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Why Alignment on Paper Does Not 
Guarantee Coherence in Learning 

 

A Curriculum Can Be Aligned on Paper and 
Incoherent in the Life of a Learner   

Curriculum is often discussed as though it were something that can be contained within a 
document. Standards specify what students should know, schemes of work organize what will be 
taught, textbooks translate intentions into content, lesson plans determine instructional sequences, 
and assessments measure whether prescribed outcomes have been achieved. When these elements 
correspond neatly, a curriculum may appear coherent. Yet students do not experience curriculum as 
a document, a standards map, or an alignment matrix. They experience it through the explanations 
they hear, the questions they are permitted to ask, the tasks they are required to complete, the 
knowledge their teachers emphasize or omit, the ways success is recognized, the relationships that 
structure classroom participation, and the messages a school communicates about whose ideas, 
languages, identities, and ways of knowing matter. 

This creates one of the most consequential tensions in curriculum and instruction: the curriculum 
that is designed is never identical to the curriculum that is lived.  
 
Between policy intention and learner experience lies an interpretive space occupied by teachers, 
assessment systems, classroom cultures, institutional routines, available resources, social 
relationships, and students themselves. A curriculum may formally prioritize critical thinking, for 
example, while classroom instruction remains dominated by reproduction of textbook knowledge. 
It may advocate creativity while examinations reward predictable responses. It may promote 
student agency while classroom routines teach students that compliance is safer than questioning. It 
may proclaim inclusion while the examples, language practices, participation structures, or 
definitions of achievement implicitly privilege some learners over others. In each case, the written 
curriculum communicates one educational purpose while the lived curriculum communicates 
another. 
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This distinction matters because students learn from both. They learn the mathematics, science, 
literature, history, languages, and competencies that schools deliberately teach, but they also learn 
what schooling itself appears to value. They learn whether mistakes are treated as evidence of 
incompetence or opportunities for learning; whether asking difficult questions is welcomed or 
quietly discouraged; whether knowledge is something to investigate or something to reproduce; 
whether collaboration is genuinely valued or merely discussed before individual competition 
determines recognition; and whether the identities and experiences they bring into the classroom 
are treated as intellectual resources. These lessons may never appear in a syllabus, yet they can 
profoundly shape students' understanding of themselves as learners and of what education is for. 

Curriculum scholarship has long provided language for examining these distinctions. Researchers 
have differentiated among curriculum as intended by designers, interpreted and enacted by 
teachers, experienced or attained by students, and measured through assessment. The literature on 
hidden curriculum extends the analysis further by drawing attention to the values, expectations, 
social relations, and institutional norms transmitted through the everyday organization of 
schooling. Philip Jackson's Life in Classrooms brought sustained attention to the unofficial lessons 
embedded in classroom life, while later critical curriculum scholars such as Michael Apple 
examined how curricular knowledge and everyday school practices are connected to wider 
relations of culture, ideology, and power. The significance of this tradition is not that every implicit 
lesson is intentionally imposed, but that education communicates meaning through structures and 
practices as well as through prescribed content. 

The hidden curriculum cannot be placed neatly between the written curriculum and the taught 
curriculum as though it’s another step in implementation. It operates throughout the educational 
experience. The choice of whose knowledge enters the official curriculum carries implicit 
messages about legitimacy. The way teachers distribute questions and attention communicates 
expectations about participation. Timetables reveal what subjects an institution considers worthy of 
time. Ability grouping can shape learners' perceptions of intelligence and possibility. Assessment 
systems communicate what forms of knowledge ultimately count, sometimes more powerfully than 
mission statements or curriculum aims. Even silence teaches: what a curriculum repeatedly leaves 
unexamined may become as consequential as what it explicitly includes. 

