
Course Development and Design 



Planning Your Course 

Planning a course typically involves five stages: 

– Determining the relationship of the course to the 
curriculum 

– Identifying course objectives 

– Dividing the course into logical units or segments 

– Identifying learning experiences and methods 
appropriate to help students achieve course goals 

– Determining how best to evaluate student 
performance 



Where Does Your Course Fit In? 

Determine where the course fits into the curriculum of 
the college or department 

The place your course occupies in the curriculum will 
influence a number of things as you design your plans 
for teaching: 
– Course objectives and content 

– Assignments and other class activities 

– Preparation, motivation, and expectations of students 

– The amount of freedom you may have in selecting content, 
materials, and techniques. 

 

 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

Instructional objectives are expressions of what 

a student should be able to do as a result of 

instruction in your course. 

They inform students about what they are to 

learn, what they will do that will enable them to 

learn, and how they will know they have attained 

the objectives. 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

Use these questions to guide goal setting: 

– What kinds of skills and levels of knowledge can you 

expect of students who register for the class?  

• Few faculty are aware of what their entering students 

already know about the subject and commonly 

overestimate skills, knowledge, and competencies than 

underestimate them. 

– What level of performance can you expect of them? 

• What basic competencies does the University expect 

students to have by the time of graduation? 

 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

– In what ways will students be ―different‖ when they 

finish the course? 

– What should students be able to DO with the 

knowledge and skills gained in the course? 

– What do students need to KNOW in order to do the 

things they should be able to do when they finish the 

course? 

 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

• Consider the desires and needs of society, the 

educational priorities of the institutions, school, or 

department; and the requirements of the appropriate field 

of knowledge (including the academic requirements of 

accrediting agencies.) 

– What kinds of tasks should students perform to help 

them acquire the knowledge they need to achieve 

their learning goals? 

– How will you measure students’ level of ―difference‖ 

when the course is finished?   

 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

Once you have answered these questions, 

formulate goal statements for your course. 

– Specifying course objectives may be the weakest 

area of classroom instruction. 

These statements should provide a clear guide 

to the content and skills to be learned in the 

course and a good framework from which to plan 

the rest of the course. 



Determining Your Instructional 

Objectives 

Objectives can include changes in attitude and 

performance skills. 

Use clear, concise words to describe student 

behavior, words not open to misinterpretation. 

– write, recite, identify, sort, solve, construct, build, 

compare, and contrast 

– Consult Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive objectives 

• knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation 



Example A   

Sociology 112: Social Stratification 

The focus of this course is on contemporary 

social stratification in the United States.  

However, we will also cover the historical 

development of stratification, different theoretical 

perspectives on the origins of social equality, 

stratification in communist societies, and 

theories of world stratification. 



Example B 

Sociology 10: American Society  

By the end of this course, you should be able to do the 
following: 
– Recognize and define the basic concepts of society and the 

ways in which sociologists use these concepts in constructing 
explanations for individual and group problems. 

– Explain how American institutions are maintained or changed 
by individuals or groups in society. 

– Analyze a selected number of American institutions using the 
basic concepts and theories of the sociological perspective. 

– Analyze selected past, present, and future problems of 
American institutions using the knowledge you have gained 
in 1, 2, and 3 above. 

 



Developmental Your Instructional 

Objectives 

If you state your goals in terms of student 

performance, as in Example B, you will have a 

much better foundation on which to build the 

course.  If necessary, you can work backward 

from these goals to select material that is most 

appropriate for achieving them. 



Dividing the Course  Into Logical 

Units 

Once you have articulated your instructional 
objectives, you need to identify the appropriate 
material to cover and the best structure for 
presenting the material. 

It is important to break your course into chunks 
so students can more easily assimilate it. 

Without some subdivisions, a course may be too 
complex for the average student to comprehend. 



Dividing the Course  Into Logical 

Units 

Ask yourself these questions: 
– What portions of the content are germane to the learning 

goals? 

– What themes, fundamental principles, or synthesizing ideas 
does the course involve?  These elements can serve as 
unifying themes for the entire body of material and become 
the threads which hold the course together for the students. 

– What are the major instructional units into which the course 
naturally divides?  Or if there are no natural divisions, what 
logical and convenient divisions can be imposed on the 
course? 

 



Diagramming Your Course 

Simple diagrams are an excellent method for 

visualizing an entire course. 

Diagrams show the elements of a program in 

their proper sequence. 

– Clarify the scope of the course; help identify gaps, 

overlaps and sequencing problems; facilitate 

modifications 



Diagramming Your Course 

The diagram for the course identifies each of the 

major instructional components (topics and 

elements of the course) and the sequence in 

which they occur. 

The diagram can include  

– a step-by-step flow chart of the course content 

– when orientation and diagnostic testing sessions are 

scheduled 



Diagramming Your Course 

– the elements of the program essential an required of 

all students 

– the specific remedial units available to the student 

– options and optional topics 

– separate tracks for specialization 

– times for evaluation 

Each of the larger elements in a diagram can be 

broken down into a more detailed unit diagram. 

