Approaches to syllabi and curriculum design


When it comes to course design, teachers must consider the degree of freedom or flexibility. At one end of the spectrum, we have teachers who must follow a prescribed syllabus – this could be the set coursebook or a syllabus imposed by the educational institution. At the other end, we have teachers who have the full flexibility to design their own course, often by establishing goals and making decisions about materials and approaches in negotiation with the learners. In between, we have a range of possibilities – with some teachers able to choose and design parts of the coursework (e.g., related to language or skills), investigating students' needs and then creating plans and choosing materials that meet those needs.

When it comes to syllabus and curriculum design, we can distinguish between three schools of thought. Select the following titles to reveal more information about each of those.

These three schools each make assumptions about language, language learning, and learners, and these dictate the choices of goals, courses, and materials and, more importantly, the way we understand curriculum or syllabus design and what it entails. For example, those who see language as a result of conscious learning will emphasise the need to sequence the content in accordance with grammar rules, while those who support the acquisition of an L2 (as in Krashen's definition) will not see such limitations on language content. For a reminder about Krashen's acquisition learning hypothesis, refer back to Unit 1, with the 'Stop and think' on Krashen's Monitor Model.

Engaging learners in syllabus design might be appropriate in certain contexts – for example, where a cultural and educational ethos is conducive to self-determination. (Of course, the age of the learners plays an important role, too.) There is a view that learning gains are maximised when learners see their experiences and perceptions taken into account, with their voices sought out and heard in the process of consultation. The consultation and negotiation might involve asking the students to reflect on their own goals and aims, to formulate their own objectives and to monitor how these align with – and are met by – the course objectives, teaching activities, and assessments.

According to Breen (1987; cited in Hedge, 2000), this negotiation comprises four levels:

decisions about the language-learning experience (e.g., course format, responsibilities, roles)
decisions about working procedures and content
decisions about alternative activities
decisions about concrete tasks
When implementing a negotiated syllabus, it is important to keep a record of what has been planned, what has been done, and any suggestions about what should be included.

Syllabus-design process
As previously noted, the design process takes a fair amount of time and proceeds in stages.


Stop and think.png
Before you begin working through this section, consider the components that comprise the design process. Read one of the following articles (available from the online reading list for this module) and try to outline the main steps of the syllabus design process:

Cowling, J. D. (2007) 'Needs Analysis: Planning a Syllabus for a Series of Intensive Workplace Courses at a Leading Japanese Company', English for Specific Purposes, 26(4), pp. 426–442.
Dawes, B. & Iavarone, M. L. (2013) 'In-Service English Language Training for Italian Primary School Teachers: An Experience in Syllabus Design', Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of Theories and Research in Education, 8(1), pp. 79–92.
................................................

This section explores how, and to what extent, the process followed by Cowling or Dawes and Iavarone replicates the following process outlined by Hedge.

The syllabus-design process consists of several stages (Hedge, 2000). See the following titles for more information about each stage.

Fact-finding stage

In this stage, the aim is to find out as much as possible about the students. It is necessary to consider them as:

individuals (age factors, interests, how materials can be made challenging, degree of autonomy, whether they tend to depend on the teacher)
members of a learning group (target level, appropriateness of the methodology to class size)
learners in an educational system (how the course objectives relate to the examination system)
members of a social group (the role of English in society, level of exposure to English outside the class)
This can be achieved by conducting a needs analysis which may entail an array of procedures to identify, validate, and prioritise learners' needs. The results of the analysis serve then as a departure point for developing course goals and objectives and designing the syllabus. At a later stage, they might also be used as the basis for reviewing and evaluating the syllabus (Richards, 1990). Nunan (1988) distinguishes between objective and subjective learner analyses – the former entails gathering factual information (e.g., biodata or previous learning experiences), while the latter focuses on students' perceptions of the learning process (e.g., learning styles and strategies; preferences regarding tasks and activities; discussion of reasons, expectations, and prioritised goals). A needs analysis may also include a task analysis to specify and categorise the subordinate language skills and knowledge required to do the real-world communicative tasks which the students are likely to face.

Considering the context

Information gathered in the previous phase is then expanded upon to clarify the context. The contextual factors to consider include class size, time available, the teacher's own communicative ability, knowledge of the language system, and command of methods, as well as more general factors concerning educational values, perceptions of teacher roles, and expectations of classroom procedures.

Establishing goals and objectives

The data from the needs analysis is next reformulated as instructional goals. Those are 'general statements of the included outcomes of a language program and represent what the curriculum planners believe to be desirable and attainable program aims based on the constraints revealed in the need analysis' (Richards, 1990, p.3). They might be of an affective, cognitive, learning, and/or communicative nature (Nunan, 1988).

Goals, which are general and imprecise, 'need to be fleshed out' (Nunan, 1988, p.61) – i.e., broken down further into more specific objectives. Those objectives guide content selection by providing a measure of appropriateness, and they help both teachers and students to stay in focus and not to go off on tangents. Primarily, however, they pin down the competencies that the learner is expected to have developed upon course completion.

