, it depends on who my students are and what they bring to 

our classroom.”  Originally, I was stunned by this parent/teacher exchange, which led me to 

question my own teaching that had been predominately focused on designing lessons based on 

standards and state curriculum.  After reading Christine Sleeter’s chapter, “Students as 

Curriculum,” it is clear that my colleague was expressing her multicultural approach to learning 

on a year-to-year, student-by-student basis.  Sleeter states, “A multicultural 

curriculum…conceptualizes students and their communities as sources and producers of 

knowledge, in their own right, as well as a foundation on which to build new academic 

knowledge” (2005, p. 105).  Thankfully, Sleeter’s insights have allowed me to conceptualize 

different ways that I can begin effectively using students and their cultures to shape the 

multicultural curriculum design in my classroom. 

 Pursuant to this belief, it has become increasingly clear that designing curriculum around 

authentic and meaningful learning experiences that connect to our students as multicultural 

individuals is critical.  This notion is confirmed by Sleeter’s belief that, “Ironically, the more 

standardized we make curriculum to improve students’ achievement, the more we cut ourselves 

off from students’ cultural, experiential, and personal resources on which learning should be 

built” (2005, p. 124).  It is our job as multicultural educators to investigate our students’ cultures, 

backgrounds, and prior-knowledge to better teach each individual in a way that makes learning 

meaningful.  In interviewing my multicultural teacher this semester, I was pleased to find that 
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she incorporated her students’ cultures into the curriculum by asking students to share tangible 

examples of their cultural identities.  By adopting this student-focused multicultural approach, 

she was able to avoid what Herbert Kohl describes as student resistance of traditional learning 

and textbooks or “not-learning” (1998, p. 166).  In order to avoid this negative situation, it is 

imperative for students’ cultures and backgrounds to be integrated as part of the curriculum.   

 In an effort to improve my own teaching, I make a concerted effort to learn what prior-

knowledge my students possess within their unique social and cultural contexts.  Similar to 

Sleeter’s description of Kathy, who uses classroom meetings to “get to know her students’ 

interests and concerns” (2005, p. 112), I hold daily Morning Meetings with my students.  While 

the overarching goal of the meetings will remain centered on understanding students as 

individuals in a social capacity, I plan to incorporate Kathy’s idea that provides, “a time for 

compliments first and then problems” (Sleeter, 2005, p. 112).  It seems that focusing on problem-

solving as a class will help all of us understand one another on a deeper level.    
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