Approaches to creating a syllabus
To define a 'syllabus', Nunan (1988) suggests a distinction be made between narrow and broad approaches. The former emphasises the separation between syllabus design (selection and grading of content) and methodology (selection of tasks and activities). This was often done with earlier methods which were primarily concerned with grammar structures (known as 'grammar syllabus') and lists of lexical items. From this emerged design procedures, which were used to decide which units of language were appropriate at a given time and what the most effective ways of teaching them were.
However, with a shift from grammatical structures to notions, functions, and tasks, the distinction became rather difficult to sustain (Rabbini, 2002). Thus, a broader approach, which blurred the boundaries between content and methods, was necessary. This is an example of a 'broad view' of syllabus design (Nunan, 1988). This approach to syllabus design began to gain popularity with the introduction of communicative language teaching (CLT) in the 1970s. Under the influence of this new method, syllabus designs attempted to account for students' wants and needs. So, in addition to the linguistic items that had to be mastered, functional skills were included. The syllabi were initially product-oriented, as they focused on outcomes, regardless of whether this was phrased in terms of structures or functions. The argument was made that communication could not be specified as a set of outcomes, and the design became process-oriented, with content presented as tasks and activities. This broad view is just one example of the types of syllabi which have emerged.
Types of syllabi
The process of syllabus design entails selecting and organising the instructional content and sometimes specifying the methods to be used. This can be done in many ways.
As we have seen, syllabi can be:
· product-oriented – representing what is to be achieved through teaching and learning as formal statements, with objectives defined in advance and often specified in terms of knowledge and skills that learners should gain as a result of the instruction (Hedge, 2000)
· process-oriented – representing knowledge of how correctness, appropriateness, and meaningfulness can be simultaneously achieved during communication during events and in situations (e.g., a task-based syllabus; Hedge, 2000)
Syllabi can also be referred to as:
· synthetic – promoting additive learning, where discrete items are gradually processed until the whole structure is built up
· analytic – favouring the communicative purposes of the learning process; the value of these purposes determines the content, not the level of difficulty
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The literature distinguishes between many types of syllabi. Before we move on to discuss specific types, visit the ELT weekly website to access the article titled, 'Types of Syllabuses in Language Teaching – ESL/EFL Context' to familiarise yourself with some of the main types. You may wish to take notes in your Personal Journal for future reference.
See below for more information about the various types of syllabi.
Structural or grammatical syllabus
Table 7.1 provides an example of a structural or grammatical syllabus, where learners are presented with grammatical items in a sequential order. This is the most traditional type and is still used in coursebooks which have a single grammatical feature as their starting point. Activities are then built around that structure in the form of grammar explanations or texts in which the grammar comes up incidentally.
Table 7.1: Modals and tenses
	MODALS

	Can (ability, requests, permission)

	Could (ability, polite request)

	Would (polite requests)

	Will (future)

	Shall (suggestions, offers)

	Must (obligation)

	Mustn't (prohibition)

	Need (necessity)

	Don't have to (lack of necessity)

	TENSES

	Present simple (states, habit, routines, schedules)

	Present continuous (present, temporary states, future diary arrangements)

	Present perfect simple (recent past with 'just', indefinite past with 'yet', 'already', 'never', 'ever')

	Past simple past events

	Future with 'going to'

	Future with 'will' and 'shall'


Source: Adapted from Ur (2012, page 187)
Lexical syllabus
A lexical syllabus comprises a list of lexical items, which also include multi-part verbs, collocations, and set phrases. The lexical syllabus might also focus on affixes such as 'ed' or 'ing' but would treat these as words, rather than as grammatical structures. Such syllabi may show the root words (head words) and their counterparts (family words) that students may be expected to know at certain levels of the Common European Framework Reference for Languages.
Table 7.2 below presents the contents of a coursebook, showing how vocabulary, fixed expressions, and idiomatic language are used, with an emphasis on oral fluency.
Table 7.2: Lexical syllabus
	UNIT 1
Getting to know you
	Listening
A conversation during a coffee break
Reading
The secrets of success
	Using vocabulary
Asking personal questions: How old are you, if you don't mind me asking?
Common verb collocations: do a lot of damage, give you a lift to the station.
Classroom language: fill in the gaps, compare your answers with a partner's.
Using grammar
Past simple and past continuous: I was still packing when my taxi to the airport turned up.

	UNIT 2
Free time
	Reading
Interview with Fritzi
	Using vocabulary
Evening activities: I just stayed in and watched TV. I went out for dinner.
Talking about free time activities: I once joined a bridge club.
Using grammar
Present perfect continuous and past simple: I've been playing tennis now for about 5 years. I played tennis for about 5 years.
Time expressions: when I was at high school, since I was at high school.

	UNIT 3
Holidays
	Listening
Summer holidays
	Using vocabulary
Holiday activities: lying on the beach all day, going sunbathing, sightseeing.
Expressions with place: there's a nice little Italian place near my office which does great pasta.
Using grammar
Present perfect: I've just had some great news. Have you ever been to Sri Lanka? I've been to Australia twice now.
Position of adverbs: I've never been to Canada. I have always liked the British.


