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Content as Context: The Role of 
School Subjects in Secondary School Teaching 

PAMELA L. GROSSMAN SUSAN S. STODOLSKY 

In this article we argue that understanding subject-matter dif
ferences among high school teachers is crucial for the analysis 
and reform of secondary schools. An emerging line of research 
suggests that high school teachers belong to distinctive subject 
subcultures; these subcultures are characterized by differing be
liefs, norms, and practices: We report findings from surveys and 
interviews with high school teachers that illustrate salient as
pects of subject subcultures. Shared beliefs about the possibilities 
and constraints posed by different school subjects may compli
cate efforts to restructure high schools or redesign curriculum. 

Educational Researcher, Vol. 24, No. 8, pp. 5-11, 23 

For too long, research and policy in the United States 
have treated teaching as a generic activity, and teach
ers as more or less interchangeable parts within a 

school system.1 Seen through the lens of subject matter, 
high school teachers and the subject-specific contexts in 
which they work are far from interchangeable. If we are to 
be successful in restructuring high schools or reforming the 
nature of curriculum and instruction within secondary 
classrooms, we must sharpen our understanding of how 
the subject matters to secondary school teachers. Through 
undergraduate majors, subject-specific methods courses, 
and professional organizations, subject matter permeates 
the professional identity and much of the career-long pro
fessional development of high school teachers. Subject 
matter also undergirds the organizational structure of most 
American high schools in the form of academic depart
ments. Though all of this may seem obvious to anyone con
nected with high schools, the most obvious features of 
schooling often have the most far-reaching consequences, 
as Jackson (1990) illustrated in his work on elementary 
school teaching. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, the centrality of school 
subjects in high school teaching, subject matter has a taken-
for-granted quality in much research on secondary teach
ing. Research on high schools has tended to look at features 
of the school as a whole (Boyer, 1983; Cusick, 1983; Light-
foot, 1983; Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985) or aspects of 
teaching and learning within a particular subject matter. In 
this article we contend that taking a comparative approach 
toward understanding subject-matter differences among 
high school teachers is crucial for the analysis and reform 
of secondary school teaching. We argue that the nature of 
the parent discipline and features of the school subject, as 
well as teachers' beliefs regarding the subject, help create a 
conceptual context within which teachers work. Through
out this discussion of content as context, our central inter
est is in how subject-matter differences among secondary 

school teachers help explain curricular and instructional 
patterns in high schools and responses to reform efforts. 
Shared beliefs about the possibilities and constraints of
fered by different school subjects help contribute to the 
"grammar of schooling" in high schools (Tyack & Tobin, 
1994) and complicate efforts to restructure schools or re
design curriculum. 

After first defining what we mean by context, we de
scribe features of disciplines and school subjects that dif
ferentiate among subject matters and give rise to distinct 
subject subcultures. In arguing that these subcultures are 
characterized by differing beliefs, norms, and practices 
that affect teachers' work and responses to reform efforts, 
we present illustrative research findings from our own em
pirical research as well as that of other researchers. In con
clusion, we discuss a variety of implications for research, 
policy, and high school reform efforts based on this under
standing of subject-matter differences. 

Definitions of Context 

In this analysis, we focus on school subjects as specific con
texts within which secondary teachers teach.2 Throughout 
this discussion, we assume that contexts are socially con
structed, located frequently but not necessarily within in
stitutions, and individually interpreted. Lave (1988) makes 
a helpful distinction between arenas and settings in her de
scription of context. She defines arenas as the larger insti
tutions, which, though socially constructed, have a given 
set of features that both enable and constrain certain activ
ities. A setting, in Lave's framework, is the individually 
constructed and represented version of the arena. The con
struct of setting helps us understand why individuals can 
experience the same arena so differently. In our frame 
work, teachers of a specific school subject share a common 
arena for practice, though they may differ in their specific 
interpretations of the subject. 

The organizational context of high schools also explicitly 
interacts with subject matter (Talbert & McLaughlin, 1993); 
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most secondary schools reify subject-matter distinctions 
through the existence of subject-based departments. De
partments can be a powerful feature of secondary teachers' 
lives, as the work of Ball (1981), Johnson (1990), Siskin 
(1991, 1994), Siskin and Little (in press), and Talbert (in 
press) demonstrates. 

School subjects, as arenas for practice, possess different 
features, histories, and status that affect teachers' work 
(Goodson, 1985; Stodolsky, 1993). These features of school 
subjects pose implications for the nature of teaching within 
the subject and may mediate reform efforts. A comparative 
perspective focuses attention on the normative views of 
the subject shared by many teachers who teach it. These 
shared beliefs may help define the possibilities and con
straints teachers perceive as they do their daily work and 
respond to innovations. The shared beliefs and norms of 
teachers who share a common school subject can usefully 
be characterized as a subject subculture (Ball, 1981; Ball & 
Lacey, 1984). 

