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H_, m. workshop does not open with a definition. After considering some gen-
eral syllabus advice (a three-page checklist of recommended information
to include and some strategies for ensuring students read a syllabus at all),

n—IT e O ﬂmﬂ—mv T _ C MV\_ _N_Q us: participants review a fairly simple graphic “syllabus™ of the workshop it-

. . . . self, shown in Figure 16.1. This first illustration is done in MS Word,

m_\ﬁwo_ﬁ_ ] Sm d <_ mcm_ _l_m_d.ﬁ which is the software the participants use during the last hour of the
. three-hour workshop (see Appendix 16.1 for software options).

on Course Organization

FiGure 16.1
Graphic Syllabus of This Graphic Syllabus Workshop
Linda B. Nilson
Clemson University 5 5
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Students rarely understand bow a course is organized from the week-by-week

topical listing in traditional syllabi. This chapter explains a teaching tool called a H
graphic syllabus, which elucidates (and may improve) course design/organization
and increases student retention of the material. It may resemble a flow chart or di- .
agram or be designed around a graphic metaphor ms.% another object. Included E ki § m , mr
here arc materials, experiences, and graphic syllabt from a workshop conducted © €93 Z
seneral Himes 03 how to compose one (involving about 115 faculty and faculty de- i
welopers). Graphic representations of text-based material appeal io the visual 2
leaniing preferences of today’s students and complement distance and computer- i
assésted learning as well as traditional classroom instruction. ﬂ

E} 2 g

: E Ik

g & { 2

INTRODUCTION

H.. his chapter describes both a tool for enhancing student learning and
the faculty workshop conducted to explain and enable faculty to use it.
Winner of the Professional and Organizational Development Network’s
o (POD) 2000 Bright Idea Award, this tool is called a graphic syllabus. In 1t
TN simplest form, a graphic syllabus is a flow chart, diagram, or graphic or-
v %/ \ ganizer of the topical organization of a courseslt is typically a one-page
%%.v . > document included in a regular text syllabus, preferably right after the
"/ week-by-week (or class-by-class) list of course topics and mmmwmannawV
Since the graphic syllabus is 2 visual tool, it may be best understood

inductively, intuitively, and holistically by viewing examples. So the
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As participants are examining the figure, they arejasked what patterns
they detect in the graphics, such as the shape of the enclosures and the
overall spatial layout. They quickly potice the relationship between the
" shapes (the medium) and the text inside them (the n,wmmmumnv“ such as the
triangles around questions (What? Why? How?), the stop sign around
“Cautions,” and the frame around “Variations.” ,;nuc\ also correctly iden-
tify the graphic metaphor as a more creative extension that may take on
any structure or look. Finally, they see that the bulk of the workshop will
be devoted to how to design a graphic syllabus, and that they will design
their own.

Indeed, by the end of the workshop, participants have drafted a de-
sign of a graphic syllabus for a course they plan to teach in the near fu-
ture. (This workshop is offered during summer and semester breaks.) The
workshop announcement (posted on the all-faculty email list) asks them
to bring a current text syllabus with them and promises that they will

X . . i
leave with at least a tentative graphic syllabus of their course.

|

Wiy DESIGN A GRAPHIC SYLLABUS?

Reveal the Method to the Madness ,

Instructors spend hours, even days, designing 2 course, including pour-
ing through different textbooks for the one that most closely murrors
their preferred organization of the material. In a sense, a syllabus 1s a

piece of scholarship, one that brings the scholarshipiof integration to the
scholarship of teaching (Boyer, 1990). It seems well worth the effort to
present the organization of a course 50 that students can understand, ap-
preciate, and follow it.

