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There has been a wellspring of well-deserved criticism that NCLB has served to narrow the curriculum.  However, there are two aspects to ‘curriculum narrowing’.  The first deals with what content is taught.  The second deals with how the content is taught.  

Most of the criticism has been focused on the first aspect.  Clearly, high stakes testing has become the primary determinant of what content is taught.  This has limited teachers’ discretion as to what to teach, and has increasingly standardized and mandated what content will be taught, and the sequence of the content objectives, grade by grade—across districts and within states. 

What about the second aspect of curricular narrowing?  Has there been a narrowing of how content is taught, i.e., is there less creativity and discretion in how mandated content is taught? While I do not know of any formal research that answers this question, my observations in schools and in attending conferences is that there has indeed been a narrowing of how content is taught.  It seems to be generally assumed that content should be taught in a direct, linear, straight, no-nonsense approach.   There seems to be less discussion of alternative, more creative strategies of presenting content.  I am periodically invited to conferences to be the lone voice against the tidal wave of sole advocacy for reteaching and retesting as the only way to increase test scores. 

Why has such a narrowing of instruction method occurred?  There are no mandates on how content should be covered or taught.  While there are some highly scripted reading programs at the elementary grades which dictate how teaching should occur on a minute by minute basis, these are the exceptions.  Most curriculums merely offer suggestions.  

I think that there are three reasons why there has been a narrowing of how content is teaching is taught.  The first is that the profession has assumed that direct instruction is the best and most efficient way to cover content to improve test performance.  The second reason is that creative approaches to teaching content, and courses in theater and creative expression are not part of the curriculum in teacher and administrator training programs.  The third reason is limitations in the ability of existing conceptions of creative approaches to efficiently support content instruction.  Some traditional uses of dramatic technique in education are divorced from content, and focus on self-expression for its own sake or on learning about theater.  When dramatic technique is applied to content learning it is generally used to reinforce and enrich content already taught, and is most often used for teaching reading and literature to the youngest students.  Even when used to reinforce or enrich content, this valuable use of creative instruction is inefficient, as the content is taught twice—first the ‘regular’ way, and then an additional way.  It is rare that such extra time is available in today’s crowded curriculum.

At the same time, constant reliance on direct instruction/test prep is inadequate.  It results in mind numbing instruction for both teachers and students.  It is particularly inadequate as applied to students born into poverty, and any other at-risk students.  When these students struggle the solution is yet more direct reteaching/test prep.  This is counter-productive.  The primary result is boredom and disengagement from learning.  Indeed, most studies report that sheer boredom is a major cause of dropping out.  Even worse, the fundamental assumption behind this practice is wrong.  More basic skills/test prep/direct instruction after the third grade does not increase test scores.  It actually suppresses test score gains, as well as overall intellectual development.  My research over the past 28 years with the Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) project has been that eliminating supplemental basic skills instruction, and substituting general thinking development activities dramatically increases the test score gains of Title I and Learning Disabled students (and also increases overall academic achievement and self-concept).

In other words, the assumption that direct instruction is always the best and most efficient way to raise test scores is wrong in many significant respects.  Alternate, more creative forms of content teaching are also needed.  But we also need a better methodology for using creative instruction so that it can effectively and efficiently increase content learning and increase students’ engagement in all content areas and grade levels.

Is it in fact possible to use highly dramatic forms of instruction that can increase content learning without requiring more time; across all content areas, and even for the oldest and most jaded high school students?   It is if you are willing to adopt the principles of Outrageous instruction.  

Outrageous instruction emerged out of my work with student teachers at the University of Arizona.  I challenged them to design a highly dramatic lesson as one of the lessons that I would observe during the semester.  While I was not sure what to expect when I started this assignment, the result was the most amazing teaching that I have ever seen.  Not only did they produce great lessons, the resultant student learning and dynamics were eye-opening and surprising. 

Outrageous Instruction is an update of many prior ideas of creative teaching.  It is updated for both the current realities of the Sesame Street/YouTube generation, and the imperatives of content coverage and increasing content learning.    My new book, Teaching Content Outrageously, describes how teachers in grades 4-12 can use dramatic technique and humor to design lessons and units that convert the teaching and learning of even the most prosaic and esoteric of existing content objectives into exciting and engaging experiences for their students.   What is unique about the Outrageous instruction approach is that it is the first use of dramatic technique that is a substitute method for the original teaching of the content.   Instead of being used later for enrichment, Outrageous instruction is used to teach the content richly in the very beginning; and thus does not require extra time.

The general approach used by Outrageous instruction to get students to engage in learning key content concepts is  ‘Creative Authenticity.’  Creative Authenticity means taking otherwise abstract or esoteric content concepts in the existing curriculum and linking it to the students’ worldview (instead of the worldview of adults).  It is about presenting existing content objectives in a way that is meaningful in terms of how students view the world and their role in it.  It generally requires a curricular strategy that incorporates fantasy, adventure, storytelling, suspense, humor, and drama—not just in providing a setting to stimulate student interest, but in the actual teaching of the content.  

While students in grades 4-12 can often engage in behaviors that are silly and immature, they also possess many intense positive emotions and values that can be tapped into.  For example, these students have a heightened sense of fairness, justice, and helping others.  In thinking about how to tap into the worldview of the YouTube generation, we have to consider that much of their learning outside of school comes from on-demand entertainment and social networking.  Rather than railing against these trends, we can build upon these instincts to retool how we teach that which we as educators deem important for them to learn. 

