
What do we mean by a "hidden curriculum"?  
A hidden curriculum exists in every environment, whether it is the classroom, the town pool, grandma’s 
house, a place of worship, or a sibling’s music recital. It contains many different elements such as the 
expected behaviors, actions and skills unique to a specific environment, degree of responsibility, and even 
conventional mode of dress. The following table overviews some hidden curriculum elements. 

Sample Hidden Curriculum Elements 

 
  Expected behaviors Actions, skills Responsibility Dress 

Classroom Be quiet, sit still, listen 
Do work, organize 
yourself and 
supplies 

Do what you’re told and follow the 
teacher’s lead 

Wear what 
everyone else is 
wearing 

Town pool Play boisterously, laugh 
a lot 

Games, lots of 
interactions 

Follow the rules posted or you’re out 
of the pool 

Swimwear, 
sunscreen 

Grandma’s 
house 

Remain polite but have 
fun; noise is OK but not 
too much 

Be helpful, kind; 
eat all of your 
dinner 

Don’t make a mess; no fighting with 
siblings even though Grandma is 
unlikely to punish you if you do 

Casual but 
probably less 
casual than at home

Church place 
of worship 

Be really quiet; no 
talking or laughing 

Fold hands, bow 
head, say prayers Do as the others are doing More formal than 

Grandma’s 

Music recital Sit still and listen, or 
pretend to listen 

Clap at the end, 
smile, congratulate 
sibling 

None really (unless you’re 
performing) 

Similar to that worn 
at place of worship

 To further complicate matters, the hidden curriculum changes according to location, situation, people, age, 
and culture. For example, a teenager’s trip to the library with his parents has a different hidden curriculum 
than going to the same library with a group of friends. The cast of characters involved in each scenario 
changes the very purpose of the trip (from "getting books" to "socializing"), the expected behavior (from 
"quiet" to "as loud as possible without getting thrown out"), the length of the trip (from "quick" to "as long as 
allowed by curfew"), the satisfaction expectation (from "productive" to "fun"), etc. (Myles & Simpson, 
1998). The differences are often overlooked by persons with an ASD, in part because they lack the flexibility 
to change their expectations from one setting to another and because it requires integrating many components 
of information – things that are, by nature of the disability, already difficult for them. These include 
emotions, personalities, roles, intentions, human nature, and especially things that are transitory, such as 
mom’s mood five minutes before the milk-spill disaster (i.e., you can ask for a favor) vs. five minutes after 
the milk-spill disaster (i.e., don’t bother her about anything). 

Many people accept these hidden curriculum items without giving them any conscious thought. We know the 
expectations that are inherent in a variety of typical settings. We forget, however, that when we are thrust 
into unknown social territory, such as visiting an emergency room for the first time or going on a first date 
with someone we know little about but want very much to impress, we tread lightly, knowing that we are 
more susceptible to committing social errors. While these errors may seem mortifyingly embarrassing, at the 
time, they are usually of small consequence.  

The individual with autism spectrum disorder, on the other hand, is in unfamiliar territory on an hourly basis, 
every day of the year. In addition to experiencing many more opportunities for errors, he is also likely to 
make the type of errors that are not easily forgiven and can seem to be unkind, stupid, or just plain "weird." 
To make matters worse, the person with an autism spectrum disorder often does not recognize the type of 
error she has made, and may even be unaware that she has made an error at all. Consequently, it is unlikely 
that she is able to repair the situation adequately, and is, sadly, inclined to make the same error again 
tomorrow unless the hidden curriculum is made clear.  



Importance of the hidden curriculum 
Factors involved in the value of teaching hidden curriculum include: 

• Social acceptability  
• Vulnerability  
• Safety  
• Anxiety  
• Self-image  

Understanding the world around us is a key factor in our ability to manage the world around us. Imagine 
what life would be like if you never knew what would happen next, or why people are doing or saying the 
things they are. Living your life in this way can cause severe anxiety, and can also affect mood, behavior and 
the ability to function.  

A person’s ability to successfully manage a variety of situations often determines how socially acceptable he 
is perceived to be by others. But there is more at stake than simply opening social doors. Some children 
enjoy watching others in uncomfortable circumstances and revel in others’ mistakes. Some children will "set 
up" students with ASD because they quickly realize that they are "unable to figure things out." This is an 
issue that schools need to take very seriously.  

Adults on the spectrum are equally susceptible to being taken advantage of because they may not be able to 
interpret the hidden curriculum involving false investments or giving their ATM card to someone asking to 
borrow money. They can easily put themselves in harm’s way if they misinterpret the curriculum in certain 
circumstances. For instance, think of what could happen to somebody who is unable to recognize a drug deal 
on the street? 

The anxiety level of individuals with ASD is known to be a factor in disruptive or inappropriate behaviors. 
The anxiety level can remain at very high levels as the individual continues to be "on alert" in trying to cope 
with all the events in her day. If the anxiety level can be brought down by making some expectations clearer 
and some events more predictable, and therefore less stressful, the resulting inappropriate or troublesome 
behaviors should diminish. The classroom experience would then be enhanced for everyone, and the 
individual’s ability to focus on the work itself would likely improve. 

The ability to self-manage can greatly enhance a person’s self-image. Because positive self-esteem is built 
through successful experiences, and individuals on the spectrum have far fewer successful experiences than 
most, adults with ASD have higher levels of depression and suicide than the general population (LaVoie, 
cited in Bieber, 1994). Their ability to be independent as adults is very dependent upon how they perceive 
the world around them, understand the expectations of others, and formulate plans of action. 

