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“Planning a learning‑centered syllabus is an important stage in the process of crafting educational experiences for your students. The process first requires a well‑developed rationale concerning your personal beliefs and assumptions about the nature of learning and how it is promoted and produced. It requires next that you establish what skills, knowledge, and attitudes you believe are of most worth, how they can be built into your course, and how they will be appropriately assessed. It requires that you create a learning environment for your students using teaching and learning strategies that are consistent with those beliefs. And finally, it requires that you compose a syllabus that will communicate your expectations and intentions to your students.” (Grunert, 1997)

Planning your syllabus

· Develop a well‑grounded rationale for your course

· Decide what you want students to be able to do as a result of taking your course, and how their work will be appropriately assessed

· Define and delimit course content

· Structure your students' active involvement in learning

· Identify and develop resources

· Compose your syllabus with a focus on student learning

Develop a well-grounded rationale for your course

The composition of your syllabus is integrally tied to your rationale for the design of your course. All aspects of your course are influenced by the some​times taken for granted beliefs and implicit assumptions that frame how you think about and practice the educational process. A well‑grounded rationale for your practice, "a set of critically examined core assumptions about why you do what you do in the way that you do it" (Shulman & Hutchings, 1994) will help you to make decisions about what to include in your syl​labus. Shulman and Hutchings suggest that such reflection on teaching is an act of scholarship. The questions they suggest to guide reflection on teach​ing are summarized below.

Wlodkowski and Ginsberg (1995) suggest further that as you develop your syllabus you check it for bias. Scan the entire syllabus for the norms it reflects and think about how you might remodel your course and your syl​labus to be more intellectually and culturally responsive. Changes you make in your syllabus can profoundly affect the learning process and clarify your expectations of how the knowledge of the course is constructed.

Scholarly Reflection About Your Teaching

Shulman and Hutchings (1994) suggest that you think about the ways your course and syllabus represent acts of scholarship. Adopt a stance of inquiry toward your practice, seeing your ideas and practices in constant formation and always in need of further investigation. Before composing the syllabus, engage in scholarly reflection about your teaching.

•
Every course we craft is a lens into our fields and our personal conceptions of those disciplines. Give careful thought to the shape and content of your course. How does the course begin? Why does it begin where it does? (What is the thesis of the argument?) What do you and your students do as the course unfolds? What do you lecture about or lead discussions around? What are the key assignments or student evaluations? (What are the main points of the argument? What are the key bodies of evidence?) How does it end? Why does it end as it does? (Most scholarly arguments carry the intention to persuade.) What do you want to persuade your students to believe? Or question? Or do you want them to develop new appetites or disposition

•
Are there distinctly different ways to organize your course‑ways that reflect quite different perspectives on your discipline or field? Do you focus on particular topics while other colleagues might make other choices? Why?

•
In what ways does your course teach students how scholars work in your field‑the methods, procedures, and values which shape how knowledge claims are made and adjudicated? How does it open doors to the critical dialogues and key arguments scholars are engaged in at the cutting edge of your field?

•
How does your course connect with other courses in your own or other fields? To what extent does your course lay a foundation for others that fol​low it? Or build on what students have learned in other courses? Or chal​lenge and contradict what students are learning in your own or other disci​plines? How does your course fit within a larger conception of curriculum, program, and teaching?

•
What do you expect students to find particularly fascinating about your course? Where will they encounter the greatest difficulties of either under​standing or motivation? How does the content of your course connect to matters your students already understand or have experienced? Where will it seem most alien? How do you address these common student responses in your course? How has the course evolved over time in response to them?

•Try playing with some metaphors for characterizing your course and its place in the larger curriculum or in the broader intellectual and moral intellectual lives of your students. Is your course like a journey, a parable, a football game, a museum, a romance, a concerto, an Aristotelian tragedy, an obstacle course, one or all or some of the above? How does your metaphor(s) illuminate key aspects of your course?

Principles For Designing A Course That Fosters Critical Thinking

A good critical thinking course presents students with "problems, questions, and issues" that make a course "assignment centered rather than text or lec​ture centered" and holds students responsible for "formulating their solutions in writing or other appropriate means. Attention is also given to the design of problems at appropriate levels of difficulty, to the developmental needs of stu​dents, and to the importance of making expectations and criteria clear. In each case, the instructor establishes an agenda that includes learning to think about subject matter. Students are active, involved, consulting and arguing with each other, and responsible for their own learning" (Bean, 1996; Kurfiss, 1988).

From her examination of a wide number of courses, Kurfiss (1988) has derived eight principles for designing a disciplinary course that supports crit​ical thinking:

1) Critical thinking is a learnable skill; the instructor and peers are resources in developing critical thinking skills.

2) Problems, questions, or issues are the point of entry into the subject and a source of motivation for sustained inquiry.

3) Successful courses balance the challenge to think critically with support tailored to students' developmental needs.

4) Courses are assignment centered rather than text and lecture centered. Goals, methods and evaluation emphasize using content rather than simply acquiring it.

5) Students are required to formulate their ideas in writing or other appropriate means.

6) Students collaborate to learn and to stretch their thinking, for example, in pair problem solving and small group work

7) Courses that teach problem solving skills nurture student’s metacognitive abilities.

8) The developmental needs of students are acknowledged and used as information in the design of the course. Teachers in those courses make standards explicit and then help students learn how to achieve them.

Functions of the Syllabus

· Establishes an early point of contact and connection between student and instructor

· Helps set the tone for the course.

· Describes your belief about educational purposes

· Acquaints students with the logistics of the course

· Contains collected handouts

· Defines student responsibilities for successful course work

· Describes active learning

· Helps students assess their readiness for your course

· Sets the course in a broader context for learning

· Provides a conceptual framework

· Describes available learning resources

· Communicates the role of technology in the course

· Can expand to provide difficult to obtain reading materials

· Can improve the effectiveness of student note taking

· Can include material that supports learning outside the classroom

· Can serve as a learning contract
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