This is why curriculum coherence requires a more demanding question than whether objectives, 
instruction, and assessment align. Alignment remains important; a curriculum in which teaching 
and assessment bear little relationship to stated purposes is clearly problematic. But formal 
alignment cannot tell us whether students are actually encountering the educational experience 
those purposes promised. A school can align its documents meticulously while students experience 
fragmentation, contradiction, exclusion, or intellectual passivity. Conversely, teachers sometimes 
create rich learning experiences despite curricular structures that provide little formal support for 
them. 

The central question of this article is therefore not simply “Is the curriculum aligned?” It is: 

What happens between the curriculum a system 
intends, the curriculum teachers enact, the messages 
schooling transmits implicitly, the curriculum learners 
actually experience, and the learning that assessment 
ultimately recognizes? 
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Examining that space changes how curriculum quality is understood. It directs attention away from 
curriculum as a finished product and toward curriculum as an educational experience continuously 
interpreted, negotiated, communicated, and lived. If future-ready schools are serious about critical 
thinking, agency, inclusion, creativity, and human development, they must examine not only what 
their curriculum says but also what students learn from the way schooling actually works. 
 

From Intended Curriculum to Lived Curriculum 
Curriculum scholarship has repeatedly shown that curriculum exists in more than one form. The 
intended curriculum expresses what policymakers, curriculum designers, or institutions want 
students to learn. The enacted curriculum is what teachers actually make possible through 
instructional choices, sequencing, explanation, dialogue, tasks, and classroom interaction. The 
experienced curriculum is what students ultimately encounter, understand, value, and participate 
in. Assessment adds another layer because it communicates which knowledge, performances, and 
behaviours the system considers consequential enough to reward. 

These distinctions matter because movement from one form of curriculum to another is never 
automatic. Teachers interpret curriculum through their subject knowledge, beliefs, professional 
judgment, available time, resources, and understanding of learners. Students then encounter those 
interpretations through their own prior knowledge, language, identity, motivation, and social 
experience. By the time curriculum reaches the learner, it has already passed through multiple acts of 
selection and interpretation. This does not necessarily represent failure; curriculum cannot simply be 
transferred intact from policy documents into students' minds. The issue is whether those 
transformations remain faithful to the educational purposes the curriculum claims to serve. 

John Goodlad's work is particularly useful because it 
challenged the assumption that curriculum is a single 
object. His distinctions among formal, perceived, 
operational, and experiential curriculum draw attention to 
the distance that can emerge between official intention and 
classroom reality. Similarly, Jan van den Akker's 
distinction among intended, implemented, and attained 
curriculum provides a practical way of examining whether 
aspirations at system level are visible in teaching and 
eventually in student learning. These traditions suggest that 
curriculum evaluation should not stop with the quality of 
documents. It must also investigate what teachers actually 
enact and what learners ultimately experience. 

The problem becomes especially visible when educational systems adopt ambitious competencies 
such as critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, agency, or citizenship. These aspirations may be 
prominent in curriculum frameworks while classroom conditions continue to favour content 
coverage, tightly controlled pacing, or examination preparation. In such cases, the issue is not simply 
poor implementation. It is a coherence problem: the different realities of curriculum are 
communicating different expectations about what learning matters. 

Assessment often reveals these contradictions most clearly. If a curriculum formally values 
interpretation, inquiry, or creativity but high-stakes assessment primarily rewards recall and 
procedural reproduction, teachers and students receive a powerful competing signal. In practice, 
what is assessed can become more influential than what is stated in curriculum policy. This is why 
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constructive alignment remains important, but alignment should not be understood only as a 
technical relationship among outcomes, instruction, and assessment. A curriculum can be technically 
aligned while still producing a learning experience that is narrow, exclusionary, or disconnected 
from its broader educational purposes. 

A stronger conception of curriculum coherence therefore asks whether intention, enactment, 
experience, and assessment reinforce rather than contradict one another. The closer these 
dimensions come to expressing a shared educational purpose, the more coherent the curriculum is 
likely to feel in the life of the learner. Where they diverge, the gaps themselves become important 
evidence about what the curriculum is actually becoming in practice. 
 