Content as Context: The Origin and Features of Subject 
Subcultures 

The disciplinary socialization of prospective teachers con
tributes to the origin of subject subcultures. The parent dis
ciplines from which many school subjects derive may exert 
an important, if often invisible, influence on secondary 
school curriculum and instruction. Academic disciplines 
differ in their histories, their epistemologies, and the de
gree of theoretical consensus existing within the field (e.g. 
Bernstein, 1971; Schwab, 1978). Bernstein (1971), for exam
ple, distinguishes between disciplines that form strong 
boundaries around their subject matter and offer fewer 
curricular electives and disciplines that blur the bound
aries among subjects and offer students more choice. These 
features of the discipline affect high school teachers, par
ticularly because secondary teachers receive a significant 
portion of their education within the discipline they will 
later teach. However, school subjects, the locus of sec
ondary school teaching, differ in important ways from the 
traditional academic disciplines (Goodson, 1985). 

We now turn to certain features of school subjects, such 
as status, perceived sequentiality, and scope, which help 
shape the subject-matter arena within which teachers 
work. School subjects differ in their degree of status within 
the school and larger community. Higher status subjects, 
such as math or science, may be able to claim greater re
sources and power within the school than lower status 
subjects, such as art or music (Ball, 1987; Ball & Lacey, 1984; 
Goodson, 1985). Higher status subjects are more likely to 
count for college entrance or to be considered part of the 
core curriculum. Subjects also differ with regard to their re
lationship to state and district assessment programs; while 
subjects such as math or English are regularly included in 
mandated testing programs, other subjects such as foreign 
language or art are not. 

School subjects also differ with regard to the perceived 
or inherent sequentiality of the subject and curriculum 
(Stodolsky, 1993). A school subject such as foreign lan
guage has a fairly rigid sequential curriculum—French I, 
French II, French III, French IV, and AP French. Teachers of 
French II depend on their colleagues in French I to have 
taught particular grammar skills and vocabulary to their 
students. Without having mastered the content of French I, 

students may find it difficult to move on to the next level. 
Social studies, as a school subject, would seem to possess 
less sequential dependency with regard to content. Stu
dents who were baffled by Ancient Civilization in the 9th 
grade go on to study American History in the 11th without 
noticeable consequence. Teachers' perceptions of the inher
ent hierarchy or sequentiality of a subject relate to their be
liefs and actions regarding the importance of content 
coverage (Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995). Department poli
cies regarding curriculum coordination may also reflect the 
degree of sequentiality related to the school subject. 

School subjects also differ with regard to their scope and 
coherence. Some subjects, such as English or social studies, 
include a number of different disciplinary areas, resulting 
in a broad curricular scope with relatively less coherence 
than subjects such as math or chemistry. Social studies, for 
example, draws on the disciplines of history, anthropology, 
geography, political science, economics, psychology, and 
sociology. The extent to which departments are composed 
of teachers from diverse disciplines may contribute to the 
degree of cohesiveness of the department. Departments 
that draw together teachers from diverse disciplinary 
backgrounds, such as social studies, may find it more diffi
cult to develop consensus about curriculum. Alternatively, 
struggles to develop consensus in social studies might be 
amplified by the differing perspectives, values, and theo
retical orientations at issue in the school subject itself. 
f Because teachers work in subject-specific contexts and 
'hold a number of subject-specific beliefs related to teaching 
and learning, the particular issues and policies that high 
school teachers view as problematic may vary. We argue 
that these conceptions of subject matter create a "concep
tual context" that helps frame the work of high school 
teachers and mediates their responses to reform proposals. 
For example, teachers of broad, less well-defined subjects, 
such as English or social studies, may feel a greater sense 
of curricular autonomy than do teachers of more defined 
and more sequential school subjects. Because the subjects 
they teach are so broad, they may feel they need to make 
individual choices about what to include and what not to 
include (Grossman, 1993; Protherough & Atkinson, 1992; 
Stodolsky, 1988).3 Even a change in how the school day is 
structured might be perceived differently by teachers of 
different subjects. Teachers of subjects perceived as more 
sequential, such as foreign language or math, may worry 
over schedules that have them meet students only two or 
three times a week, whereas teachers of science or art 
might welcome such a schedule. 

