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In a captivating story about a young girl at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, Dorothy Canfield Fisher (1917/1999) sees learning through

the eyes of a child. The main character in Understood Betsy has, in all
her three school years, been a “good” student. That is, she learned
what she was told and gave it back accurately when questioned. In a
magical moment in her third-grade year, Betsy has an encounter
with another kind of learning.

On her first day at an aunt’s house in the country, Betsy wakes,
disoriented and apprehensive about her unfamiliar surroundings.
Her aunt wisely understands the need to help the little girl “own”
what happens around her, so she asks Betsy to help with churning
the day’s supply of butter. As Betsy turns the paddle in the big churn,
her aunt talks about the women who have turned the paddle before
her—a parade of women who represent both change and stability in
the world. As her aunt talks, she helps Betsy measure out ingredients
with precision. “She weighed out the salt needed on the scales, and
was very much surprised to see that there is such a thing as an ounce.
She had never met it before outside the pages of her history book and
she didn’t know it lived anywhere else” (pp. 57-58). The work is
laced with the aunt’s stories about the churn. Once again, Betsy is
caught short.

Now for a moment, she stood staring up at Aunt Abigail’s face,
and yet not seeing her at all because she was thinking so hard. . . .
Why, there were real people living when the Declaration of In-
dependence was signed—real people, not just history people. . . .
To tell the honest truth, although she had passed a very good
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examination in the little book on American history they had
studied in school, Betsy had never to that moment had any no-
tion that there ever had been really and truly any Declaration of
Independence at all. It had been like the ounce, living only inside
her schoolbooks for little girls to be examined about. And now
Aunt Abigail, talking about a butter pat, had brought it to life.
(pp. 59-60)

Educators have known for more than a hundred years what
Aunt Abigail knew a hundred years ago. Facts devoid of meaning
are stillborn. When we deliver information to students without
breathing life into it, we have done no more than throw sand in their
faces.

Now, close to a century later, Phil Schlechty (1997) reminds us
again. “Students are not products. They are people with motives,
wills, capacities, needs to be satisfied, desires, longings. They are not
clay to be molded or widgets on an assembly line, though sometimes
they must feel as though they are” (p. 58). He calls us again to the one
immutable job of schools: “The business of schools is to produce
work that engages students, that is so compelling that students per-
sist when they experience difficulties, and that is so challenging that
students have a sense of accomplishment, of satisfaction—indeed, of
delight, when they successfully accomplish the tasks assigned”
(p. 58). The job of the teacher is, as it has always been, to make learn-
ing so compelling that young people find it more satisfying to learn
than to attend to any one of a score of competing possibilities.

So what does it mean to develop curriculum that compels the
young mind? Once again, we know the answers to that question.
They are not new, although our depth of knowledge about them is
richer and fuller than in the past. Among the characteristics of such
curriculum are the following:

• It is attached to the lives and cultures of learners and to the
world beyond the classroom door.

• It attracts students.
• It is based on the principles of knowledge that support

experts in problem solving and knowledge production in a
discipline.
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• It consistently fuels in-depth student understanding by guid-
ing students in making sense of their worlds.

• It helps students organize and retain the important ideas
and skills in a discipline; it provides coherence to bodies of
knowledge.

• It moves beyond information to thought and to thinking
about one’s own thought processes.

• It actively involves students as doers and problem solvers.
• It calls on students to use what they learn in ways that demon-

strate the efficacy of the ideas and skills.
• It is designed to support transfer of learning.
• It results in students’ learning those things recognized by

experts in a discipline, adult members of the community,
and the society as having enduring value (see, e.g., National
Research Council, 1999; Schlechty, 1997).

What does Lynn Erickson’s work have to do with Betsy and our
best knowledge of education? This book is the best tool I know to
help us as teachers learn to move from knowledge on the shelf to the
stuff that commends learning as a lifelong satisfaction. Lynn
Erickson shows us how to live at once in both standards-based class-
rooms and meaning-driven classrooms. She helps us understand the
roles and relationships of all elements of curriculum: facts, concepts,
principles, skills, and attitudes. Her work guides us, as the title sug-
gests, in using, but moving beyond the facts.

It is my experience that many teachers want to do with their sub-
jects what Aunt Abigail knew to do. Many understand the truth in
Phil Schlechty’s challenge. Many aspire to measure their work ac-
cording to a list of characteristics of best-practice curriculum. Most of
us, however, have simply no idea how to move ourselves systemati-
cally from knowledge that lives in books to knowledge that lives in
students.

Lynn Erickson understands the journey we need to take. She has
mapped it out in this book in a way that doesn’t minimize the com-
plexity of the change but that supports us in complex change. She
pays us the compliment of believing we can think in more complex,
abstract, and meaningful ways about what we teach.

For me, the book is a desirable blend of theory, practice, and il-
lustration. Its explanations are clear, and the translation of those
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explanations into classroom examples helps me move from vision to
implementation. The book has clarified for me what it means to think
about a discipline in the way an expert would—what it means to help
students construct frameworks of meaning in a discipline, what it
means to develop both curriculum and assessments that are catalysts
for relevance, coherence, connectivity, and power.

I am a better teacher for the time I have spent studying the first
edition of Concept-Based Curriculum and Instruction. My students are
better educators and educational leaders for the time we have spent
visiting and revisiting the book together. I find that each time I reread
it, I become a little more like Aunt Abigail. It makes me want to keep
teaching and learning for a long time.

—CAROL ANN TOMLINSON

PROFESSOR OF EDUCATIONAL

LEADERSHIP, FOUNDATIONS, & POLICY

CURRY SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA
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