 

 



Diagramming Your Course 

A single course can consist of four, five or more 

unit diagrams. 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

Once you have mapped out the course 

objectives and developed a working structure for 

the course, you are ready to ask what kinds of 

learning experiences seem appropriate for 

students to master the course goals and 

objectives.  These questions may guide you in 

determining how best to help your students 

learn. 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

What strategies will you use to help students 
achieve the goals?  Some possible alternatives 
include: 

– Continuous series of lectures and reading 
assignments, with one or two midterms 

– Sequence of reading, reflective writing and whole 
class discussions for each topic 

– Field or lab observations, followed by readings and 
whole class discussions 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

Lectures, followed by field or lab work 

Assigned readings, followed by mini-tests (individual or 
collaborative), followed by a collaborative application 
project. 

A developmental series: build knowledge/skills (4-6 
weeks); work on small application project (4-6 weeks); 
work on larger, more complex projects (4-6 weeks) 

Contract for grades: (e.g., read text and pass exams = 
C; also do research = B; also do extended project = A) 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

In selecting the instructional approach, consider the 

specific learning outcomes you want to reach, the 

research on learning, the instructional options available 

(lecture, small group activities, out-of class experiences) 

and technology options. 

– In many instances, instructional method has been 

determined more by tradition, ease of 

implementation or comfort level than by an in-depth 

look as these factors. 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

A shift in the role of faculty in the learning 

process is under way. 

– the move from teaching-centered to learning-

centered 

– the move from faculty as disciplinary experts who 

impart knowledge by lecturing to the learning 

paradigm where faculty are the designers of learning 

environments where they apply the best methods for 

producing learning and student success 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

What textbooks, monographs, or other reading 
materials are available, at what level are they 
written, and how closely do they match your 
conception of the course goals and objectives? 

Would a film or videotape explain some topics 
better than a lecture? 

Would individuals with expertise in certain areas 
make ideal guest speakers? 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

Would your students learn some things better if they 
took a field trip to a local site? 

How will you involve students actively in their learning, 
both in and out of the classroom? 

Research findings on the lecture 
– The lecture is the principal method of instruction in higher 

education (80% of the time). 

– Lectures tend to focus primarily on low-level factual materials 

– Thirty percent of questions asked during a lecture result in no 
participation by students. 

 

 



Selecting Activities that Support the 

Goals 

– The students who benefit most from the lecture are those 

with stronger academic profiles and those from families of  

higher socioeconomic status. 

Research findings on other instructional methods 

– Discussion is far more effective for the retention of 

information, transfer of knowledge to other applications, 

problem solving, and changes in attitude. 

– Active learning is more effective than passive learning 

– Cooperative learning leads to greater reasoning ability and 

higher esteem than individual or competitive learning. 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

In most college courses, readings carry the 
burden of conveying content. 

Read all material you plan to assign to judge 
relevance and identify potential problems of 
interpretation or elements of controversy. 

Consider reading level of texts. 

– The average undergraduate enters the University 
reading at below the twelfth-grade level. 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

– Some students may not be able to handle the level 

and amount of reading material you assign. 

– The danger lies in setting challenges so far beyond 

students’ capabilities that they are overwhelmed. 

– Ask publishers’ representatives about the reading 

level of texts they sell. 

 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

Determine readability. 

– Evaluate the author’s approach to the subject, layout 
of the chapters, and the text’s pedagogical features 

– Consider whether or not the content of the book is 
correct, precise, and accurate 

– Look for clear explanations of complex ideas and for 
a variety of concrete examples to illustrate concepts 

– Check for logical organization within chapters and 
throughout the book 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

Determine readability. 

– Determine whether or not chapters or units are of 
manageable length for students to master in the time 
allowed. 

– Look for pedagogical features that will help students 
read and understand the content: chapter outlines, 
summaries, thought questions, lists of important 
terms and definitions, colored or bold-faced type, 
etc. 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

Examine student workbooks and teacher’s 

manuals as critically as you do the texts 

Beware of using multiple-choice questions in the 

teacher’s manual—many of them violate the 

principles of good test construction. 

Consider the cost-benefits ratio for your student. 

– Most students do not keep their textbooks for life.  

 



Choosing a Textbook and Other 

Material 

– Students are unlikely even to get even a third of the price 
they paid when they sell the books back. 

– One way to reduce costs for your students is to place 
materials on library reserve. 

If you discover that no single text or set of monographs 
meets your needs, you may wish to create your own 
textbook 
– Copyright clearance is legally necessary for copying journal 

articles, chapters from books, and various other printed 
sources. 

 



Designing Strategies to Evaluate 

Student Learning 

What information can you gather that will tell you 

how well each student or the class as whole 

achieved the instructional goals of the course? 

– Multiple choice exams 

– Essay exams 

– Project assignments 

– Weekly quizzes 

– Writing assignments 



Designing Strategies to Evaluate 

Student Learning 

– Oral reports 

– Others 

Evaluation methods should be appropriate to the 

objectives and need to be planned when you design the 

course. 

There must be a perfect fit between stated objectives, 

the content of the course, and student evaluation. 

– All too often the objectives given to the students have little in 

common with either the content of the course or the 

questions asked on tests and examinations. 