 
Curriculum dimension 
  

 
Central question 

  
  Intended curriculum What does the system say learners should know, understand, 

value, and become capable of doing? 
  

  Enacted curriculum What is actually taught, selected, emphasized, omitted, and 
facilitated in classrooms? 
  

  Hidden curriculum What values, norms, expectations, identities, power relations, 
and definitions of success are communicated implicitly? 
  

  Experienced curriculum What do learners actually encounter, interpret, participate in, 
and come to believe about learning and themselves? 
  

  Assessed curriculum What knowledge, performances, and behaviours are 
ultimately recognized and rewarded? 

Table 1. Five Dimensions of Curriculum Experience 

 

These dimensions should not be understood as a simple sequence. The hidden curriculum, in 
particular, operates across the others, shaping how intended purposes are enacted, how learners 
experience schooling, and what assessment ultimately communicates about value and success. The 
purpose of distinguishing these dimensions is to make visible the points at which curriculum 
coherence can strengthen, weaken, or fracture in practice. 
 

The Hidden Curriculum: What Schools Teach 
Without Saying 
The hidden curriculum refers to the values, expectations, norms, hierarchies, and social messages 
that students learn through the organization of schooling rather than through formal curriculum 
content. These lessons are rarely written into standards or schemes of work, yet they can profoundly 
influence how learners understand authority, success, intelligence, participation, identity, and their 
own place within an educational community. Philip Jackson’s work on classroom life was 
foundational in drawing attention to the unofficial lessons embedded in routines such as waiting, 
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competition, compliance, evaluation, and the unequal distribution of attention. The significance of 
the hidden curriculum lies precisely in its invisibility: students may absorb its messages without 
those messages ever being explicitly named. 
The hidden curriculum is not inherently negative. Schools also communicate powerful positive 
messages through everyday practice. A classroom in which students are expected to explain their 
reasoning can implicitly teach that ideas deserve examination. A teacher who treats mistakes as 
intellectually useful can communicate that learning involves revision rather than perfection. 
Structures that distribute participation equitably can signal that every learner has a legitimate voice. 
Conversely, when only quick answers receive recognition, students may learn that speed is more 
valuable than reflection. When certain accents, cultural references, or forms of expression are 
consistently treated as more academically legitimate than others, learners may infer whose 
knowledge carries status. The same institution can therefore teach one set of values explicitly while 
communicating another through its daily practices. 

 

This is where Michael Apple’s critical curriculum scholarship becomes especially important. Apple 
challenged the assumption that curriculum represents a neutral selection of knowledge, asking 
instead whose knowledge becomes official, whose perspectives are marginalized, and how 
educational institutions reproduce particular cultural and social priorities. The question is not simply 
what knowledge appears in a curriculum document, but what the organization of that knowledge 
communicates about legitimacy and power. Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital and 
symbolic power deepen this analysis by showing how institutions can privilege particular ways of 
speaking, behaving, knowing, and demonstrating competence while treating them as though they 
were naturally superior rather than socially valued. 

The hidden curriculum also operates through assessment. A school may publicly value curiosity, 
collaboration, creativity, and intellectual risk-taking, yet if progression depends almost entirely upon 
tightly standardized individual examinations, students quickly learn which values have real 
consequences. Assessment becomes an implicit curriculum in its own right because it communicates 
what knowledge is worth remembering, what forms of performance deserve recognition, and which 
kinds of thinking can safely be ignored. In this sense, students often read educational priorities more 
accurately from what schools reward than from what schools proclaim. 
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Teacher practice is equally significant. Curriculum enactment involves hundreds of small decisions: 
whose answer receives follow-up questions, which examples are selected, how disagreement is 
handled, whether uncertainty is tolerated, who is perceived as capable, and what happens when a 
student challenges an established interpretation. These decisions create patterns of participation and 
belonging. They can expand or restrict students’ sense of intellectual agency even when the written 
curriculum remains unchanged. 

