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Preface

On the first page of his book The Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens 
describes the age he lived in as “it was the spring of hope, it was the 
winter of despair.” I think, this aptly describes the status of the curric-
ulum studies in Turkey. Let me clarify what I mean by this overwhelm-
ing sense of curricular “hope and despair.” As I explain in various parts 
of this book, the conceptual diversification of the curriculum studies in 
Turkey gained momentum especially in the post-1950 period, which I 
call “Americanization.” Introduced to the American version of the pos-
itivist and scientist paradigm, the Turkish education thought embraced 
it wholeheartedly, without any hesitation. This was perhaps because the 
60s provided the perfect zeitgeist for this. Covering the most hectic days 
of the cold war, this zeitgeist was characterized by the USA’s retaliation 
to the Soviet Union’s placing missiles in Cuba by placing new missiles 
in its Turkish bases, the increasing effect of the USA on Turkey, Adalet 
Partisi’s (The Justice Party) coming to power in 1965 and launching 
some major development projects, and finally the commonly held strong 
belief that Turkey would become a small USA. In such an atmosphere, 
it just made common sense to adapt the American educational thought 
and principles to the Turkish context to improve the Turkish educa-
tion system. The educational scientists with doctoral degrees in curricu-
lum returning from the USA in the early 60s rapidly set up educational 
sciences departments in the most important universities of Turkey, and a 
new positivism-based paradigm began to take root in the academia. For 
the Turkish educational scientists who realized the key role played by the 
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experimental natural sciences in the American and European develop-
ment, to be able to fight the ignorance and attain national development, 
educational sciences had to imitate the natural sciences and a system of 
educational research had to be established by following the philosophy of 
natural sciences. In this way, the gap between the West and Turkey was 
to be closed, just like the Great Expectations of Dickens.

However, in the 1910s, Turkey was a country where some profound 
and heated intellectual debates were held. The sociological and psycho-
logical debates about the educational science, which was called “peda-
gogy” at the time, were accompanied by debates about the political 
dimension of education, which were all quite interesting and deep. These 
debates mainly based on the Continental European scholarship drew on 
the German and French educational thoughts in addition to the British 
and American educational philosophies and tried to grasp them fully 
from various perspectives. This rich intellectual legacy was passed on 
to the post-1923 Republican period, and the debates on the science of 
pedagogy continued with different foci and perspectives. Dewey’s 1924 
visit to Turkey is significant in this context. Nevertheless, despite such a 
visit by the greatest educator of the time, the education thought did not 
change, and the Continental European-oriented pedagogical thought 
maintained its dominance. World War II was an important breaking 
point for the Turkish curriculumstudies. The post-WWII period was the 
beginning of the Americanization era mentioned above.

In his book Great Expectations, Dickens sets out from the dreams of 
a child living in a small town in England. In the end, he wonderfully 
describes how the Great Expectations were a huge letdown. It seems such 
an unfortunate coincidence that the Great Expectations and the Turkish 
curriculum studies have the same fate. The American perspective was 
embraced with great expectations, and the educational sciences, curric-
ulum studies in particular, had a major role to play in the struggle to 
become a small America. In Turkey, the positivist curriculum develop-
ment mind-set put the curriculum studies into a technical-scientific track 
by removing it from an interdisciplinary- and comprehension-based 
track, and thus initiated a period of confusion and uncertainty. This can 
be seen in the way the sociohistorical foundations of the educational 
sciences and curriculum development/educational technology are cate-
gorized into different fields. Now, the philosophy and history versus the 
technical-scientific curriculum development would belong to their own 
respective disconnected classes. In this process—just like in the USA—an 
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ahistorical viewpoint has become the prevalent paradigm in the curricu-
lum studies, and the philosophical, historical, or anthropological studies 
were scorned and ignored. In this new paradigm, the line of thinking 
based on history and comprehension is viewed as something belong-
ing to the past and trivialized, while studies focusing on the future are 
revered and encouraged. Scales of attitude, learning styles, holistic learn-
ing, cooperative learning, active learning, constructivism, and multiple 
intelligences now underpin the basic research problems of the curricu-
lum studies. Teacher education is another major research theme. The 
socio-philosophical or ideological analyses of the curricula are now 
viewed as the responsibility of the political sciences. Thus, this tech-
no-scientific paradigm is getting so strong that even the technical-scien-
tific progress of the curriculum development as a field is not seen worthy 
of studying. Therefore, writing the history of the curriculum field in 
Turkey is a very complex and challenging feat to accomplish. I still do 
not know how I dared to undertake such a difficult task.

