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What Is Curriculum? 
 
 

A training curriculum is a formal, planned sequence of learning activities 
specifically designed to achieve the goals and objectives of the training program.   
 
In a competency-based in-service training system, the goal is always that trainees 
will acquire the specific knowledge and skills they need to perform their jobs.  
Specific objectives should also be identified for each section of the curriculum.  
These section objectives should be more discrete statements of elements of the 
knowledge and skills that are included in the competencies the curriculum is 
designed to impart.  Achievement of all the learning objectives, therefore, will 
result in mastery of the competencies. 
 
There are three primary components to an in-service training curriculum:   
 

• CONTENT - the knowledge and skills to be transmitted by the training; 
the content for any curriculum should be defined and driven by the 
competencies. 

 
• ORGANIZATION - the curriculum's structure, format, sequencing, and 

time frames to promote learning, retention, integration, and application of 
the content;   

 
• TRAINING METHODS - SPECIFIC activities and training interventions 

that best achieve the objectives of a particular section of the curriculum, in 
a manner that is consistent with principles of human cognition and adult 
learning.  

 
 
Training Content 
 
Content includes the specific information, attitudes, and skills to be transmitted 
by the training program.  In a competency-based system, these are formalized in 
the competency statements.  The following principles relate to training content: 

 

• The scope, level, and depth of the content of a curriculum are determined 
by the competencies the curriculum is designed to teach.  

• Content should transmit a sound theoretical framework and conceptual 
rationale for the training. 
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• Content should reflect best standards of practice. 

• Content should communicate the system's values. 

• In an in-service training program, the content must be applicable to direct 
practice. 

• The content of a curriculum must be congruent and complementary both 
within and between sections of the curriculum.   

 
 

Organization 
 
Organization refers to the construction of individual sections, the sequencing of 
sections and activities, and the integration of the parts of the curriculum into a 
congruent whole.  Organization includes: 1) determining discrete objectives for 
each section of the curriculum;  2) sequencing sections and activities to follow the 
natural learning process;  3) establishing appropriate time frames;  and 4) 
designing linkages between sections.   
 

• The sequence of activities within each section, and within the curriculum 
as a whole, should be concordant with the natural learning process.  This 
process follows a sequence that includes awareness, knowledge, 
understanding, knowing how the content applies to the job, and finally, 
skill performance.  Skill performance follows its own sequence that 
includes description, modeling, practice, mastery, and ultimately, 
proficiency. 

• Knowledge and skills that are conceptually related or that are performed 
together on the job should be taught together.  

• A broad overview of the content early in the sequence provides a 
conceptual framework within which trainees can organize what they 
learn. This facilitates both understanding and retention. 

• Curriculum content should be sequenced from simple to complex;  from 
the universal to the exception;  and from fundamental to more refined 
applications. 

• Repeating key concepts in different contexts facilitates understanding.  
Relating sections within a curriculum develops logical linkages between 
previous and current training content, and helps trainees identify different 
situations in which similar knowledge and skills are applied. This 
reinforces retention and promotes generalization. 
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• Planning sufficient time to cover the content to the desired level of depth 
is essential.  Compression of content into an unrealistic time segment 
limits the effectiveness of the training.   It can't be done faster than it can 
be done. 

 
 

Training Methods 
  
Training methods are the strategies used to transmit the content and to promote 
learning and retention.    In an in-service training curriculum, the training 
methods must be appropriate for use with adult learners in an applied setting.  
The method that is best suited to achieve the objective of the section should be 
selected. 
 

• Use presentation to quickly transmit factual information and knowledge 
• Use discussion to promote greater exploration of the information and to 

develop understanding 
• Ask questions of trainees or use exercises that feedback information to the 

trainer to determine how well trainees understand the content, to further 
develop understanding, and to promote further depth of mastery 

• Use experiential exercises to develop self-awareness and to work around 
potential emotional or cognitive barriers to learning. 

• When trainees have prior knowledge or preconceived ideas about the 
content, use an activity that challenges "mindsets" and motivates trainees 
to re-think their own beliefs. 

• Use exercises and simulations to promote application of the content to job 
tasks, and to develop trainee skills. 

• Use activities that identify solutions to potential barriers in the work place 
and action planning to promote transfer of learning from the workshop 
back to the job setting. 

• Present the same concepts using a variety of learning strategies to assure 
that trainees with different learning styles can assimilate the knowledge.   
Hearing, seeing, modeling, and then practicing the training content also 
reinforces learning for each trainee. 
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Sequencing Curriculum 
 
 

The acquisition and mastery of new knowledge and skill takes place in a 
predictable sequence.  In-service curricula should follow this sequence to 
develop, present, reinforce and support learning.  
 
 
Level I:  Awareness 
 
Level I provides a broad overview of the problem or need, describes the scope of 
the information to be learned, and clarifies the proposed objectives or desired 
ends of the training.  This provides trainees with a conceptual framework within 
which to organize the new information, and "frames" the questions within in the 
context of the trainees' jobs and training needs.  Presenting and clarifying the 
rationale for the training creates the motivation to learn.   
 