The hidden curriculum should therefore be understood as a cross-cutting dimension of curriculum 
experience, not as a separate stage between what is intended and what is taught. It operates through 
the intended, enacted, experienced, and assessed curriculum simultaneously. Its influence becomes 
particularly important when explicit and implicit messages contradict one another. 

A school may say: 

We value independent thinking. 

Yet students may experience: 

The safest answer is the one that reproduces the teacher’s view. 

It may say: 

Every learner belongs here. 

Yet participation patterns may repeatedly communicate: 

Some voices carry more authority than others. 

Such contradictions matter because learners do not encounter educational values only through 
statements of intention. They infer those values from the conditions under which schooling actually 
occurs. Understanding curriculum coherence therefore requires educators to examine not only what 
they deliberately teach, but also what students may reasonably conclude from the structures, 
routines, relationships, and rewards surrounding that teaching. 
 

Where Curriculum Coherence Breaks  
Curriculum incoherence becomes visible when different dimensions of schooling communicate 
conflicting expectations. The problem is not simply that implementation varies from the original 
plan; some adaptation is inevitable and often desirable. The deeper issue is whether the intended, 
enacted, experienced, hidden, and assessed curricula continue to serve the same educational 
purpose. When they do not, students receive mixed messages about what learning actually requires 
and what the institution genuinely values. 

One common break occurs between intention and enactment. A curriculum may emphasize 
inquiry, collaboration, or conceptual understanding, yet teachers working under time pressure may 
rely heavily on explanation, worksheets, or examination rehearsal. The written curriculum has not 
disappeared, but its ambitions have been narrowed through implementation. This gap is particularly 
likely when teachers receive new curriculum expectations without the professional learning, 
resources, planning time, or assessment structures needed to enact them meaningfully. 
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A second break occurs between enactment and experience. Teachers may believe that they have 
created a participatory or student-centred lesson, while learners experience the same classroom very 
differently. A discussion may appear inclusive from the teacher's perspective but be dominated by a 
small group of confident students. A project may be designed to promote agency while students 
experience unclear expectations or unequal group roles. Curriculum quality therefore cannot be 
judged entirely from instructional intention. Learners' interpretations, opportunities to participate, 
and sense of intellectual belonging are themselves important evidence. 

The tension between experience and assessment is often even more powerful. Students may spend 
weeks investigating problems, collaborating, designing solutions, or developing arguments, only to 
discover that the assessment system rewards memorization and reproduction. When this happens 
repeatedly, learners become highly skilled at identifying the curriculum that carries consequences. 
Whatever schools may say about creativity, inquiry, or critical thinking, students learn to prioritize 
what will ultimately be graded. 

The hidden curriculum can intensify each of these gaps. A 
school may formally encourage questioning while 
classroom authority structures discourage disagreement. It 
may promote collaboration while ranking systems reward 
individual competition. It may claim to value diverse 
perspectives while repeatedly privileging a narrow range 
of knowledge, language, or cultural reference points. In 
such cases, incoherence is not simply a technical alignment 
problem; it is a contradiction between the educational 
values the institution declares and those its practices make 
visible. 

For this reason, curriculum review should examine not 
only whether documents match but also where meanings 
change as curriculum moves through the system. The 
most useful questions are often found in the gaps: Where 
does an intended competency disappear from classroom 
practice? Where do students experience something 
different from what teachers believe they are offering? 
What does assessment reward that the curriculum claims 
not to prioritize? What implicit messages undermine 
explicit educational aims? These questions shift 
curriculum evaluation from checking compliance toward 
understanding the actual conditions of learning. 