Research Findings 

Before reporting findings from our own research, we re
view the few studies of secondary teaching that have taken 
a comparative subject-matter approach. These studies 
seem to confirm the existence of specific subject subcul
tures.4 For example, Siskin's (1994) study of math and Eng
lish departments suggested that the departments were 
characterized by different cultures and norms, and that 
math departments at different schools shared more com
mon features than the math and English departments at 
the same school. Ball's (1981) study of a British secondary 
school that was considering multi-ability grouping found 
that math and foreign language teachers were most resis
tant to such a change, in large part because of their beliefs 
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about the nature of their subject matter. These departments 
argued successfully for an exemption from the policy on 
multi-ability grouping on the grounds that their subject 
matter would not allow it. An earlier British study (Hayes, 
1976) found similar differences between math and foreign 
language teachers, who supported tracking or streaming, 
and English teachers, who supported mixed-ability classes. 
Similar results are reported by Wheelock (1992), Gamoran 
and Weinstein (1995), and for middle-school teachers by 
Loveless (1994). 

Other studies have tried to delineate differences in pat
terns of belief among teachers of different subjects. In a 
study of Dutch teachers, de Brabander (1993) found that 
teachers contrasted school subjects in relation to the nature 
of knowledge (hard versus soft) and on the emphasis on 
"work" or "play" in the subject matter. The teacher-gener
ated contrasts were consistent with those postulated by 
Bernstein (1971). In a survey of Israeli teachers, Yaakobi 
and Sharan (1985) found that humanities teachers differed 
significantly from language teachers in their attitudes to
ward academic knowledge, with humanities teachers 
adopting a more "progressive" perspective on knowledge 
and teaching. A somewhat similar British study tried to 
distinguish between high school teachers who held trans
mission orientations toward writing and those who be
lieved that writing involved interpretation (Barnes & 
Shemilt, 1974). Teachers of biology, physics, chemistry, and 
language agreed more often with the transmission per
spective, whereas teachers of English and religion adhered 
to an interpretation perspective. 

In our own comparative study of subject matter, we have 
relied upon a number of data sources to study the ways in 
which subject matter serves as a context for the work of 
high school teachers.5 Here, we briefly describe some ways 
in which teachers from different fields vary in their con
ceptions of subject matter, instructional beliefs, and curric
ular coordination and control. 

Teachers seem to regard conceptions of school subjects 
as one of the commonplaces of their daily work lives. In in
terviews not specifically connected to subject matter con
ducted with teachers from 16 schools as part of a study on 
the contexts of secondary school teaching, teachers sponta
neously spoke of what their subjects did and did not "per
mit" them to do. English teachers, for example, talked 
about the "permissive" nature of the subject matter,6 

whereas math teachers spoke of what they perceived to be 
the constraints of the content. Math teachers commented 
frequently on the demands for coverage of a well-estab
lished curriculum, of having "to get to a certain point by a 
certain time," as one informant described. They also spoke 
of their sense of the sequential nature of the subject matter 
and the ways in which it affected their teaching. As one 
math teacher commented, "Math is the type of subject 
where [the students] just can't skip it. There's no point in 
saying 'You missed that, you get a zero.' They need it, they 
have to do it 'til they are ready to go on to the next section." 
Another math teacher echoed a belief in the linearity of 
learning. "The outline of the topics you can't change too 
much because so much of Algebra depends on what you 
do previously. You can't do a lot of problem solving until 
you've had positive and negative numbers. The same thing 
with factoring and things like that. You can't solve qua
dratics until after you've factored." In contrast, English 

teachers described English as broad in scope; "English is 
the basis for all communication at the school." They also 
described the negotiability of the curriculum; as two teach
ers commented, not all students have to read the same text 
or even the same genre, as long as they are learning to read 
and to write. Said one teacher, "My goal is to have a stu
dent read. If they are going to read a fantasy book—and I 
don't like fantasy—that's o.k. They're reading." Finally, the 
permissive nature of English was mentioned by several 
teachers. A teacher who taught both German and English 
at a public school commented, "But I've always liked to do 
different things, and I can do that more in English than I 
can in German, of course." Another English teacher stated 
that the reason you might find cooperative learning in his 
department is that "our subject matter allows us to do that 
a lot." These comments suggest that high school teachers 
explain their work partly in relation to the constraints and 
possibilities they perceive as offered by specific school 
subjects. 

These perceptions are confirmed by survey data from 
399 teachers of 5 academic subjects (math, English, science, 
social studies, and foreign language) in these same 16 high 
schools (Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995). Teachers completed 
survey items having to do with perceptions of the subjects 
they taught, beliefs about the extent to which they were 
free to decide the content of their classes, and perceptions 
of the extent to which they coordinated the content of their 
coufses with other colleagues. (See Appendix for survey 
items used to report findings in this section). Confirming 
the reports of the perceived importance of sequence in 
mathematics found in interview data, math teachers, along 
with colleagues in foreign language, scored significantly 
higher on the sequentiality scale than did teachers of sci
ence, English, or social studies (F = 25.74, p < .0001). Math 
and foreign language teachers rated their subjects as sig
nificantly more defined than did teachers of science, Eng
lish, and social studies (F = 7.96, p < .0001). Math teachers 
also rated their subjects as considerably more static than 
did teachers of the other 4 academic subjects (F = 31.65, 
p < .0001), with English teachers most strongly rejecting the 
portrayal of their subject as static. 