Source: Dellar and Walkley (2004)

Situational or topic-based syllabus
are based on the names of situations or specific topics, and the language then based around them. In each case, a clear set of related vocabulary and grammar is indicated. Table 7.3 is derived from an English for Specific Purposes coursebook titled, English for Law, by Garnett Education.
Table 7.3: Situational or topic-based syllabus
	UNIT
	TOPICS
	VOCABULARY FOCUS
	SKILLS FOCUS

	One Law and Order
Listening – speaking
	Breaches of law
Key features of law
	Words from general English with a special meaning in law
Prefixes and suffixes
	Listening
· preparing for a lecture
· predicting lecture content from the introduction
· understanding lecture organisation
· choosing an appropriate format for notes
· making lecture notes
Speaking
· speaking from notes

	Two Landmarks in Law Reading – writing
	Historical landmarks in the development of law
Lord Denning and 20th century English Law
Judicial precedent
	English – English dictionaries – headwords and definitions
Parts of speech – phonemes and stress markers
Countable and uncountable nouns
	Reading
· using research questions to focus on relevant information in a text
· using topic sentences to get an overview of the text
Writing
· writing topic sentences
· summarising a text

	Three Crimes and Civil Wrongs
Listening – speaking
	Tort v crime
Criminal and civil courts
Trespass to the person
	Stress patterns in multi-syllable words
Prefixes
	Listening
· preparing for a lecture
· predicting lecture content
· making lecture notes
· using different information sources
Speaking
· reporting research findings
· formatting questions

	Four – Computers in Law
Reading – writing
	Computers for research
Types of legal information available on the web
	Computer jargon
Abbreviations and acronyms
Discourse and stance markers
Verb and noun suffixes
	Reading
· identifying topic development within a paragraphs
· using the internet effectively
· evaluating internet search results
Writing
· reporting research findings


Source: Adapted from: Walenn, J. (2009) English for Law in Higher Education Studies. ESAP Course Book. Reading: Garnet Publishing Ltd. p 4-5
Functional-notional syllabus
The purpose of a functional-notional syllabus is to focus on the communicative needs in a given situation and to provide language which could support the communicative act.
Listed below are some examples of functions taken from the Threshold Syllabus. Some examples of notions from the same text include, 'Personal Identification, home environment, daily life, free time and entertainment' (Van Ek & Trim, 1990; cited in Ur, 2012).
2 Expressing and finding out attitudes
· expressing agreement with a statement
· expressing disagreement with a statement
· enquiring about agreement and disagreement
· denying statements
· stating whether one knows or does not know a person, thing, or fact
· enquiring whether someone knows or does not know a person, thing, or fact
· stating whether one remembers or has forgotten a person, thing, fact, or action
· enquiring whether someone knows a person, thing, fact, or action
· expressing degrees of probability
· enquiring as to degrees of probability
· expressing or denying necessity (including logical deduction)
· enquiring as to necessity (including logical deduction)
· expressing degrees of certainty
· enquiring about degrees of certainty
Mixed or multi strand syllabus
Table 7.4 is an example of a mixed or multi-strand syllabus which contains features of many different aspects. There are notions and functions in the first column. There are grammar and vocabulary goals in the second column, plus activities for the skills around situations and topics in the third column. These types of syllabi are increasingly popular, as many educators believe that one type of syllabus is unlikely to meet the needs of all learners plus any others involved in using it.
Table 7.4: Mixed or multi strand syllabus
	Notions and functions
	Language
	Skills
	Explore

	Media around the world
· talk about entertainment media
· talk about habit
· express preferences
· talk about information media
· evaluate ideas
· make recommendations
· describe a book or TV show
	Vocabulary
Habit and preferences (p.6)
Talking about facts and information (p.8)
Evaluating and recommending (p.9)
Describing books and TV shows (p.10)
	Listening
TV and radio habits (p.6)
What's on TV (p.7)
Four people describe books and TV shows (p.10)
	Across cultures
Intercultural experiences
Writing
Write a book review for a website

	
	Grammar
Talking about the present (p.7)
	Reading
Can you believe what you read? (p.6)
	Look again
Spelling and sounds /f/

	
	Pronunciation
Common pairs of words (p.7)
	Writing and speaking
Media habits (p.7)
	

	
	
	Speaking
Is it true (p.9)
Make recommendations (p.9)
	


Source: Adapted from English Unlimited (Rea, Clemenston, Tilbury & Hendra 2010, cited in Ur 2012)
Mixed or multi strand syllabus
Table 7.5 is an example of a mixed or multi-strand syllabus which contains features of many different aspects. There are notions and functions in the first column. There are grammar and vocabulary goals in the second column, plus activities for the skills around situations and topics in the third column. These types of syllabi are increasingly popular, as many educators believe that one type of syllabus is unlikely to meet the needs of all learners plus any others involved in using it.
Now that we have examined various types of syllabi, we will consider the benefits and drawbacks of each.
Critique of syllabi

Product-oriented syllabi, such as a structural syllabus, might not lead to improving communicative skills. They are prone to intervention by authorities – for example, if the end goal is an exam, the content may tend to focus on the structures necessary for passing that exam, with the skills focus neglected (Rabbini, 2002). Does this mean that process-oriented syllabi are preferable? Their communicative focus might induce frustration if students struggle with the language while trying to express themselves.
As we can see, a critical approach is needed to provide a full picture of the advantages and disadvantages of individual types of syllabi; and as usual, the particularities of a given context have to be taken into account when deciding on the most appropriate approach to syllabus design.
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