To begin the topic of “Why Do One?” @m&nﬁwba are directed to a
sample syllabus which whimsically portrays srmﬁm a typical listing of
course topics looks like to many students (e.g., week one: overview of
something I gotta take; week two: the noE@OwEosl of apple peel; week
three: introduction to giraffe consciousness, etc.). .\wmmn all, on the first
day of class, they know nothing about the issues a course will address or
the organization of the field or subfield. At best, mﬂmw notice repetition of
technical terms and flag words like “continued.” ﬁw even read this part

of the syllabus when the topical listing makes no mﬂ_znw And it makes no
sense because the topics bear no clear nn_mmonmwﬁm to each other. Stu-
dents might as well be reading written directions on how to drive from

- } ) g o
one unidentified, unconnected place to another, with no destination ex-
cept the end.
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Those who routinely review syllabi for faculty in other disciplines
should be familiar with this feeling. It’s like guessing from someone else’s
grocery list exactly what major meal he or she plans to prepare. How can
students acquire and retain knowledge and abilities without having a
valid, overarching structure in which to place them? :

The workshop materials include the week-by-week listing of topics
and assignments from a Social Stratification course I taught (Figure 16.2).
The version in the workshop packet is more complete and true to life,
cluttered by typical strings of reading assignments from various books
and edited volumes, along with advice to students on how to read them.
Participants are asked to explain the “organization” they discern in this
sea of gray, and they find about as much as my students used to. Then
they hear the story of how a graphic syllabus was conceived. .

Ficure 16.2
‘Week-by-Week Topics in Social Stratification Course

Sociology 123: Social Stratification

Dr. Linda B. Nilson

Department of Sociology, University of California, Los Angeles
Quarter System, circa 1980

Week-by-Week List of Topics

Weeks I & I1: What social stratification is—across species, through
history, and according to consensus theory {func-
tionalism), conflict theory, and Lenski’s attempt at

synthesis
Week I1I: Inequalities in wealth and income (specialties of
conflict theory)
Week IV: Inequalities in power (specialties of conflict theory)
Week V: Review and midterm
Week VI: Inequalities in prestige; measurements of socioeco-

nomic status (specialties of consensus theory)

Week VII: Inequality of opportunity for wealth, income,
power, and prestige: Social mobility and status at-
tainment (specialties of consensus theory)



242 MWNSN\QG« &m\ﬁh&&wﬁk The Q\%@R .Mw‘g 243

Weeks VIII & IX: How modem stratification persists: The political sys- FIGURE 16.3

tem—wealthfare, welfare, and “pluralistic” represen- . Social op g
tative democracy (specialties of conflict theory) Graphic Syllabus of Stratification Course

Week X: How modern stratification persists: People’s beliefs
and subjective responses to stratification {specialties
of both consensus and conflict theores, with influ-
ences from psychology)

RSE IZATX A GLANCE
Social Stratification

Week X1: Final examination Week Theory - general explanstions for inequality
1-1

Opposed and
talking past
cach other

5 -

Like so many inventions, the idea was a response to frustration. With
no good text available for this course, I developed my course organiza- Functional
tion from scratch. However, the organization seemed to be invisible to
everyone but me. After teaching the course several times, I drew a flow : _
chart of its substantive organization, shown in Figure 16.3, and handed it Lenski’s _

e [ - _Synthesis
out to students. While there were no significant results, such as improve- :
ments in exarn performance, students really studied the document, and
some referred to it throughout the term as we moved from topic to topic.
A few students in this very large class even commented that they liked 1t -
or better understood the course because of it, so I continued using it. At
the time, it was very rare to assess a new teaching tool in any systematic W
way or to share it with colleagues. MIDTERM

Exrending the two analogies above, a graphic syllabus is like a well-
labeled map to supplement written driving directions or a cookbook pic- |
ture of the complete planned meal, ordered from salad through dessert.
Wirhout word-laden explanations, it reveals exactly how and implicitly .

Opportunity Inequality

Conflict Theory

Il = on . Findings, [Research, Data
Economic Inequality

— Power [nequality

Prestige Inequality

“

why a course is organized in a particular way. It makes the course’s struc- vit
ture evident and shows the big picture: how the trees are arranged to cre-
ate a forest. Vil - 1X

How Strat Persists: Political System

Dual Code the Course Organization "
Paivio (1971) forwarded the cognitive psychological theory that we have
two long-term memories for the same information, the semantic (verbal) ) . 7 X

and the episodic (visual), the latter of which most people consider to be ) Fuman Peychology
their better memory. This cognitive psychological theory has powerful
implications for teaching and leamning, yet it has received little mention
in the college teaching literature (€., Tigner, 2000). One obvious impli-
cation is the wisdom of dual coding: that material received and processed

How Strat. Persists: People’s Responses 10 Strat.
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in both verbal and visual ways is likely to be retained better and longer
than material received and processed in only one way. A standard syl-
labus engages only the semantic memory, if it engages any memory atall.
A graphic syllabus ensures coding onto the episodic as well.

