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The Cooper Curriculum is one that is rooted in the principles of a learner-centered ideology. Sadly, a true learner centered approach to the classroom is not always possible. With this in mind it is important to understand the Cooper Curriculum model can be utilized in all schools with little to no expense to the district. The Cooper Curriculum incorporates five key pillars into classroom instruction; engaging students, explicit skill instruction, student reflection, student control, and collaboration. When instruction is rooted in these five components active learning occurs. The aim of the Cooper Curriculum is to create autonomy, self-responsibility, and a critical consciousness in students (Lewis, 2006). The Cooper Curriculum is designed to be used in combination with current state mandated content standards.

The initial pillar of the Cooper Curriculum is student engagement. Research shows that the psychosocial engagement of students declines over the middle and high school years (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei, Akos, & Rose, 2013). Teachers must encourage students to explore and question activities and content in order to promote higher order thinking skills. Students who are engaged, value educational experiences and are more likely to exhibit higher achievement scores (Wang & Holcombe, 2010). Student engagement can be linked to lower drop-out rates. Student engagement is influenced by the social and learning environment of the classroom; therefore, it can be altered through various teaching styles. One way to improve student engagement is by illustrating contemporary and career relevance to students. Many teachers are adept at illustrating contemporary relevance to students. This approach may not work for all students, especially those on a vocational track. The concept of career relevance connects material with a students’ future and effectively engages them (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei, Akos, & Rose, 2013). Another way to increase student engagement is to supply students with alternative text or utilize technology. This is especially effective for students with learning disabilities. Marino et al. (2014) found that students with LD prefer alternative texts to their regular classroom texts. The same group of students had a particular affinity to material presented through technology. Finally, inquiry based learning can increase student engagement. Inquiry based learning is a student-centered and self –directed approach to education. Inquiry based learning requires critical thinking and reasoning as well as abstract thinking skills. In connection with utilizing technology, studies have found that web-based environments are highly efficient tools for conducting inquiry based lessons (Maeots & Pedaste, 2014). Utilizing these methods can help promote student engagement, increase performance, and reduce drop-out rates for high school students. 


The second pillar in the Cooper Curriculum model is explicit skill instruction. Teachers must instruct students how to solve problems, evaluate evidence and arguments, synthesize hypotheses, and observe and infer. More to the point teachers need to teach students how to think. This is not be confused with teaching students what to think. Thinking comes naturally to most students, but many individuals need instruction in Concrete Operational skills. Teachers must relay the processes of critical thinking without expressing or transmitting their own person bias. Modern mandates in education require teachers to teach critical thinking skills. NCLB calls for emphasis on higher order thinking skills for all children. Policy makers justify this mandate as necessary for students to find employment or to keep the U.S. economy competitive. The need for critical thinking skills goes beyond the economic realm and rests in the realm of mental and physical well being. Critical thinking skills are vital to the psychosocial development of students. When discussing the nature of critical thinking one recalls the works of Bloom and Piaget that educators are so familiar with (Pinkney& Shaunessy, 2013). Finding time to teach critical thinking skills can be difficult in the age of accountability. This can be done by incorporating unsolved socio-political issues into classroom content. This connection to contemporary environment provides students with subject matter that they are familiar with and allows them to address the problems critically. Bringing issues like class, race, and gender into a classroom can be disruptive but it encourages students to critically analyze their positions on important and relevant issues (Schramm-Pate & Lussier, 2004).  

Robert H. Ennis (1987) provides a most thoughtful definition of critical thinking; “a practical reflective activity that has reasonable belief or action as its goal... the process of reflectively and reasonably deciding what to believe in.” The connections between critical thinking and reflection are of incredible importance, thus the third pillar of the Cooper Curriculum is student reflection. Educators like Ennis found that reflection on what is learned and how it is learned provide a firm foundation for student retention, comprehension, and mastery. It has been shown by many that self and peer-assessment can provide students with better feedback, save educators time, encourage student engagement, and improve student performance (Belski, 2010). Reflection also encourages development of self-efficacy. The students who self-assess are able to understand performance within themselves. This personal connection to assessment removes any misconceptions in the assessment process and provides the students with unbiased and authentic feedback. 

The fourth pillar is student choice. Teachers should provide students with some choices in the classroom. This helps to motivate students to learn. Students should be provided with choices on how they are assessed. This can range from performance assessments to peer and self-assessment. The goal of student choice is to improve student engagement, performance, and enhance a student’s ability to make informed, reasonable decisions. By allowing student choice in some classroom decisions, educators build relationships and procedures that keep them closely in touch with students. Much like the principals of a learner-centered curriculum, the Cooper Curriculum requires classroom environments that value freedom, self-governance, participation and empowerment (Astuto & Clark, 1995). Provided that it is implemented with integrity, the Cooper Curriculum ensures students the opportunity to make decisions about their learning goals, course content, how content is learned, and assessed (Yilmaz, 2009). Classroom procedures like this ensure that students will be competent democratic citizens upon graduation.


The fifth and final pillar of the Cooper Curriculum is collaboration. Teachers must create a learning community in which all opinions are valued. Students learn from the teacher, the teacher learns from the students, and students learn from each other. The goal is to learn individually, collectively. Collaboration in classrooms is an effective strategy that allows students to attempt more ambitious projects, divide tasks like gathering data, provide support and encouragement for others, and foster critical thinking skills (Vujakovic & Livingstone, 1994). Working collaboratively provides students with more academic opportunities to discuss their thinking, exhibit understanding, incorporate ideas of others, and feel less isolated and anxious about content. Socially, collaboration encourages students to communicate effectively and persuasively, work in a team environment, and respect the differences of others. Regardless of the project, roles for collaboration should be defined. This eliminates potential imbalances. Roles also ensure that students with lower self-efficacy participate fully (Allen, 2012).  
In conclusion, the Cooper Curriculum is learner-centered in that it gives students a deeper understanding of concepts due to the freedom they have to express thoughts and feelings. The Cooper Curriculum differs from learner-centered in that it adheres to state content standards due to the difficulties many teachers and educators face when transitioning from a teacher-centered curriculum (Hains & Smith, 2012). By providing an engaging environment, students become motivated to learn. Motivated students are then instructed on critical thinking skills through explicit skill instruction. These critical thinking skills are then used in self-reflection and self-assessment. By becoming more self-aware students develop a sense of self-efficacy that allows them to make informed, reasonable decision on classroom matters. This collaboration between students and teachers fosters a sense of value in student opinion and thoughts. Students then work collaboratively to develop interpersonal skills. The five pillars of the Cooper Curriculum are all equally important and are interwoven into classroom instruction. Perhaps one day, these pillars can stand tall in the halls of American education.  
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