 



Designing Strategies to Evaluate 

Student Learning 

• Assessment practices have generally focused on 

low-level of recognition and recall. 

– Research indicates that the tests we use are often 

unreliable or of questionable validity. 

– Certain assessment techniques are particularly 

effective for specific types of learning objectives. 

• Although goals include higher order reasoning, 

assessment techniques focus on recall and recognition 

• As you move from recall and recognition, assessment 

becomes more difficult. 

 



Creating a Syllabus 

The syllabus is the basic document that 

describes your plans for a course and provides 

information about the course for students. 

A syllabus helps you build a course that is well 

thought out and organized. 



Advantages of a Good Syllabus 

Developing an effective syllabus requires you to 
think about the course and to organize early. 

Explaining the course rationale in a syllabus can 
help students understand why they are in the 
class and how the course fits into their 
educational plans. 

Giving students a syllabus communicates your 
expectations 



Advantages of a Good Syllabus 

A syllabus can eliminate misunderstandings and clarify 

policies, thus reducing student confusion. 

A carefully designed syllabus helps to set the climate for 

the class.  It demonstrates that you take the course 

seriously and are concerned about students. 

A syllabus gives relevant information about the course 

to prospective students,department office, and 

colleagues. 



Your Syllabus and the Classroom 

Climate 

The way you design your syllabus helps to 

establish the classroom climate. 

– The tone can communicate concern for students or 

rigidity and indifference. 

Students tend to scrutinize the syllabus carefully 

to get a feeling for you as an instructor and your 

course expectations. 



Your Syllabus and the Classroom 

Climate 

Some syllabi convey a sense of excitement about the 

course. 

Other syllabi haven’t been updated for many semesters 

except for the date changes or are hard to read. 

Examine your syllabus from the student perspective 

perspective. 

Ask current for former students to critique your syllabus 

and make suggestions for improvement. 



Tips for Planning a Syllabus 

Get copies of syllabi from other instructors, 

particularly those known to be successful 

teachers. 

Check the university calendar as you plan your 

syllabus. 

Plan the layout carefully. 



Tips for Planning a Syllabus 

Familiarize yourself with university policies 

regarding attendance, examination, academic 

dishonesty, learning disabilities, drop-add, and 

course withdrawal. 

Be sure the language is clear and direct and 

communicates the right tone to the students. 



A Syllabus Checklist 

Basic Information 

– Course number, section, title, number of credit 

hours, meeting days and times, room and building. 

– Your name, title, address, office/home phone 

numbers, e-mail address, office hours, restrictions 

on calls to home, and message arrangements 

– Prerequisites (courses and/or skills) 

 



A Syllabus Checklist 

– Required purchases: texts and supplies (where 

available and estimated) 

– Space for names and telephone numbers of at least 

two classmates 

Course Description and Objectives 

– How does this particular course fit into the student’s 

overall major or general education requirements? 



A Syllabus Checklist 

– Description of the course.  Why do people study this area of 
knowledge? 

– What is the intrinsic value of the course to the student? 

– Course goals and objectives.  What characteristics do you 
expect the student to have developed by the end of the 
course? 

– What are benefits and practical applications of this course for 
the student? 

– Why is the course content arranged in this order? 

– Will the course be primarily lectures, discussions, group work, 
labs? 



A Syllabus Checklist 

Grading and Course Requirements 

– Grading standards, weights, and criteria for each 

graded component included in the final grade 

– Purpose of each assignment and project 

– Course assignments and projects: due dates, format 

requirements or suggestions, level of research 

expected, approximate length, grading criteria. 



A Syllabus Checklist 

– What will tests evaluate?  Memory? Understanding? Ability to 

synthesize? 

– Will tests be multiple-choice, short answer, essay, or some 

combination? 

– Policies regarding attendance and/or participation.  If 

participation is considered in assigning the course grade, 

how do you define and measure it? 

– Policy regarding late assignments, make-up exams, and 

extra credit 

– Policy regarding grades of I or W 



A Syllabus Checklist 

Course Calendar 

– Topics to be covered, in sequence, with dates 

– Due dates for readings, projects, assignments, and papers 

– Holidays or times when class won’t meet 

Other concerns 

– Reference materials at the library or other locations and how 

the student should access them 

– Policy regarding academic dishonesty. 



A Syllabus Checklist 

Optional Items to Add or Incorporate 

– Indication of conditions under which the syllabus is 

subject to change 

– List of campus resources, library policies, computer 

availability and policies, learning assistance policies, 

laboratory policies 

– Descriptions of instructional techniques you will use 

and rationale for these techniques 



A Syllabus Checklist 

An invitation to the course (http://syllabus.unc.edu) 
– Lets students know who is inviting them and why, what the 

experience will be like, and how students and instructors will 
contribute to the experience. 

An invitation syllabus includes 
– Why the course is important 

– How this course is shaped by your perspective as a teacher 
and thinker 

– Your teaching philosophy 
• teacher as expert, formal authority, socializing agent, facilitator, role 

model, researcher, resource consultant, coach, counselor. 

– Your expectations as a teacher 