Therefore, it is, imperative that a child’s teachers and parents provide direct instruction about the 
hidden curriculum during the school day and outside of school as well as opportunities for practice. 
The hidden curriculum should be considered as important as the math, science or any other school 
curriculum that we choose to teach. 

Example  

John belongs to Boy Scouts and he wants very much to fit in. But every time he goes to a meeting, he seems 
to get in trouble for what he thinks are the silliest things. Some of the kids tell him to do embarrassing things, 
and when he does, they laugh, and he gets in trouble. He doesn’t know why they do these things. He is now 
nervous about going to the meetings, because he is bound to make mistakes and get in trouble. It seemed like 



a good idea when mom suggested joining, but now he is not so sure. Everyone else seems to be able to stay 
out of trouble, but he has no idea how to do it. He thinks he must be very stupid not to be able to handle Boy 
Scouts, which everyone else seems to think is so much fun. 

John’s mom realizes John needs help understanding the rules or his behavior will become a problem for him 
(and for her when she tries to get him to go to the meetings). He seems sad and nervous, and that always 
means trouble! John needs to learn the basic rules for Boy Scouts, and how to stay out of trouble. He needs 
to avoid the kids who tease him and complete the things he’s asked to do so he can feel good about 
participating and want to continue to be a Scout. She needs a plan. How is she going to get him to 
understand the hidden curriculum involved in "going to Boy Scouts"?  

Teaching the Hidden Curriculum 
Who decides what the hidden curriculum is? 

The hidden curriculum is a complex subject to teach. It’s flexible nature requires more than simply 
understanding a concrete set of rules. To the individual with an ASD, the expectations of a particular 
environment or set of circumstances are of critical importance. It is vital to understand the motive of the 
person(s) who set(s) a hidden curriculum. As it helps to define the rationale behind the expectations. The 
motive of a classroom teacher, for example, is to maintain order within the classroom while teaching an 
academic subject. However, most teachers are unaware that they also have their own individual hidden 
curriculum that is based on their particular personality. If you asked four teachers in the same school 
teaching the same grade to make an explicit list of their classroom expectations, you would end up with four 
very different lists.  

As we can see, the hidden curriculum itself changes, depending on the motive or purpose of the curriculum 
"architect" (a person who sets the hidden curriculum in a given setting). In other words, understanding that 
the teacher’s "motive" is to maintain order and attention, but grandma’s "motive" is to ensure a clean house 
while keeping her grandchildren happy, is one element to understanding the variability. If we know this, 
curricula in settings that are recurring, such as individual classrooms, church, or grandma’s house, can be 
specifically taught.  

However, the architect is, not always the person in charge of an environment. There can be several architects 
in one setting, and all of the hidden curricula have a place in determining behavior. For example, the group 
of teenagers in the library has a curriculum in addition to the librarian’s, and the various parties do not 
always concur on the expectations!  

Example:  

Mrs. Kay’s classroom is set up in small groups of desks so kids can interact with the projects they are 
working on. She has some strict rules expectations about those interactions: they must be as quiet as 
possible, respectful of all students’ input, and must be dedicated to the project at hand. Above all, they are 
not to interfere with the work of other groups. However, the only rules that were reviewed with the class in 
September were: (a) if students need help, they must raise their hand and Mrs. Kay will offer her assistance 
to the group; (b) she expects all students to arrive fully prepared, and (c) anyone not having his or her 
supplies automatically gets points taken off daily grade.  

Joey, who has Asperger Syndrome, is in a group of four other students. He knows that he is to arrive with all 
supplies (actually, he arrives with everything he has–he leaves nothing in his locker to avoid the possibility 
of a slip-up), and that he is to follow the teacher’s rules and not make any mistakes. He usually understands 
and follows the curriculum of the person in charge. His curriculum usually follows the curriculum of the 



person in charge, and he takes it upon himself to notify anyone who is not following the rules that they are 
"in error." 

The other students in Joey’s group are not as studious as he is. Their hidden curriculum, loosely, is to have 
some fun and share with each other what happened at lunch before starting work their assignment. They 
know that Joey is smart and will come up with most of the information they need anyway, so they intend to let 
him do the majority of the project. They talk excitedly but in hushed tones, so as not to arouse the suspicions 
of Ms. Kay. When she looks their way, they expect everyone to look as if they are working, and they all 
succeed (Joey succeeds at this because he is working). Steven, one of the members of Joeys group, does not 
have a pen and borrows one from Sam. Joey chastises him for not following the rules.  

The actions of the others naturally irritate Joey, especially the conversation that about lunch that has no 
relevance to the project they are supposed to be working on. The others talk until the last minute, and then 
rush through the work in a disorganized manner, which adds to Joey’s frustration because he has been 
working the entire time. He reminds everyone at each opportunity that they are breaking the rules, hoping 
that they will return to the task. He also notifies the teacher. The others in his group vow to get even with him 
in the hallway after class. Joey is unaware that he has done anything wrong, and is actually quite proud of 
his performance in Ms. Kay’s class.  

Clearly, not every hidden curriculum is appropriate. In this situation, Joey was not aware that the other 
students and Ms. Kay had conflicting hidden curricula, and that, appropriate or not, he needed to consider 
both before planning his actions. He will suffer the consequences for this error after class. He also will not 
see the relationship between the harassment he receives from the other members of his group and his actions 
in class. Moreover, because he will not see his actions as inappropriate, he will repeat them again the next 
day in Mr. Greene’s classroom when Debbie whispers a secret to her girlfriend and is not working on her 
paper. He needs to learn the hidden curriculum rules: 

• You do not report other children to the teacher unless someone is in danger of getting hurt.  
• You do not insist that other children follow the rules – that is the teacher’s job.  
• You do not point out people’s mistakes in a group.  