In 2011, when I saw the posting on the Internet that the 1st 
International Curriculum and Instruction Congress would be held in 
Anadolu University in Eskişehir, Turkey, I was an elementary school 
teacher. I knew one of the invited speakers very closely. I learned that 
one of the authors of the book, which I had rejoiced to find and could 
not help shout, “I have found it!” in excitement in 2002, was com-
ing to Turkey. Was this a dream? That moment I had been waiting for 
years had finally come, and I was actually going to meet “the” William 
F. Pinar, one of the authors of the Understanding Curriculum, in per-
son. I already had in mind what to present in the upcoming congress: 
understanding the reconceptualist movement. One of the most promi-
nent theorists of this movement, which became popular after the early 
1970s, was coming to Turkey, but there was nothing in my county 
about reconceptualism. There was nothing in Turkey about Paul Klohr, 
Ted Aoki, or Maxine Green. For a Turkish curriculum developer, these 
were just names. Pinar was just one of these unknowns, but I felt tre-
mendously excited before my journey into the unknown. William F. 
Pinar and I talked for about an hour in Eskişehir. After this wonderfully 
horizon-expanding conversation, upon his suggestion, I wrote and pub-
lished an article about the history of curriculum development in Turkey 
in the second edition of the International Handbook of Curriculum 
Research. Then, when I was suggested to write this book, I accepted it 
with excitement. This was a dream come true: I would finally be able 
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to write the adventure of the Turkish curriculum theory from a histori-
cal perspective. I have been struggling with this tough writing for a long 
time now, and finally, I can say it is finished. Or perhaps this is the begin-
ning of a new chapter? This book tracks the evolution of the curriculum 
theory from three separate paradigms, and the story I tell here ends in 
1940s. However, I have tried to analyze the historical progress of civics 
education until the 2004–2005 school year. The next step will be writ-
ing about the evolution of the curriculum field post-1950 period and 
Americanization. The biographies of the pioneers introducing this field 
to Turkey can also be written.

In Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens tells the life story of a little child 
named Oliver, which begins in an orphanage and continues with pov-
erty and crime in the streets of London. This life, starting as a period 
of despair for little Oliver, totally changes as a result of his quest and 
becomes a period of hope. I believe that the curriculum studies or cur-
riculum theory in Turkey is entering into such a period of hope. I am 
also aware that this quest for hope is very troublesome and demanding. 
However, at the end of the day, only the seekers can be the finders.

Balıkesir, Turkey Sümer Aktan
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Introduction

What knowledge is of most worth? asked by Herbert Spencer is proba-
bly the first and most substantial question about the curriculum theory. 
This question can be considered as the bedrock of curriculum theory. 
Granted, this question had already been asked by people living in dif-
ferent times and locations. However, each society has asked it within 
its own particular historical context and produced answers to it within 
its own cultural structurer. Each culture has tried to teach in its schools 
whatever it ended up valuing through its own historical development. 
In Kliebard’s words, the basic question of curriculum history is what 
types of knowledge societies come to value and view as vital for their 
survival, as a result of their specific trajectories of evolution. This is the 
very reason that requires us to see curriculum history as part of the cul-
tural history and situate curriculum studies within the broader field of 
social theory. As underlined by Pinar (2004), if public education is the 
education of the public, this inevitably leads us to the process of socially, 
historically, and intellectually rebuilding the individual and the society. 
Undoubtedly, the analysis of this process can only be possible through 
the application of the conceptual/theoretical framework proposed by the 
historical, philosophical, sociological, and social theory. For me, reach-
ing this conclusion took a very troublesome adventure, which began in 
1996.