 
 

From Alignment to Lived Coherence 
If curriculum coherence is understood only as alignment among objectives, instruction, and 
assessment, an important dimension remains invisible: whether students experience those 
elements as part of a meaningful and consistent educational whole. Technical alignment can tell 
us whether a lesson addresses a stated standard or whether an assessment measures a specified 
outcome. It cannot, by itself, tell us whether learners understand why the learning matters, whether 
they have genuine opportunities to exercise the competencies being promoted, or whether the 
implicit culture of the classroom reinforces the values expressed in the formal curriculum. 
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A more complete conception of coherence therefore has to include the learner’s experience. This 
does not mean that student preference becomes the measure of curriculum quality, nor that 
disciplinary knowledge should be replaced by relevance or enjoyment. Coherent curriculum still 
requires careful sequencing, substantive knowledge, conceptual progression, and rigorous 
assessment. The difference is that these elements must be examined alongside what students are 
actually being invited to think, do, value, and become. A curriculum that claims to develop critical 
thinkers, for example, should provide repeated opportunities to interpret evidence, challenge 
assumptions, justify conclusions, and encounter legitimate disagreement. If students rarely 
experience those intellectual conditions, the competency exists primarily as an aspiration. 

This is where opportunity to learn becomes particularly important. Students cannot reasonably be 
expected to demonstrate capabilities they have had little meaningful opportunity to develop. If 
collaboration, inquiry, creativity, ethical reasoning, or student agency appear in curriculum aims, 
educators must examine where those capacities are actually rehearsed, supported, and progressively 
strengthened. The question shifts from “Did we cover this outcome?” to “What experiences enabled 
learners to develop it, and what evidence tells us that they did?” That shift moves curriculum review 
away from coverage and toward the quality of learning opportunities. 

Coherence also requires attention to the signals students receive when different educational priorities 
compete. What happens when curiosity slows the pacing guide? When thoughtful reasoning takes 
longer than the examination permits? When a student's interpretation is well supported but differs 
from the expected answer? When collaboration is encouraged during learning but individual ranking 
determines recognition? Such moments reveal the operative curriculum because they force 
institutions to decide which values take precedence. The choices made in these situations often 
communicate more powerfully than formal statements about educational philosophy. 

For this reason, curriculum review should bring several forms of evidence into conversation: 
curriculum documents, classroom observation, assessment tasks, student work, teacher 
interpretation, and student experience. None is sufficient alone. The written curriculum reveals 
intention; classroom practice reveals enactment; assessment reveals what carries formal 
consequence; and students can reveal how those structures are actually encountered. Examining 
them together allows schools to identify not simply whether curriculum components are aligned, but 
whether the educational experience they collectively produce is coherent. 

The distinction is subtle but significant:  

Alignment asks whether the parts fit 
together. Lived coherence asks whether, from 
the learner's perspective, those parts 
ultimately tell the same educational story.  
A future-ready curriculum needs both. 

 

Making the Lived Curriculum Visible 
If curriculum coherence depends partly on what students actually experience, then schools need ways 
to make that experience visible. This requires more than end-of-term surveys or general questions 
about whether students enjoyed a lesson. The aim is to gather evidence about how learners encounter 
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the curriculum: what they believe is valued, where they experience intellectual challenge, whether 
they understand the purpose of their learning, which voices are legitimized, and how closely 
classroom practice reflects the intentions expressed in curriculum documents. 

Student work is one important source of evidence. What learners produce often reveals more about 
the enacted curriculum than planning documents do. If a curriculum claims to value reasoning but 
student work is dominated by short factual responses, the gap becomes visible. If inquiry is a stated 
priority but assignments leave little room for interpretation, evidence, or independent decision-
making, curriculum aspirations are not yet being realized. Looking closely at student work can 
therefore help educators identify which forms of thinking are consistently being developed and 
which remain largely rhetorical. 

Classroom observation can provide another lens, but the focus should extend beyond teacher 
performance. Observers can examine who participates, what kinds of questions dominate, how 
mistakes are handled, how much intellectual responsibility students carry, and what forms of 
knowledge receive attention. These patterns often reveal elements of the hidden curriculum that 
formal observation rubrics overlook. A classroom may appear orderly and well managed while 
simultaneously communicating that speed, silence, or compliance matters more than exploration or 
intellectual risk. 