So, for example, a teacher can do a conventional lesson about the start of the miners union, or:  When students walk in, the room is dark, blues music is playing, there is someone in the front of the room with his/her head on the table, dressed in rags.  The visitor (i.e., the teacher in disguise) raises his/her head which is covered in dirt.  The hair is askew.  While coughing and crying this visitor complains how s/he is sick, has to work 15 hours a day to make a few dollars, but now s/he is sick, and does not have the strength to work, and that his/her children are starving.  S/he then looks in surprise at the students, and notes how well fed and dressed they are, and asks for their help. She has been told that Chapter 3 of their book has some information that would help her but s/he cannot read.  Would they please read it and share the information with her?  S/he puts her head back down on the desk.  Once students have read the Chapter they start advising him/her about how a union would help. The visitor plays devils advocate, but in the end, s/he becomes convinced, and thanks the students.  Music rises… the bell rings…   

Same content objective, taught in the same amount of time, using the same textbook material, but with a very different method.  In conventional direct instruction the teacher is the expert and directs the process, and in the Outrageous version students’ become the experts in the absence of a teacher in order to help a visitor from the past. There is a high probability that the Outrageous version of the lesson will produce deeper learning and greater retention.  And yes, in an Outrageous lesson you can maintain discipline without looking at the class.  The best way to maintain discipline is to transfix students.   

It turns out that much like physics, education has two set of rules and techniques that are totally opposite.  The teaching and classroom management techniques of Outrageous teaching are the total opposite of conventional direct instruction.  In the book you will meet teachers, even ones with little experience, teaching tough unruly classes masterfully.  They are not only maintaining discipline, but producing high levels of formal content learning by hiding under their desk, running in and out of the room, having a (make believe) mental breakdown, selling tree stumps, etc.  Indeed, we should redefine a master teacher as someone who can successfully employ the very different techniques of conventional and Outrageous instruction successfully.   

In all cases, the standard content objectives were learned in a deeper and more meaningful fashion when taught Outrageously. Whenever teachers compared unit learning of a class taught Outrageously, with one that they taught conventionally, they reported higher levels of learning in the Outrageously taught class—even if only one of the lessons in the unit was taught Outrageously.  That one lesson set a context and referent for all the subsequent conventional instruction.  It also creates a deeper bond between teachers and students.  Students view an Outrageous lesson as an indicator that their teacher cares so much about their learning that s/he was willing to go the extra step and take risks.

As a result, not every lesson or unit needs to be taught Outrageously.  There are powerful, enduring content learning effects even from a single lesson. Rather, teachers should focus on reinventing those lessons and units that they know from experience students struggle with the most, or the ones that teachers feel are the most important and want to deeply ingrain in their students.  (Indeed, if you were lucky enough to have a teacher who taught some content in an Outrageous fashion, chances are that you still remember them today.)  Even a few such lessons goes a long way towards making learning that content area seem relevant to students, and there is anecdotal evidence that it increases content learning.  There is also increasing evidence from the fields of cognitive psychology and Neuroscience about the importance of tapping into students’ sense of imagination and fantasy as a means to stimulate learning and the retention of knowledge.  At the same time, if only a single lesson has powerful effects, what would happen if all of a given students’ teachers taught a few Outrageous lessons each semester?  What would the cumulative effect be on student learning and attitudes towards school?  Why not find out? 

While an Outrageous lesson such as the above example often seems extemporaneous and the result of an unusually creative individual, that is not the case.  The many exciting lessons and units described in the book were developed and taught by typical student teachers and teachers.  None were particularly extroverted, and all initially felt uncomfortable with the idea of being dramatic in front of student and giving up normal classroom routine.  In addition, all the high imaginative and tremendously diverse lessons from across the content areas and grades described in the book were all the product of a formal lesson planning methodology.  This planning method is described, along with the lesson development process for all the sample Outrageous lessons and units, and the effects on student learning.  In addition, less intensive dramatic techniques for everyday instructional management are also described. 

We do not have to settle for sole reliance on simplistic approach to teaching and learning—even in an era of high stakes testing. The principles of Outrageous instruction mean that we no longer have to view creative teaching as a tradeoff that reduces content coverage and test score gains.  We can achieve all 3 goals simultaneously. 

All we have to do as a profession is release ourselves from our self-imposed shackles, and encourage all teachers and administrators to encourage the use of Outrageous instruction, and other creative approaches.  While it is true that every time a teacher teaches a new Outrageous lesson/unit, there is the understandable uncertainty of whether it will work, or whether s/he will look silly, I have never seen such an effort not work. 

While I share the progressive angst about curriculum narrowing and other consequences of high stakes testing, there is nothing wrong with applying the most creative forms of instruction to formal content learning—regardless of whether the content being taught is mandated or not (though I much prefer the latter).  Indeed, the initial progressive perspectives on incorporating dramatic technique into education was to further the learning of content knowledge.  It also appears that even the initial impulse behind the development of drama in ancient times was as a method of teaching content, in this case civic values.    

Dare we be Outrageous in front of students once in a while?  Great teaching is beneficial in any era, particularly for students born into poverty. When we thought about becoming a teacher we all had a vision of students hanging onto our every word.  We gave up this vision once we encountered the ‘realities’ of today’s classroom.  But these so called realities are self-imposed; a consequence of boring instruction.  We can reclaim the creativity and artistry that is inherent in the best of teaching, and reclaim how we imagined our life in the classroom would be, and do so in a way that increases content learning.




�I like this idea a lot – especially your point about authenticity for whom. I’ve always wondered at the point of career focus in elementary grades. It would help if you could give a brief example of a teacher teaching outrageously.





I know I’ve been harping about word limits – it’s possible that the description of HOTS could be tightened up a little. 