In 1996, when I began my undergraduate studies in the field of cur-
riculum and instruction, the courses I took in the first semester expanded 
my horizons. The sociology, philosophy, psychology, and introduction to 
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economy courses introduced me to a whole new world. When I was a 
junior, I was introduced to the concept of curriculum development. The 
buzzwords of task analysis, needs analysis, target behaviors, and instruc-
tional design dominated this period, and as an undergraduate student in 
his third year, I was trying to understand these concepts. However, in 
my senior year, I began to get more intrigued by some courses than oth-
ers. To be honest, I was not really interested in needs analyses, systems 
approach, input, output, feedback, or behavioral targets. The course 
titled “Teacher Education Curricula in Turkey” that I took in my sen-
ior year opened my mind to a totally new way of thinking. Thanks to 
this course, I learned for the first time about systematically analyzing 
problems through a historical perspective. Again, it was with the help 
of this course that I noticed the importance of understanding events 
and phenomena by situating them within their historical contexts. The 
instructor of this course, Dr. Osman Kafadar, played a key role in my 
academic career. The educational sociology course that I had taken pre-
viously had already opened my eyes to the significance of social theories, 
and Proudhon, Marx, and Weber were some of the philosophers whose 
works I read extensively during that course. Furthermore, the leaders of 
the Frankfurt School, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse were some of 
the thinkers I was introduced to during these courses. Still, there was a 
problem. I could not establish a link between the work of these thinkers 
and the curriculum theory, worse still, the real nature of the curriculum 
theory was not an issue talked much about during my undergraduate 
studies and did not seem to be important for most of my professors. 
However, historical perspective was naturally leading me to make this 
association, but I still failed to understand most of it. In my final year, 
Dr. Kafadar introduced me to the hermeneutic perspective and Wilhelm 
Dilthey. This was exactly the missing link I was looking for. Historical 
understanding was to be situated in the center of all phenomena, and 
the curriculum was to be studies as a historical/cultural phenomenon. 
Nevertheless, this brought up a new problem. My undergraduate courses 
mentioned the social theory, but they were inadequate. But I did not 
have a road map to use for this new historical route. Things like behav-
ioral targets and instructional design, which were parts of an approach to 
undergraduate education which was essentially based on the Tyler ration-
ale, had turned me into a technician. Upon graduation, I was assigned 
to teach in a village. After teaching for about three years in the village, 
I enrolled in a postgraduate (master’s) program. These courses were 
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basically a more detailed repetition of the Tyler rationale. However, the 
A-ha moment for me came in 2002. While I was searching for a book 
in the university library, I stumbled upon a small but profound book, 
a serendipitous discovery that would mark the beginning of a new aca-
demic life for me. This book was Understanding Curriculum (Pinar 
et al. 1995). I had finally found what I had been looking for. I was pleas-
antly surprised to find out that there were other people thinking like 
me, and the world of curriculum was not just about the Tyler rationale. 
Understanding Curriculum was the gate to a new world for me. After 
reading each chapter, I tried to find and read the key references cited. 
This process led me to the following conclusion: Curriculum in Turkey 
was not seen as an academic field of study, but rather a technical process. 
In other words, curriculum was nothing but a set of procedural tasks 
where only technical processes that required technical knowledge were 
applied. If you are only interested in performing a technical procedure, 
what you need to know are not history, philosophy, sociology, or arts, 
but the knowledge of that technical procedure. However, this technical 
activity called curriculum development in Turkey focused not on curric-
ulum but on the process of teaching and learning. For example, whereas 
the Tyler rationale had an important place in this technical view of cur-
riculum, no in-depth academic studies of Tyler had been conducted, and 
this “Holy Book” of the curriculum field had not been translated into 
Turkish yet. It was only in 2014 that such a translation appeared in print.

These reflections I had during my master’s study naturally led me 
to the roots of the curriculum field. Thus, I got into the field which I 
called “the history of curriculum” but called by others as “history of 
education” in Turkey. I was facing an ocean of pedagogical knowledge 
accumulation. This was clear: For a Turkish curriculum development spe-
cialist—whether employed at a university or a school—the historical or 
philosophical problems were not that important. The development of 
the curriculum field was simply glossed over with very short and sim-
ple descriptions. What was known about the progress of the field in the 
USA consisted only of some very superficial and historical events. For 
example, Franklin Bobbitt was mentioned in some articles, but his con-
tribution to the curriculum field was not critically discussed by anyone. 
Ralph W. Tyler was also cited, but nobody really questioned or discussed 
why he was important or exactly what kind of contribution he had made 
to the field. Hollis Caswell, Doak Campell, W. W. Charters, and Harold 
Rugg were also among the educators unheard by most Turkish people 
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in the field. Not only such international developments, but the historical 
development of the curriculum field in Turkey was not deeply studied, 
and there was not much said about the great pioneers who had worked 
very hard to establish curriculum studies as a field in Turkey. My read-
ings and analyses gradually shaped my perspective in a certain way. I had 
the great honor of meeting William F. Pinar in person during the 2011 
International Curriculum and Instruction Congress held in Eskisehir. I 
finally had the opportunity to have a face-to-face talk with him, whom I 
had known since 2002 only through his books. In 2014, my work ana-
lyzing the curriculum studies in Turkey through a historical perspective 
was published as a chapter in the International Handbook of Curriculum 
Research. I can say that this chapter formed the basis for this book you 
are holding in your hands now.