Student voice is equally important, particularly when it is used as evidence rather than as symbolic 
consultation. Learners can often identify contradictions that adults have normalized. They may 
notice that collaboration is encouraged but rarely assessed, that certain interpretations receive more 
legitimacy than others, or that some students consistently have greater access to discussion and 
recognition. Their perceptions should not be treated as unquestionable truth, but they are 
indispensable data because students are the only participants who experience the curriculum 
continuously from the learner's position. 

Teacher interpretation also matters. Curriculum enactment is never purely mechanical, and teachers 
should be invited to explain where curriculum expectations are difficult to realize, where assessment 
pressures distort instructional priorities, and where adaptations are necessary for particular learners 
or contexts. These conversations can reveal whether incoherence results from weak implementation, 
unrealistic expectations, insufficient support, or genuine tensions within the curriculum itself. 

Making the lived curriculum visible therefore requires triangulation: examining documents, 
classroom practice, student work, assessment, teacher interpretation, and student experience 
together. The goal is not to search for perfect consistency, which is neither realistic nor desirable. It 
is to identify where contradictions become educationally consequential. Once those contradictions 
are visible, curriculum review becomes less about proving that the curriculum has been implemented 
and more about understanding what kind of learning environment it has actually produced. 
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Designing for Lived Coherence 
Recognizing the difference between intended and lived curriculum changes what curriculum 
improvement should look like. The task is no longer simply to refine standards, produce stronger 
resources, or improve alignment matrices. Schools need to design conditions in which the purposes 
expressed in curriculum documents can survive their translation into classroom practice, student 
experience, and assessment. This requires attention not only to what is taught, but also to the 
institutional structures that shape how teaching is possible. 

For curriculum designers, coherence begins with intellectual clarity. Curriculum documents should 
distinguish between essential disciplinary knowledge, broader competencies, and the educational 
purposes those elements are intended to serve. When curricula contain too many outcomes, teachers 
are pushed toward coverage rather than depth, making inquiry, discussion, feedback, and application 
increasingly difficult to sustain. Curriculum design should therefore make deliberate choices about 
what deserves sustained attention and provide sufficient space for learners to encounter important 
ideas in more than one form and context. 

For teachers, enactment requires professional judgment rather than mechanical fidelity. Stenhouse's 
conception of curriculum as something interpreted and tested through practice is relevant here. 
Teachers need flexibility to respond to learners, language, context, misconceptions, and emerging 
opportunities while remaining connected to the curriculum's larger purposes. Adaptation should not 
be confused with dilution. The goal is modification enabling learners to reach intended intellectual 
destinations more meaningfully, not whether every classroom follows an identical route. 

For school leaders, curriculum leadership should extend beyond monitoring completion. Leaders 
can examine whether timetables, assessment policies, observation practices, professional learning, 
and recognition systems reinforce the learning dispositions the curriculum claims to value. A school 
cannot credibly promote interdisciplinary inquiry while giving teachers no collaborative planning 
time, nor champion intellectual risk-taking while treating examination results as the sole indicator of 
successful learning. Organizational structures themselves participate in curriculum enactment. 

Assessment deserves particular scrutiny because it often determines which aspirations survive. If 
schools want learners to reason, inquire, create, collaborate, and exercise judgment, students need 
repeated opportunities to demonstrate these capacities in consequential assessments. This does not 
mean replacing examinations or foundational knowledge with loosely defined projects. It means 
designing a sufficiently varied assessment ecology in which different forms of worthwhile learning 
can become visible and count. 

Finally, lived coherence requires periodic examination of the hidden curriculum produced by these 
decisions. Every policy and routine carries an implicit message. Who is trusted to make decisions? 
Which achievements receive public recognition? What happens when students disagree? Which 
languages and forms of expression are treated as academically legitimate? The objective is not to 
eliminate hidden curriculum—an impossible task—but to reduce the distance between the values a 
school professes and those its everyday structures communicate. 