Along with different conceptions of their school subjects, 
teachers of the five academic subjects also reported vary
ing levels of curricular autonomy and control. Elsewhere 
(Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995), we argue that these and 
other curricular consequences result from the degree of se
quentiality and definition associated with each subject. 
While all teachers felt free to decide on the teaching tech
niques to use in their classes, math teachers felt signifi
cantly less freedom to decide on the content of their classes 
than did teachers of the other four academic subjects (F = 
9.77, p < .0001). Math teachers also stood out from their col
leagues in their reports of coordinating course content with 
other members of their departments, with math teachers 
reporting the most coordination and science and social 
studies reporting the least (F = 6.90, p < .0001). Similarly, 
math teachers were most likely to develop common exams 
with other department members, with English and social 
studies reporting the least likelihood (F = 13.06, p < .0001). 

In addition to curricular coordination and control, in
structional practices and policies may also be affected by 
subject subcultures. For example, tracking or student dif
ferentiation is a practice with important consequences for 
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students. Beliefs about tracking may be associated in part 
with conceptions of subject matter, particularly with the 
perceived importance of sequentiality. (Beliefs about the 
advantages and disadvantages of tracking may also repre
sent value positions with respect to equity and the social 
distribution of opportunity.) As can be seen in Table 1, 
survey responses from teachers of five academic subjects 
showed significant group differences in beliefs about 
tracking. Math teachers believe most strongly that "in
struction in my subject is most beneficial when students 
are grouped by prior academic achievement" while so
cial studies teachers reject this statement most strongly 
(F = 5.26, p < .0004)7 

Though far from complete, when taken together, our re
search and the research of other scholars suggest that sub
ject subcultures may be characterized by both beliefs about 
the subject matter that bind teachers together and by 
norms regarding teaching practice, curricular autonomy, 
and coordination. These studies provide support for the 
idea that high school teachers work in somewhat separate 
arenas, defined by the subject matter they teach. The issues 
and concerns of the typical math teacher are not the same 
as those of the typical English or social studies teacher, nor 
do they work under the same constraints. While norms of 
specific departments, regardless of subject matter, can also 
affect the practices of an individual department, an impor
tant point made by Gutierrez (1995), Talbert (in press), and 
Talbert and Perry (1994) in their analysis of departments, 
teachers of different subjects, in general, may hold quite 
different beliefs about the nature of the subject and the pos
sibilities for curricular coordination. In the next section, we 
develop some of the implications for policy and directions 
for future research following from this perspective. 

Toward Rethinking Research and Policy 
We urge the research community to investigate the role of 
subject matter in secondary school teaching more system
atically in analyses of teaching and to use a subject-matter 
lens in interpreting extant research. As we have already in
dicated, teachers of different subjects bring differing 
frames of reference to their teaching; these subject-matter 
frames, which inform teachers' thought and actions, must 
be better understood. Pooled analyses of high school teach
ers, for example, mask the real differences that may exist 
among teachers of different subjects. Claims regarding sec
ondary school teaching in general may be more true for 
some subject matters than for others. For example, Cu-
sick's (1983) study of high schools describes the curricular 
electives created by high school teachers in their efforts to 
attract students. However, many of the examples he cites 
in his work are from social studies and English, two subject 
areas of broad scope, in which the subject subcultures may 
permit more content negotiation by teachers; in contrast, 
relatively few quotations come from math teachers. 

Researchers might also investigate the origin of beliefs 
about subject matter. How are beginning high school 
teachers socialized into subject subcultures? To what extent 
does the organization and representation of subject matter 
in universities prepare prospective teachers to hold partic
ular beliefs about school subjects? Lacey (1977) com
mented on the strong role that subject-matter played in the 
Socialization of prospective teachers in Britain.8 Re
searchers need to investigate the "hidden curriculum" of 
subject-matter majors within higher education to under
stand how prospective teachers come to hold certain be
liefs. While gaining the subject-matter knowledge required 
for teaching, prospective secondary school teachers are 

Table 1 
Mean Responses to Selected Scales and Items for Teachers of Academic Subjects and ANOVA Results 

Forei ign 
Math Language Science Engl ish Social Studies Subject effect 

Scale3 (n = 82) (n = 42) (n = 81) ( n = - 109) (n = 85) 

M 

4.92' 

SD 

0.73 

M 

4.891 

SD 

0.75 

M 

4.572 

SD 

0.90 

M 

4.342 

SD 

0.82 

M 

4.362 

SD 

0.91 

F P < 

Defined 

M 

4.92' 