• Preferred Training Methods:  Initial presentation of information by the 
trainer creates a broad overview of the content to be trained.  Exercises or 
audiovisual aids can further illustrate the important content;  exercises can 
also draw out what trainees already know about the topic, to help the 
trainer fill in with the necessary information to create a "total picture" of 
what the training is all about.   

 
• Best Outcome:  Trainees should be able to identify the nature of the 

problems the training is designed to address; describe the pertinent issues;  
and state the rationale for their needing to know this to effectively do their 
jobs.   Trainees should also be able to state the goals of the training. 

 
 

Level II:  Knowledge/Understanding 
 
Level II has two internal components.  The first, knowledge, provides trainees 
with comprehensive, factual information about the topic.  The second, 
understanding, enables trainees to master the relationships and linkages between 
the elements of knowledge, thereby creating a congruent and integrated 
cognitive system for trainees. 
 
Achieving knowledge means one has acquired, retained, and can repeat factual 
information.  To understand, one must be able to fit the elements of knowledge 
together into an integrated cognitive system.  One must know the meaning of the 
concepts, know the relationships between conceptual elements, and be able to 
identify how the concepts support or contradict each other.  When one 
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understands, one can generalize the information to other problems or settings 
and can manipulate the information to solve problems.   
 
Risk assessment can provide an example to help differentiate knowledge from 
understanding.  Knowledge would include being able to identify and describe 
the most relevant  factors that increase risk or promote safety;  being able to 
describe why risk assessment is important to child welfare;  and being able to 
describe why risk assessment is not an exact science.  Understanding allows one 
to simultaneously weigh the relative effects of multiple risk and safety variables, 
and be able to describe how one key safety factor can mitigate and eliminate all 
the risk factors.  When one "knows" about risk assessment, one is likely to view it 
as the additive sum of many separate elements that can each be individually 
assessed and ranked.   When one "understands" risk assessment, one views it as 
an interactive system of personal, interpersonal, and environmental variables 
that cannot be accurately assessed independent of each other.   
 
Finally, understanding the relationships between elements allows one to predict 
how these may change in different circumstances.  This provides flexibility in 
application and enables one to accurately modify the concepts to be relevant to a 
changed situation (that is, can "generalize" to a different environment.) 
 

• Preferred Training Methods:   To promote knowledge, trainer can present 
information, use audio-visual aids, or use group exercises designed to 
elicit information from trainees, followed by guided group discussion that 
allows the trainer to fill in around trainee's knowledge to "assure that all 
points are covered." 

 
 To achieve understanding, the trainer must challenge the group to "work 

the material."  Guided group discussion challenges thinking, draws out 
possible inconsistencies in the elements of knowledge, promotes 
exploration and consideration of the information from several points of 
view, explores the information in light of trainees' pre-existing beliefs, and 
highlights "fine points" or subtleties.  Direct challenges from both the 
trainer and other trainees can illuminate and illustrate potential 
contradictions in the content and further clarify the relationships between 
elements.  

 
 Using and manipulating the information increases the trainees' familiarity 

with the concepts; promotes the identification of linkages between the 
elements;  raises issues not previously considered; enables trainees to 
integrate the concepts into a flexible and coherent cognitive system.  
Understanding supports retention, since the knowledge is integrated into 
the trainee's cognitive system. 
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• Best Outcome:  Trainees will be thoroughly familiar with the elements of 

the content, and their relationships to each other and to previous 
knowledge.  Trainees should be able to describe how the elements fit 
together, express logical inconsistencies, cognitively manipulate the 
information, use the concepts to think through and solve problems, and 
generalize the concepts to new and somewhat different situations.  

 
 
Level III: Defines How Knowledge and Skills Apply to the Job 
 
Level III answers the question, "Now that I understand all this, how does it really 
apply to my job?  What am I supposed to do with it?"  This section defines and 
describes, in detail, how the newly acquired knowledge and skills are to be 
applied to the job.  This usually includes clarifying the worker's role, describing 
the steps in the process of implementing the task, and identifying how the 
knowledge or skill may need to be modified for use on the job, particularly to 
overcome potential barriers to implementation in the work setting.    
 

• Preferred Training Methods:  Group discussion, presentation, 
demonstrations, and experiential exercises to help trainees define and 
refine their conceptions of their job responsibilities, and to delineate the 
steps in implementing new knowledge or skill.  Case examples that 
describe relevance are useful. 

 
• Best Outcome:  Trainees should be able to define their job expectations 

and articulate the kinds of skills they will need to perform to these 
expectations.   Where trainees already have the skills needed to perform 
the task, learning how they should use them will often be sufficient to 
promote job behavior change.  For example; instructing trainees why 
certain questions are critical at the intake screening level to determine 
level of potential risk should prompt the collection of this information.  
(Trainees already know how to talk on the telephone how to ask 
questions, and how to record information.) 
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Level IV: Skill Mastery 
 
Level IV includes the development and refinement of the capacity to perform a 
task or activity.  Skill development proceeds in stages that include modeling, 
practice, repetition, mastery, proficiency, and habituation.  We cannot effectively 
promote skill development through training unless Levels I through III have first 
been completed.  Training at Level IV without following the sequence creates an 
"automaton" who can perhaps perform certain behaviors, but who likely has no 
idea why they are performing them, and who cannot appropriately modify or 
adapt their behaviors to different situations.   Formal workshop training can 
generally develop trainees only to a level of modeling and practicing the skill.  
Further development to achieve mastery and proficiency requires considerable 
practice and direct feedback, and therefore, must take place on the job! 
 