Curriculum design, then, does not end when a document is approved. It continues wherever 
educational intentions encounter classrooms, relationships, assessment systems, and learners. The 
most coherent curricula are not those in which every element is identical across contexts, but those 
in which adaptation, practice, assessment, and institutional culture continue to serve a recognizable 
and defensible educational purpose. 
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A Future-Ready Curriculum Must Be Coherent 
in Practice 
Future-ready curriculum is often associated with new competencies: digital literacy, creativity, 
collaboration, critical thinking, global citizenship, sustainability, and increasingly, artificial 
intelligence. Yet adding contemporary competencies to curriculum documents does not in itself 
make schooling future-ready. The deeper question is whether students actually experience the 
intellectual, social, and ethical conditions required to develop those capacities. A curriculum that 
names critical thinking but rewards reproduction, promotes agency while tightly controlling 
decision-making, or celebrates innovation while punishing intellectual risk remains future-oriented 
in language but traditional in practice. 

This is why the distinction between formal ambition and lived experience matters so much. 
Educational systems are increasingly adept at writing sophisticated curriculum statements. The 
greater challenge is ensuring that the organization of learning does not quietly undermine those 
statements. If collaboration is valued, learners must experience genuine interdependence rather than 
merely sit in groups. If inquiry matters, they need opportunities to pursue uncertainty rather than 
move continuously toward predetermined answers. If inclusion is a curricular commitment, students 
should encounter knowledge, language, participation structures, and assessment practices that make 
belonging intellectually visible rather than rhetorically promised. 

 

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence makes this coherence even more consequential. 
Curriculum may soon be able to incorporate AI-generated resources, personalized pathways, 
automated feedback, and sophisticated digital tools with relative ease. But technological 
sophistication cannot resolve contradictions between what a school claims to value and what 
students actually experience. Indeed, technology may intensify them. A school might promote 
independent thinking while students increasingly outsource reasoning to automated systems, or 
advocate creativity while assessment rewards standardized products. Future-ready curriculum 
therefore requires deliberate decisions about which forms of intellectual work should be supported 
by technology and which must remain the responsibility of the learner. 
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A coherent curriculum must also retain the capacity to evolve. The distinction between intended, 
enacted, experienced, hidden, and assessed curriculum should not be used merely to diagnose failure 
after implementation. Evidence from classrooms and learners should influence subsequent 
curriculum decisions. When teachers repeatedly adapt a requirement because it does not work as 
designed, when students experience an intended opportunity very differently from what planners 
anticipated, or when assessment produces unintended behaviours, those patterns should be treated as 
curriculum evidence rather than implementation noise. Curriculum development becomes stronger 
when experience is allowed to challenge intention. 

Ultimately, curriculum should be judged not only by the knowledge it specifies but by the kind of 
educational life it creates. Students leave school having learned far more than the content listed in 
curriculum documents. They carry with them assumptions about knowledge, authority, intelligence, 
success, belonging, and their own capacity to participate in learning. Some of those lessons are 
deliberately designed; others emerge through the hidden curriculum of everyday schooling. 

The most important question for curriculum leaders may therefore be deceptively simple: 

If students learned not only from what we 
intended to teach, but from everything our 
system actually communicated, what curriculum 
would they say they experienced? 

That question moves curriculum evaluation beyond coverage and compliance. It asks whether the 
curriculum students live tells the same educational story as the curriculum adults designed. For 
future-ready schools, closing that distance may be one of the most important forms of curriculum 
reform. 
 

Conclusion: From Curriculum on Paper to 
Curriculum in Practice 
Curriculum coherence is often treated as a technical problem of alignment, yet the deeper challenge 
is interpretive and experiential. A curriculum does not move intact from policy document to 
classroom. It is translated by teachers, shaped by institutional routines, filtered through assessment, 
and interpreted by learners. At every point, its meaning can be strengthened, narrowed, distorted, or 
transformed. For that reason, curriculum quality cannot be judged only by what is prescribed. It must 
also be judged by what students are actually invited to know, question, value, practise, and become. 