Richards (1990, p.3) distinguishes between the following objectives:

behavioural – precisely described performance, expected to occur under well-defined circumstances
content-based – specified according to topical areas or functions
proficiency-based – detailed descriptions of linguistic competence in all four macro skills
skills-based – defining the individual micro-skills or processes that are essential ingredients of particular macro skills
On the other hand, Nunan (1988) stresses the distinction between product-oriented and process-oriented objectives. The former describe what the learner will be able to do as a result of the instruction (i.e., 'performance objectives'), whereas the latter focus on activities that develop the skills needed to obtain the end performance (the final rehearsal is not a prerequisite). The two are not mutually exclusive and might be easily reconciled.

Generally speaking, stating objectives is beneficial as it:

assists the teacher in evaluating whether the materials and resources are appropriate
makes explicit the general aims of the course
encourages students to develop their own agenda for the course
helps to establish criteria for evaluating the course
In a negotiated syllabus, students can become involved in the process at this stage through consultation and negotiation.

Planning the syllabus

As mentioned earlier, multidimensional syllabi have become common, owing to a consensus that paying attention to one aspect alone is not sufficient. The syllabus is expected to cover all elements: situations, functions, topics, notions (both general and topic-related), structures, and skills. The course designer must decide which of the elements constitutes an organising principle and how this affects the choice of content and sequence of activities within the units of the course.

To illustrate this relationship, if grammar structures are given prominence in the course design, then the expected sequence is often one of presentation followed by controlled, semi-controlled, and free practice (PPP). A skills-based syllabus follows this sequence: 'pre-reading', 'while reading', and 'post-reading' (where reading is used as an example). Regardless of which elements underpin the syllabus design, a variety of activities and interaction patterns are included so that students remain focused, challenged, and engaged.

The whole picture of the syllabus might develop in a linear way, where each subsequent unit builds upon a previous block. Alternatively, we can have a modular format, where each unit is self-contained and independent of the other units, allowing teachers and students to negotiate the order in which the units are covered.

Designing the materials

When choosing a course book, an immediate question arises as to which set of criteria could help us to evaluate a textbook. The first two obvious questions are whether (and to what extent) the textbook fulfils its own aims and whether (and to what extent) it relates to the specific needs of our learners and their particular context.

Here are some examples of checklists that might come in handy when assessing the appropriateness of published materials:

a specialist checklist developed to evaluate coursebooks on business meetings: 'Forging a link between research and pedagogy' (Chan 2009) – this is a journal article available through your online reading list under the section for Unit 7.
Ur (2012, p.194) provides a checklist of suggested criteria for evaluating a syllabus – Table 7.6 below is an adaptation of this, using some of Ur's criteria.

Following a coursebook means following the planned sequence prescribed by that text. Such plans are often referred to as 'product' syllabi, as their goal is a product – be that knowledge of particular grammar structures or skills such as communicative ability.

Many teachers agree that following a book alone is not sufficient and so prefer to use supplementary materials tailored to their students' specific needs. Such activities might include drama, extensive reading, role-play, and so on, and their main purpose is to provide room for experimentation with language. This concern with communicative ability – how the learners use it and develop it – has led to process-based approaches to course design. As mentioned earlier, a task-based syllabus is an example of a process syllabus. A task-based syllabus can be implemented in one of two ways:

spiral syllabus – a series of unfocused tasks are woven into a graded and sequenced list of linguistic products (e.g., extension units)
parallel syllabus – two separate strands, one with a graded and sequenced list of unfocused tasks and the second with a graded and sequenced list of linguistic products. In practical terms, it might look like the following: out of four sessions a week, two follow a structural syllabus, one is devoted to project work, and another one is given to literature with role-plays and writing tasks.
Teaching the course

In order to evaluate the syllabus, it is necessary to teach the course. This can be combined with the evaluation section, as evaluation can be both formative and summative. Records should be kept while teaching to ensure that the course can be evaluated effectively upon completion.

Evaluating the course (summative evaluation)

This involves assembling evidence regarding the curriculum and making judgements about the process of learning, designing, and implementing it. The following questions and strategies provide useful support for evaluation:

Why? Evaluation of accountability (to authorities, sponsors, other stakeholders) and for development (to improve the course)
Who? External assessors, managers, teachers themselves
What? A range of aspects might be examined, from levels of interest to more complex issues (e.g., the usefulness of using a computer lab, course content, resources, methodology, teaching strategies, learning strategies)
How? Various procedures (e.g., posters, student feedback, teacher self-report, observation, documents)
When? Formative assessment while the course is ongoing and/or summative assessment at the end

Further reading.png
Think back to the Unit 3 discussions about English as a global language – and the conceptual changes in the field of ELT due to the dispersion of English – and then read Chapter 2 of Global Englishes for Language Teaching Rose and Galloway (2019), The TESOL Curriculum and GELT. This chapter is available from your online reading list for this module and outlines the significant impact on the TESOL curriculum, as seen through a GELT lens.