SD 

0.73 

M 

4.891 

SD 

0.75 

M 

4.572 

SD 

0.90 

M 

4.342 

SD 

0.82 

M 

4.362 

SD 

0.91 7.96 .0001 
Sequential 4.92' 0.73 4.96' 0.95 3.992 0.90 4.012 1.15 3.682 0.97 25.74 .0001 
Static 3.35' 0.88 2.932 0.99 2.303 0.82 2.014 0.75 2.363 0.99 31.65 .0001 
Control teaching 

techniques 5.44 0.60 5.44 0.92 5.49 0.72 5.51 0.76 5.44 0.87 0.15 n.s. 
Free to decide 

content 3.552 1.51 4.42' 1.47 4.621 1.30 4.42' 1.30 4.671 1.27 9.77 .0001 
Dept. policy: 

curricular 
autonomy [max 5] 3.11 2 1.01 3.56' 0.99 3.78' 0.86 3.751 0.89 3.681 0.94 6.70 .0001 

Coordinate course 
content with others 4.68' 1.18 4.38'-2 1.27 3.863 1.54 4.072.3 1.17 3.733 1.46 6.90 .0001 

Develop common 
exams 3.58' 1.90 3.161'2 1.76 2.932 1.55 2.113 1.27 2.403 1.45 13.06 .0001 

Student 
differentiation 4.52' 0.98 4.022.3 1.20 4.32'- : 2 1.04 3.9923 1.16 3.783 1.31 5.26 .0004 

aMaximum scale and item score is 6 unless otherwise noted. Numeric superscripts show results of Duncan's multiple range test. Each letter identi
fies members of a cluster significantly different from those with another level. 
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also being socialized into a particular view of the world, as 
seen through disciplinary lenses. In part, this socialization 
relates to disciplinary ways of thinking. However, students 
may also be absorbing beliefs about the subjects they will 
later teach from the ways in which majors are organized 
and the subject is institutionalized within higher educa
tion. For example, math and science courses designed to 
weed out all but the most serious students may teach those 
who remain that higher level math and science are not for 
everyone, a problematic lesson for prospective high school 
teachers if one wants to make higher level math available 
to a wide range of students. Similarly, academic depart
ments that strongly differentiate the curriculum for majors 
and nonmajors are implicitly providing prospective teach
ers with a model of tracking.9 The number of prerequisites 
required for different courses within a major may also 
teach prospective teachers a lesson about the importance of 
sequence in learning a subject. Although research in higher 
education has documented the existence of strong subject 
subcultures within universities (Becher, 1989; Clark, 1987), 
relatively little research has investigated the effects of these 
subcultures on prospective teachers. 

Research on teacher socialization has rarely investigated 
the high school department as a site for the socialization of 
new teachers. Studies of how departments socialize new
comers into their ranks might shed light on how beliefs 
about school subjects are maintained over time. Depart
ments that deviate from normative views of the subject 
matter—for example, math departments that reject a view 
of mathematics as inherently sequential—provide a strate
gic research site for seeing how departmental culture can 
mediate subject subcultures (Gutierrez, 1995). Given the 
differences that can exist among departmental cultures 
within a single school (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993), this 
analysis suggests that secondary teacher education pro
grams consider placing student teachers with partner de
partments rather than with partner schools. Although less 
common, nondepartmentalized high schools offer a strate
gic counter case deserving of study. Finally, the importance 
of department chairs should be more carefully studied. To 
what extent does departmental leadership contribute to 
the maintenance of a distinct subject subculture? If chairs 
participate in hiring decisions, to what extent do they use 
this role to maintain departmental norms and prevailing 
beliefs about the subject matter? Can strong department 
chairs overcome commonly held beliefs about the subject 
matter when these beliefs run counter to reform efforts? 

Policy Implications 

Clearer insights regarding subject matter differences in sec
ondary school teaching must also inform the formulation 
and implementation of educational policy. For example, 
policy implementation is certain to be mediated by the dif
ferent subject-matter arenas in which teachers teach. 
Teachers' perceptions of subject matter may also mediate 
their response to reform proposals. As mentioned earlier, 
teachers of broad, less well-defined subjects such as Eng
lish or social studies may feel a greater sense of curricular 
autonomy than teachers of more defined subjects and 
make less of an effort to coordinate the overall curriculum 
within their subject. If they perceive and value greater au
tonomy over the content to be taught as an inherent feature 
of the subject they teach, teachers may resent reforms that 

threaten to deprive them of this autonomy.10 At the same 
time, such policies may have the side-effect of encouraging 
more departmental coordination of curriculum, or at least 
discussion of what is being taught, than is likely to occur 
normally. For example, the English department at Esper-
anza High School, one of the schools we have studied over 
the past few years, responded to the California Assessment 
Program's new writing assessments by meeting to coordi
nate writing instruction across the curriculum. As a de
partment, they divided up the writing prompts included in 
the CAP writing test by grade level, and committed to 
teaching students to respond to those prompts. The new 
assessment policy resulted in more curricular coordination 
within this particular department. 