• Preferred Training Method:  Demonstration, modeling, experiential 
exercises, and practice, with group and trainer feedback, self-assessment 
opportunities, and action planning.  

 
• Best Outcome:  Trainees should be able to perform the desired abilities at 

some level.   Proficiency is generally obtained only after on-the-job 
practice and feedback. 

 
Not all curricula will teach all competency areas to the same level.  The level of 
depth of the content is determined by the importance of each competency area 
for job functioning, the necessity of following principles of proper sequencing, 
and the amount of time that can be devoted to training the topic.  Levels should 
never be skipped or shortened to accommodate limited training time.  
Sequencing in the proper order is essential to assure thorough acquisition of the 
knowledge and skill. 
 
Competency language should reflect the level of depth to which the content 
should be taught.  For example, "Worker is aware, is familiar..."  (Level I):  
"Worker knows/ understands...” (Level II):   "Worker knows how to ___;" (Level 
III) “Worker can/is able to..." (Level IV). 
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Principles of Cognition that Impact Curriculum Development 
 
 

The role of training is to modify cognitive systems; that is, to promote learning 
by introducing new information and expanding what trainees already know; or 
by changing previously held conceptions that contradict what we want trainees 
to know. 
 
The curriculum is the tool with which we do this.  A properly developed 
curriculum works with the cognitive structure of the trainees, not against it.  
Good training challenges, changes, supports, and reinforces trainees' thinking all 
at the same time. 
 
The following cognitive principles underlie curriculum development.  
 
Everything that is ever learned and remembered is organized into a congruent 
system. 
 
Random thoughts are not as easily remembered or understood as are organized 
cognitions. 
 
Attaching random information to an already-existing structure provides 
meaning. 
 
Every piece of new information gets sorted through the existing cognitive 
system.   To be retained it has to "fit" into the pre-existing structure.  Human 
beings strive toward cognitive balance (equilibrium).  Incorporating new 
knowledge and information into an existing cognitive structure, without 
changing the cognitive structure, is called assimilation. 
 
Information that is not consistent with the pre-existing cognitive system sets up 
cognitive tension (dissonance.) 
 
When new information contradicts or conflicts with the existing cognitive 
structure, an individual can either accommodate the new information, which 
means altering the existing cognitive structure to incorporate the new 
information and changing the way one thinks about the issue; or, rejecting the 
new information as inaccurate, which preserves and reinforces the old system. 
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Some people are better than others at accommodating new information.  We can 
say that their cognitive systems are more flexible. 
 
Concrete thinkers tend to be more rigid in their cognitive systems.  They are less 
able to tolerate incongruities in knowledge.   Persons who think at formal 
operational levels, and who are able to consider more than one perspective at a 
time, are more likely to tolerate or accept inconsistencies in information or 
concepts.  A corollary:  simple systems tend to be more congruent.  The more 
complex the concepts, the more likely there will be inherently contradictory 
principles, promoting dissonance.  However, a complex cognitive system is also 
more adaptable, in that it can more easily accommodate dissonance. 
 
Emotionally threatening information is more likely to be rejected.    Barriers 
must be broken down in a safe environment, and within a scope that is 
appropriate for training.  We are not doing therapy. 
 
Training, which forces accommodation, often: 
 

 Threatens pre-exiting beliefs and values. 

 Threatens identify and self-esteem. 

 Creates anxiety and uncertainty. 
 
A stronger stimulus is more likely to be perceived and remembered.    Curriculum 
development strategies that increase perception and retention include: 
 

 Repeat and revisit key concepts... often.  

 Make a key concept stand out.  (Don't bury a main point in a mountain of 
extraneous explanation.) 

 Intensity creates emphasis.  Don't be afraid to pack a whallop... 
cognitively and emotionally. 

 Create "movement and change."  Make it "alive."  (The benefit of 
experiential training methods. 

 Assure proximity in space and time.  Sequencing properly allows you to 
create and reinforce the necessary linkages between content elements.  

 Identify and point out similarity to something that is already known.  
Draw comparisons that link to pre-existing knowledge. 
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Span of Apprehension - Defined as how many elements the mind can 
simultaneously cope with, without generating confusion.  Range:  6-11.  Average, 
7-8. 
 
What does this say about 15 continuous days of intensive "preservice" training 
for new child welfare caseworkers???? 
 
Cognitive psychology hereby explains what we have always known:  that "too 
much" training at once doesn't "take." 
 
Requires that we prioritize and sequence curriculum to assure that the 5-7 most 
important points get covered to the best level of depth possible. 