Students do not need to learn and remember a course syllabus in it-
self, biit it is impurtant that they retain the organization of the knowl-
edge they acquired Structure is the glue that holds knowledge in the
mind. Without itknowledge quickly falls away like so many irrelevant
factoids.

Reach “Left Out” Learning Styles

At the moment, there are over a dozen different [earning-style models in
academic currency based on sensory modalities, information processing,
multiple intelligences, personality/psychological types, cognitive styles,
experiential preferences, and orientations to learning (Theall, 1997).
Most of them posit at least one type or style that processes visually pre-
sented material more readily than the same material presented in another
medium. These types/styles include visual, visual-kinesthetic, concrete,
visual-spatial, global, holistic, artistic, intuitive-fecling, and diverger. Asa
rule, higher education is pitched to the more verbal, digital, rational, log-
ical, abstract, sequential, and analytic types and styles, and so is the stan-
dard text syllabus. Adding a graphic syllabus levels the playing field, mak-
ing the course design and scaffolding visible to those who need to see the
plan before they can learn the pieces.

Teach a Learning Tool

Using the graphic syllabus as an illustration, instructors can quickly teach
their classes the learning/study technique of mind-mapping, one quite
likely to help the more visually-oriented students. (Contept maps and
graphic organizers are based on the same idea.) This is assuming, of
course, that the overall design is of the flow chart, diagram, or web/spi-
der variety. Developed by Buzan (1991) and popularized by Ellis {2000),
mind-mapping has proven useful to many students in outlining papers,
taking class and reading notes, and organizing and summarizing material
for tests. In-class activities where students fill in or develop concept maps
and graphic organizers also make good classroom assessment techniques
and test preparation exercises for both individual students and coopera-
tive learning groups (Angelo & Cross, 1993).
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For Oneself: Be Creative and Self-Critical

Faculty explore new venues during the graphic syllabus workshops.
Some of the most seemingly reserved individuals release a surprising
flood of metaphorical creativity and artistic flair. Before designing their
own graphic syllabus for a real course, they try their hand at a fictitious
one for Introduction to Law for the Paralegal, a real course at certain
other universities but an area these participants know nothing about.
Working with two or three colleagues, they manually draw their products
on large newsprint paper using different colored markers. The different
groups develop markedly disparate topical organizations and graphic de-
signs, some using legal icons and metaphors (e.g., scales of justice, court-
house facades). While the graphic syllabi that individual faculty draft for
their own real course show more restraint, they still display the partici-
pants’ impressive abilities to recast abstract, verbal concepts and rela-

_ tionships in visual-spatial arrangements.

memnz?% also report that, in the course of composing a graphic syl-
labus, they identify problems in their course organization and often de-
cide to rearrange the topics. A few have even deleted units that, when
viewed visually, actually lie outside the course flow.

How 1o CREATE A GRAPHIC SYLLABUS

Workshop participants learn how to create a graphic syllabus first by
viewing several examples. In addition to Figures 16.1 and 16.3, they ex-
amine thosc developed by other faculty, most of them from previous
workshops (Figures 16.4 and 16.5). What these illustrations show is the
tremendous potential for variation and creativity.

The possible variations include

« type size, face, and features (e.g., bolding, underlining, italics, soft-
ware “art” options)

- connecting-line direction, length, thickness, color, and pattern (e.g.,
solid, broken, dotted)

- enclosure size, shape (e.g., square, rectangle, triangle, circle, oval, di-
amorid, hexagon, parallelogram, star), shading, color, and borders

- general design and shape

For instance, though it is not evident in black-and-white print, Dr. Jan
Williams Murdoch’s graphic syllabus (Figure 16.4) reinforces her course’s
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) FIGURE 16.6
Design Motifs for Visually Expressing Relationships
Among Several Concepts

When properly implemented, the case method, problem-based learn-
ing (PBL), service-learning (SL), and simulations all teach students how
to apply course material.