In contrast, teachers of well-defined, more sequential 
subjects such as math or foreign language may already 
make more of an effort to coordinate the vertical curricu
lum within their subject; however, they may respond cau
tiously to reforms that would affect the ways in which the 
curriculum is sequenced for learners. The math depart
ment at Rancho High School, another high school we have 
studied, believed strongly in the importance of sequence in 
math teaching and learning. When the state mandated that 
all students would study algebra and abolished many of 
the general math courses, the department responded by in
stituting a two-year sequence for students who were not 
seen as ready for the traditional Algebra 1 course—a year
long algebra course to cover the first half of the material in 
the standard Algebra 1 course and a second year-long al
gebra course to cover the remaining chapters of the course. 
In this manner, the Rancho faculty were able to hold on to 
their strong belief in student readiness, while conforming 
to the "letter of the law" mandating that all students study 
algebra. 

According to this analysis, efforts to restructure high 
schools will bump into the subject subcultures that cur
rently exist in secondary schools. Without a better under
standing of the patterns of belief and practice held by 
teachers of different subject matters, proposals to decom
pose departments, to detrack the curriculum, or to create 
interdisciplinary curricula may falter. Our analysis sug
gests that efforts to restructure the high school curriculum 
will run into resistance from math and foreign language 
departments if issues of sequence are not addressed, a pat
tern that seems to be confirmed by current research on re
structuring schools. In a study of restructuring schools, 
Gamoran and Weinstein (1995) found that efforts to elimi
nate tracking posed more problems for math teachers than 
for social studies teachers. Even in the schools that claimed 
to be eliminating homogeneous grouping as part of their 
restructuring effort, most of the high schools continued to 
rely on homogeneous groups for math instruction; "For the 
most part, especially in the middle and high schools, math
ematics appears most resistant to the elimination of ability 
grouping" (p. 7). 

In a study of departmental responses in high schools 
that are restructuring, Little (in press) found that math 
teachers at one school that had joined the Coalition of Es
sential Schools responded cautiously to the maxim "less is 
more." Little quotes one veteran math teacher who com
mented, "I think you can do less is more' in reading books; 
you can read three books instead of six books. But I don't 
think you can do 'less is more' in math." The chair of the 
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math department at this school reinforced this view; "You 
can't teach 'less is more' in math. There isn't anything you 
can throw out." At all three schools Little studied, teachers 
raised issues of subject integrity in questioning reform 
efforts. 

Two kinds of difficulties have been detected in studies of 
schools trying to adopt the interdisciplinary approach of 
the Coalition of Essential Schools (Muncey & McQuillan, 
1993). Members of core fields (English, social studies, 
math, and science) may have difficulty working out how to 
create an interdisciplinary program and still cover what 
they believe is essential to each area. In addition, teachers 
outside the core, such as teachers of foreign languages, ex
press difficulty in trying to find both the means and justifi
cation for students to study their field. 

The current interest in developing standards for class
room practice and student learning may also run into sub
ject-matter differences. According to our analysis, teachers 
in subjects characterized by greater scope and greater the
oretical dissension, such as English or social studies, will 
find it more difficult to reach consensus around specific 
standards than would teachers of mathematics or foreign 
language. The apparent success of the mathematics com
munity in developing (if not necessarily in implementing) 
a set of curriculum and evaluation standards (NCTM, 
1991) may have lulled policymakers into thinking that 
other subjects would, or could, easily follow the lead of 
mathematics. The current controversies over the history 
and English standards reflect, in part, the greater theoreti
cal divisions that exist in these disciplines. 

Policymakers also need to understand that instructional 
policy will always be mediated through individual teach
ers' own conceptions of subject matter (Cohen, 1990; 
Cohen & Ball, 1990)—the specific subject-matter "settings" 
in which they work. For example, math teachers who value 
problem solving and discourse within their subject are 
probably more likely to embrace current reform efforts of 
the NCTM or those introduced through the Urban Math 
Collaborative (Romberg & Middleton, 1994) than are those 
teachers who strongly believe in a more sequential, skill-
oriented approach to mathematics. New curricular guide
lines will also be interpreted differently by teachers, 
depending on their specific beliefs about the subject mat
ter. Policy implementation, then, must take into account 
the role of teachers' existing conceptions of subject matter 
and how they fit with the intentions of curricular or in
structional policies and guidelines. Instructional policies 
are often introduced as new actions to be taken or curricu
lum to be covered and do not explicitly incorporate the 
conceptual base teachers need to think through the pro
posed policy (Cohen & Barnes, 1993). We believe that ex
plicit attention to the fit between teachers' existing 
conceptions and goals regarding subject matter and the 
subject-matter conceptions of proposed reforms is needed 
for successful introduction of educational reforms. 