The question of how to go about writing the status of curriculum 
studies in Turkey kept me busy for a long time. What was the best way 
forward, and what kind of conceptual framework could I propose? If 
I discussed the development of the field only in the post-1950 era, I 
would fall into the trap of presentism. It could be taken as if nothing 
had existed before 1950, and I had to avoid such presentism. Therefore, 
instead of taking a certain date as the starting point, I decided to analyze 
the development of the curriculum field around three basic concepts. 
My basic problem was figuring out how curriculum theory had evolved 
throughout the historical continuity. I had three key concepts to do this: 
religion, science, and ideology. These three concepts led the develop-
ment of the curriculum theory in its historical continuity in various ways. 
I would like to explain why I use religion, science, and ideology here 
as a trifocal lens. At the heart of what I call as “the classical” curricu-
lum theory, which forms the philosophical basis for the courses taught in 
the madrasa curriculum in Turkey, lies the religion of Islam. Islam is the 
core element of the madrasa curriculum and the mortar that is used in 
shaping its curricular structure. Islam has influenced not only the theory 
of classical curriculum, but also the curricula of high schools and uni-
versity theology departments that were opened after the declaration of 
the new Turkish Republic. This influence has manifested itself not only 
in the schools of religious education but also in the curriculum of other 
mainstream schools. Science, on the other hand, is the second force 
with a major impact on the curriculum theory, especially in the post-
1699 period and more prominently in the schools opened in the 1770s.  
The establishment of schools providing education based on modern 
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science and technology as well as schools providing religious and the 
strengthening of positivist philosophy in the Ottoman lands was also 
reflected in the school curriculum and deeply influenced intellectuals’ 
viewpoints. Science continued to be a dominant force in the post-1923 
period following the proclamation of the republic, but this time around 
it was accompanied by ideology. Ideology has been a powerful force in 
both the early republic period and the later periods vis-a-vis political 
socialization or building citizenship. In the period of modern Republic 
of Turkey, ideology, and science combined forces in shaping the cur-
riculum theory. I believe that these three concepts are the main driving 
forces behind the Turkish curriculum theory in historical continuity, and 
without considering their profound impact, it would be impossible to 
gain a good understanding of the structural dimension of the Turkish 
curriculum theory.

Part I of this book [Chapters 1 and 2] analyzes the development of 
the classical curriculum theory in terms of religion. The first two chap-
ters of Part I view the religion-based developmental process of the clas-
sical curriculum theory from a historical lens. Undergirding the classical 
curriculum thought are the Qur’an and Hadiths (sayings of the Prophet 
Mohammad) as the primary references of Islam. The first part thus 
tackles the developmental trajectory of the curriculum theory by situ-
ating it within the context of Islamic science and culture development. 
Motivated by the first order (Read!) of Qur’an, and the words by the 
prophet encouraging learning, Islam quickly spread a wide geographi-
cal area and made great progress in philosophy, mathematics, medicine, 
physics, and other fundamental sciences. While Baghdad became the 
world’s most important hub of science, in the cosmopolitan atmosphere 
of Andalusia located in the southernmost Europe, scientific thinking 
developed rapidly. In such a place where science and philosophy were 
making progress, education was advancing as well, and various curricu-
lum philosophers attempted to provide answers to the question of “What 
knowledge is most worth?” Grounded in this historical background, the 
second chapter focuses on the curriculum and instruction works carried 
out subsequent to the foundation of the Ottoman Empire. This chap-
ter aims to determine how the classical curriculum theory that origi-
nated and developed in the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and Andalusia was 
reflected in Eurasia (Anatolia). In the Ottoman territory, the basis of 
classical curriculum theory is also the madrasah. Therefore, this second 
chapter focuses on the curriculum taught in the Ottoman madrasahs. 
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The lessons and curricula taught in the Ottoman madrasahs are similar to 
those of the Seljuk’s in terms of their basic contents and characteristics. 
Nevertheless, the answers provided by the scholars who prepared the 
curricula to the question of “What knowledge is most worth?” include 
some critical information enabling a deep grasp of the education deliv-
ered in the madrasahs. An analysis of these curricula clearly shows that 
the history of curriculum in Turkey dates back to the fifteenth century.