The distinction among intended, enacted, experienced, hidden, and assessed curriculum helps make 
this complexity visible. These dimensions are not competing versions of curriculum; they are 
different ways of understanding how curriculum operates in real educational settings. Coherence 
emerges when they broadly reinforce one another. Incoherence emerges when they send conflicting 
messages about what learning matters. The hidden curriculum is especially important because it can 
quietly undermine the explicit curriculum even when standards, lessons, and assessments appear 
aligned. 

This does not mean that curriculum should become entirely learner-defined or that every discrepancy 
between intention and experience should be eliminated. Some variation is inevitable, and 
professional adaptation is often a sign of responsive teaching rather than weak implementation. The 
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goal is not uniformity. It is purposeful consistency: ensuring that curriculum design, pedagogy, 
assessment, institutional culture, and learner experience remain connected to a defensible 
educational purpose. 

For curriculum leaders, this requires a shift in emphasis. Instead of asking only whether teachers 
have covered the curriculum, schools should ask whether learners have had meaningful opportunities 
to encounter its most important ideas and capabilities. Instead of assuming that assessment confirms 
curriculum success, they should examine what assessment actually rewards. Instead of treating 
student experience as anecdotal, they should consider it one source of evidence among several. And 
instead of ignoring the hidden curriculum because it is difficult to measure, they should examine the 
routines, relationships, structures, and expectations through which educational values are 
communicated every day. 

The central argument is therefore straightforward: a curriculum becomes coherent only when the 
educational purposes written into it are recognizable in the experience of the learner. Future-
ready curriculum reform should not end with better documents. It should ask whether what students 
live through in classrooms tells the same educational story as what schools claim to value. 

 

 

Further Reading 
The following works provide useful foundations for educators and curriculum leaders who want to 
explore more deeply the relationship between curriculum intention, classroom enactment, learner 
experience, assessment, and the hidden curriculum. 

John Dewey — Experience and Education 
Dewey's work remains essential for understanding why curriculum cannot be separated from the 
quality of experience it creates for learners. His argument that educational experiences should 
connect, develop, and lead toward further growth provides an important foundation for thinking 
about curriculum as something lived rather than merely prescribed. 
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Ralph W. Tyler — Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction 
Tyler's classic work provides one of the most influential accounts of curriculum planning through 
educational purposes, learning experiences, organization, and evaluation. It is particularly useful for 
understanding the historical foundations of curriculum alignment, while also providing a point of 
departure for asking what alignment alone may fail to reveal about learner experience. 
 
Lawrence Stenhouse — An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development 
Stenhouse offers a powerful alternative to viewing curriculum as a package that teachers simply 
deliver. His conception of curriculum as something interpreted, tested, and developed through 
practice helps explain why teacher professional judgment is central to the movement from intended 
to enacted curriculum. 

Philip W. Jackson — Life in Classrooms 
Jackson's examination of everyday classroom life is foundational to discussions of the hidden 
curriculum. His work draws attention to the lessons embedded in routines, waiting, evaluation, 
authority, and competition, and institutional expectations— dimensions of schooling that may shape 
learners as powerfully as formal curriculum content. 
 
Michael W. Apple — Ideology and Curriculum 
Apple extends curriculum analysis into questions of knowledge, culture, and power. His work 
challenges educators to examine whose knowledge becomes officially valued, which perspectives 
remain less visible, and how curriculum and institutional practices can reproduce wider social 
assumptions. 

Together, these works encourage a broader understanding of curriculum: not simply as a sequence of 
content to be delivered, but as an interaction among knowledge, experience, pedagogy, 
institutional culture, assessment, and power. That wider perspective is necessary if schools are to 
understand not only the curriculum they intend to provide, but the curriculum students actually live. 
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