Professional development efforts must also be sensitive 
to how different orientations toward subject matter may af
fect teachers' responses to new instructional or curricular 
practices. Generic treatments of reform efforts at the sec
ondary level may allow teachers to disengage, if they be
lieve that their subject matter is somehow exempt, as the 
math and foreign language teachers in Ball's study be
lieved. Those engaged in professional development will 

need to be responsive to the subject-specific concerns 
teachers may raise about proposed reforms or practices 
and will need to know enough about subject subcultures to 
know how to respond effectively to such concerns. In this 
sense, department chairs can serve an important role in re
form efforts, as they maintain the credibility of a subject-
specialist and understand departmental norms. 

This analysis suggests that departments, rather than 
whole schools, may represent an alternative initial site for 
reform efforts aimed at large comprehensive secondary 
schools. Though this strategy runs the risk of reifying sub
ject-matter differences, it offers an opportunity to build 
from commonalities shared within a subject subculture 
and move toward more understanding and collaboration 
across departments.11 Investing in department chairs as 
brokers of reform takes advantage of subject-specific lead
ership already available at the school site, while providing 
a career path for expert teachers who wish to move beyond 
the classroom. If provided with appropriate release time 
and opportunities for professional development aimed at 
leadership of adults, department chairs can work with 
their colleagues to develop new curricula and experiment 
with new forms of classroom teaching (Hill, in press). Al
ternatively, department chairs can also defend the status 
quo and resist efforts to integrate the curriculum or to blur 
the boundaries of their departments (Ball & Bo we, 1992). If 
reformers choose instead to create interdisciplinary struc
tures that replace departments, they will need to acknowl
edge explicitly the subject-specific backgrounds and 
concerns of the participants (Ladwig & King, 1992; Little, 
in press). 

Responses to policy, implementation of various reform 
efforts, and classroom practice all depend upon the com
plex interweaving of the contexts in which teachers teach. 
Subject matter represents a critical strand in this intricate 
web, one we ignore at our peril in our efforts to understand 
and reform secondary school teaching. 

Notes 

The research reported in this article has been supported by the 
Spencer Foundation and by the Office of Educational Research and 
Improvement, through the Center for Research on the Context of Sec
ondary School Teaching. We would also like to thank Larry Hedges, 
Deborah Kerdeman, Michael Knapp, Joan Talbert, and the anony
mous reviewers for their helpful feedback on earlier drafts of this 
manuscript. 

'This may reflect the larger issue of subject matter as a "missing par
adigm" in research on teaching until very recently (Shulman, 1986). 

20ur understanding of content as a central context for teaching has 
emerged from our work with the Center for Research on the Context 
of Secondary School Teaching (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). Subject 
matter is clearly not the only arena within which teachers work, nor is 
it necessarily the most important. As McLaughlin and Talbert (1993) 
demonstrate, secondary teachers' work is profoundly influenced by 
the multiple and embedded contexts of department, school, district, 
and state. Part of our interest has also been in studying how content 
interacts with other contexts that define teaching. For example, the 
mission of the school may add a different twist to the status and role 
of school subjects. A performing arts magnet school will give a pref
erence to the arts that is missing in most comprehensive high schools. 
The kinds of students served by a particular school serves as a crucial 
context for teachers, as much of teachers' work involves adapting sub
ject matter for specific students. 

•^Alternatively, different kinds of personalities may be attracted to 
different subjects, which may account for subject-matter differences 
among teachers. Certain individual characteristics may be associated 
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with teachers' choices of their college majors and the subjects they 
teach. Some of the norms, beliefs, and preferences shared by teachers 
of a given school subject may emanate from shared proclivities, ori
entations, and values, in addition to, or in tandem with, specific fea
tures of the school subjects themselves. 

4See Grossman and Stodolsky (1994) for a complete review of re
lated research. It is interesting to note that much of the existing re
search in this area comes from Britain and Europe, reflecting, 
perhaps, the greater influence of the sociology of knowledge in these 
countries. 

