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The Learning Curriculum
In relation to the teaching, learning and assessment that students experience at university, John Jones (1990, p.144) says that 'university academics are socialised into a set of expectations concerning curricula, and it is these expectations which largely determine curriculum content, processes and practices'. He identifies a long list of established practices which, he says, reflect the 'conventional wisdom' of university academics. These include statements such as 'Courses are carried out in artificial and contrived environments which remove students from the world in which they normally live and work'. And 'Students are expected to demonstrate their competence by responding, within very strict time limitations, to a set of artificial problems and questions, in artificial settings'. As Susan Toohey (1999, p.132) says, 'many teachers simply replicate the kind of teaching that they themselves received, maintaining an ancient tradition of teaching as the provision of information and learning as the reproduction of information received'.

The world has changed since the lack of printed books meant that students depended on the lecture as their only means of accessing recorded wisdom. It may be timely, as John Jones (1990, p.148) suggests, to undertake a 'serious and critical analysis' of the taken-for-granted curriculum practices we are part of. Consider the teaching, learning and assessment experiences your students encounter. What kinds of learning are these experiences likely to foster? Many students respond to the experiences we provide by cramming, in the hope of being able to regurgitate the crammed material when required. If this is your experience, it might be worth asking what we, as teachers, do that encourages such responses.

We might question the value of bringing students together en masse in order for us to provide them with information which they could more readily access in other ways. Maybe material is presented in a fragmented way, horizontally and/or vertically, with little cohesion or coordination. Perhaps the focus is on information rather than how students might engage with that information. It can be a valuable exercise to take as a starting point your answers to that initial question of what you would like your students to take with them from your course. Your statements can form the basis of the objectives you envisage for your course. You may find the verbs based on Bloom's Taxonomy of Educational Objectives useful in formulating suitable objectives. 
See for example http://www.k-state.edu/assessment/slo/blooms.htm, 

http://www.clt.cornell.edu/campus/teach/faculty/Materials/BloomsTaxonomy.pdf, 
http://www4.eas.asu.edu/MAE-EC2000/blooms.htm#KNOWLEDGE .
See also Sessional Teaching Program Module 1: Teaching Goals and Learning Objectives. Go to the STP Modules web page
<http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/sessional/stp/>

Once you have formed your objectives, it is important to go further, developing, what Biggs (1999) calls 'constructive alignment', of objectives, curriculum and assessment. Students are likely to learn more effectively when they know what the course objectives are, when the learning and teaching arrangements are designed to realise those objectives and when the assessment tasks clearly demonstrate the extent to which those objectives have been met.

To conclude, reflect on your own practice: 

Undertake a critical analysis of one course you are involved with. What are the objectives of that course? Are they implicit or explicit for the students? Are there objectives which are assumed by the staff but which may be invisible to the students? Do the objectives relate only to content or do they deal with process and skill development as well? How coherently do the objectives fit with each other? Are objectives described in ways that can be observed in what the student does?
What are the learning experiences provided in the course? Do they include some way of ascertaining students' starting point? Are they such as to promote the development of the course goals and learning objectives? Do they build in the progressive development of students throughout the course and provide ways of monitoring that development? Is there a range of learning experiences provided, to allow for variation in learning styles? See VARK website at http://www.vark-learn.com/english/index.asp
Do the assessment tasks provide a variety of ways for students to demonstrate the extent to which they have achieved the course objectives? Is some of the assessment designed and timed to give students formative feedback on their progress as well as award them a mark or grade?

Whether you are modifying an existing course or devising a new one, follow through the steps suggested by the 'tips' section to formulate objectives and plan learning experiences and assessment tasks which are in 'constructive alignment' with each other. Reflect on the effectiveness of the measures you have implemented.
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