Part II of this book [Chapters 3 and 4]  examines a scientific under-
standing of education that is partially liberated from the influence of 
religion by the scientific paradigm. The conceptual framework of this 
chapter is the idea of a military revolution. The geographical borders of 
the Ottoman Empire expanded over a huge area by 1580. The Ottoman 
Empire, which was one of the most powerful forces in the world by 
its military might and administrative system, was too late to apply the 
innovations developed in Europe in the field of infantry, artillery, and 
military, which appeared toward the end of the 1600s and called the mil-
itary revolution, and despite its adoption of some military innovations, 
it failed to make them permanent and suffered huge territorial losses 
after some significant military defeats. These land losses and defeats 
led the Ottoman statesmen to take precautions and some reforms were 
launched to renovate both the army and navy forces. The focus of such 
reforms was the innovation of the education. These training studies, 
which were initially shaped by Western experts and organized as sim-
ple courses in land and naval forces, later became more institutionalized 
and some modern science and engineering schools were opened. These 
schools gained an even further institutional character over time. In the 
post-1826 period, the number of new European-style educational insti-
tutions rapidly increased. Nevertheless, religion still retained its power; 
the religious education continued to influence the modern schools while 
the madrasahs still continued to teach. When the curriculum of schools 
opened in this period is examined, it is seen that the religious courses are 
taught along with the modern Western courses. This period is when the 
education bureaucracy started to form. Particularly in the fourth chap-
ter, the place of curriculum studies in the education bureaucracy is exam-
ined. When considered in the modern sense, post-1876 period is the 
beginning of the development process of curriculum studies in Turkey. 
Curriculum was used as an ideological instrument in the hands of the 
state during this period. For the unity of the state, and especially in order 
to ensure the solidarity of the Muslim elements, special attention was 
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given to religious lessons in the modern Western-style schools and even 
in the elementary schools. In other words, the Ottoman bureaucracy 
used religion as an effective ideological tool.

Part III of this book [Chapters 5, 6 and 7] analyzes the theory of cur-
riculum in terms of ideology. This part focuses on the curriculum debates 
of the Second Constitution period, which formed the basis of the later 
education thought in the early Republican period. The educational 
debates of the Second Constitution period led to a very rich accumulation 
of intellectual wealth and depth. This period was a period in which free-
dom and different philosophies competed with each other, especially fol-
lowing the policy of censorship by Sultan Abdulhamid II. Allowing some 
progressivist curriculum tendencies to appear, the Second Constitution 
was also a period of fertile intellectual ground. This progressivism was 
also reflected in the curriculum of the period. This rich accumulation was 
the basis of the Republican educational thought. The Republican govern-
ment, which had Westernization as the primary goal, used the intellec-
tual heritage of Westernization of the Second Constitution very rationally. 
This was a time when Eurocentric pedagogical theories and approaches 
were more intensively discussed. It can be said that especially the German 
pedagogy was quite dominant in this period.

As I said before, while 1923 is usually given as the beginning of the 
curriculum field in Turkey, it needs to be underlined here that the curric-
ulum theory dates back to a much earlier period than that. The in-depth 
analysis of the developmental trajectory and Americanization process of 
the Turkish curriculum field from 1950 to the present can be the focus for 
another book. In Turkey, where the positivist methodology is still dom-
inant, and studies on the learning, attitude, and teaching processes are 
encouraged, can this book serve as a starting point for a self-critique of 
curriculum studies and reconceptualization, so that the field can redefine 
itself? It is very hard to answer. The problem for the curriculum theory 
expressed by Pinar (2004, p. 2) “Curriculum theory is a distinctive field of 
study, with a unique history, a complex present, an uncertain future” seems 
valid for Turkey as well. With its own history, the curriculum theory in 
Turkey is a complicated field with a vague future. The certain zeitgeist of 
the future will determine the exact fate of the Turkish curriculum.
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