5As part of a smaller project within the Center for Research on the 
Context of Secondary School Teaching, we have had access to the 
large body of data collected by the Center over a 3-year period on is
sues related to school context (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). Both 
qualitative and quantitative data were collected from teachers, ad
ministrators, and students at 16 different schools in two states. Sur
veys over a 3-year period inquired into teachers' goals for instruction, 
perceptions of subject matter, their professional roles and responsibil
ities, the role of state and district resources and reform efforts, profes
sional development activities, reports of instructional practice, and 
department and school climate. In addition, core interviews were con
ducted with teachers and administrators at all 16 schools on issues re
lated to school context, instructional practice, and professional roles 
and responsibilities. Finally, we conducted a set of 12 case studies of 
math and English teachers at 3 of the 16 high schools. We selected 
English and math as they possess both similarities with regard to their 
importance within the high school curriculum, and differences with 
regard to the nature of the school subjects and parent disciplines. 
These case studies were designed around issues central to our own in
vestigation of content as context. Data for these case studies included 
two to three interviews with each of the 12 teachers, classroom obser
vations, and survey data. 

6See also Protherough and Atkinson (1992) for discussion regarding 
teachers' beliefs about the permissive nature of English. 

''We have just replicated these findings (with the exception of one 
item on coordination) regarding differences among teachers' concep
tions of subject matter and curricular activity in a national sample of 
over 600 high school teachers. 

8As many of the studies that have investigated and found subject 
subcultures are British, it is possible that there are cross-national dif
ferences in the strength of disciplinary socialization that account for 
the research findings. 

9One of the authors took "Physics for Poets" and "Biology and 
Human Affairs" in college, but nowhere in her English courses did 
she encounter courses entitled "Poetry for Physicists" or "Books for 
Biologists!" We suspect that more specialized courses for nonmajors 
exist within math and sciences than they do in the humanities. 

10See Protherough and Atkinson (1992) for British English teachers' 
recent response to National Curriculum movement. 

11 It would be interesting to study whether or not efforts that suc
ceeded in developing interdisciplinary curricula or teaching in large 
high schools began with leadership from a strong departmental base. 

Appendix 
Scale Items" 

Scales 
Defined Subject Matter: a = .55 

There is a well-defined body of knowledge and skills to be taught 
in my subject area. 

There is little disagreement about what should be taught in my sub
ject area. 

There is a clearly defined body of knowledge that guides my work. 

Static Subject Matter: a = .57 
Thinking creatively is an important part of the subject matter I 

teach, (scored in reverse) 
Knowledge in my subject area is always changing, (scored in re

verse) 
The subject I teach is rather cut and dry. 

Sequential View of Learning: a = .47 
Students must practice basic skills within my subject area before 

tackling more complex tasks. 
If I do not cover my curriculum, students' future learning in this 

subject will be jeopardized. 

Student Differentiation: a = .46 
Curriculum materials (textbooks, books, a.v., etc.) for a given 

course should be different for classes with different achievement 
levels. 

Instruction in my subject is most beneficial when students are 
grouped by prior academic achievement. 

altems are from the 1991 CRC survey. 
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both Wilson and I referred to our recent experiences as re
searcher/teachers. Our challenges and triumphs, and 
those of others, would be better illuminated by examining 
how the various elements of our practice fit together and 
the effectiveness of this practice, rather than by examining 
the degree to which these elements conform to a particular 
model 

When considering the issue of fit, one also realizes that 
the challenge of the researcher/teacher extends beyond the 
intellectual task of coordinating the goals and method of 
teaching and research. In finding a productive fit, we must 
frequently adopt a modified or alternative stand on re
search, teaching, learning, and curriculum. In my own 
work I had to make significant changes in the expectations 
and practices of my classroom. My students and I both had 
to understand and participate in different goals, activities, 
and roles in science class. Although I did manage to de
velop a more productive relationship between my research 
and teaching agendas, it would be ill-advised to suggest 
that others should do exactly as I did. We have unique per
sonal and professional strengths and weaknesses as re
searchers and teachers. To do a certain kind of research 
and, in particular, to teach in a particular way requires not 
only knowledge and skills, but also the ability, opportu
nity, and willingness to "be" a certain kind of 
person. In addition, our particular classroom, school, or 
community contexts have particular opportunities, de
mands, and constraints. These personal and contextual el
ements should be included—along with goals and 
methods for research and teaching—in the analysis of 
what makes this work difficult, why it takes the form it 
does, and why variations necessarily arise between indi
vidual researcher/teachers. 

Finally, one of the central issues throughout this discus
sion has been whether research and teaching are, in some 
ways, conflicting practices. Some would suggest that the 
tension can be ameliorated when teaching and research are 
construed to be essentially the same activity. This recom
mendation should be approached carefully, even reluc
tantly, for to fail to distinguish between research and 
teaching is to create a dangerous conflation that does dis
service to both the practice and the practitioner. Research 
and teaching are complex activities characterized and dis
tinguished by their goals, methods, knowledge base, and 
rationale. Granted, it is important to recognize that teach
ing can be an act of inquiry and that research can be peda
gogical. However, reducing our conceptions of teaching 
and research to their common denominator eliminates 
much of what makes each a disciplined, professional 
practice. 
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