P e
Case Method o — s>

[ Case Method_| PBL | SL | Simulations |
| Teach E%:nmnoﬁ

. [ Case Method

T [ Simulations

i Teach Application
i i

Case Methed PBL SL Simulations

Case Method

Teach

v Application

Simulations

Case Method

Application
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parallel coverage of “Professional Relationships” and “Relationships with
Clients” with different colored boxes, as well as with their parallel spatial
arrangement. Dr. Darlene Panvini’s overall branching design suggests the
ecological focus of her course, and she highlights her major assignments
in shaded boxes (Figure 16.5). Both figures were done in MS Word.

After viewing these examples, participants study Figure 16.6, which
shows a wide variety of design motifs for expressing a simple relation-
ship among several concepts, 2 relationship stated verbally as “When
properly implemented, the case method, problem-based learning (PBL),
service learning (SL), and simulations all teach students how to apply
course material.” Cyrs and Conway (1997) formalized the idea of “con-
structing word pictuges” of sentences and used these and other motifs as
illustrations.

An ExtEnsion: THE GraPHIC METAPHOR

A graphic metaphor is a type of graphic syllabus in which the design 15
based on an object or set of objects. The metaphorical object(s) may or
may not be related to the course subject matter, but the metaphor is es-
pecially memorable when a relationship exists. (Recall how Dr. Panvini’s
graphic syllabus design “|ooks” somewhat biological or ecological, and as
such it approaches a graphic metaphor.) Either way, however, the
metaphor supplies a symbol, 2 kind of cognitive shorthand, of the course
organization that should reinforce students’ recall of the course material.

Compared to a standard graphic syllabus, a graphic metaphor has a
distinct downside. As it is more of a drawing than a flow chart or diagram,
only those familiar with sophisticated drawing or design software will be
able to produce it on computer. For most faculty, the most realistic tools
for composing most or all of a graphic metaphor will be the lowest-tech
alternatives, such as pens, pencils, markers, crayons, rulers, triangles, T-
squares, compasses, cut-outs, and tracing paper. If an electronic version
is needed, the hand-drawn creation can always be scanned. A digital
conder can even email it as an attachment.

Figures 16.7 and 16.8 show two graphic metaphors of the same
csurse, Free Will and Determinism, 2 crossdisciplinary freshman semi-
nar | have taught. Both metaphors are “overlaid” on the same visual
arrangement of course topics and organizational dimensions (historical
time from top to bottom and a philosophical continuum from left to
right). They are worth showing here because both metaphors are flexible
and adaptable to a variety of courses, whatever the discipline or subject
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. from the smokestack, moneybag, incoming truck, and the sun). The num-
matter. They also allow for plenty of variation in type, color, and many bers next to nowmn.m refer to the chapters in the text. Obviously the graphic
other enclosure features. y doesn’t “flow” with the course organization as a flow chart would; the
AN% The first metaphor (Figure 16.7) relies on the umbrella as its key oWVWAY course organization and reading assignments are not ordered from left to
ject to illustrate how major topics and the various readings are related. right or from top to bottom. But the picture shows very clearly how the
Though crossdisciplinary, the entire course falls under the broadest um- Inajor topics Eﬁmﬂm_mnn il corporate accounting operations.
brella, the field of philosophy, which also provides most of the early read- .Hr.m final wu.m_u?n Bnmm_uwg (Figure 16.10) is for an Engineering
ings. Under philosophy are the major schools of thought involved in the .On,ﬁgnm. course. Itis especially memorable because the metaphorical ob-
determinism and free-will debate, which indeed has four sides rather than _ Jects—strikingly drawn in three dimensions using engineering graphics
two. These schools, in turn, justify their own smaller umbrellas, with re- software (AutoCAD)-mirror the subject matter, and their spatial arrange-
lated readings falling under each one. Since occurrences defy explanation ment r eflects the relationships among topics. Again, however, the course
under fatalism, it has not inspired scientific study, utopian extrapola- flow is not easy to follow, as one week’s topic may lie spatially distant

tions, or clinical approaches, so it has no readings. But it has a popular from the next weeks.

stepchild, belief in spiritual destiny, which for the most part falls outside
of philosophy (and into religion), as shown. Spiritual destiny has Cavutions
spawned many readings, however, including the assigned book. Any
course organization built around different approaches, perspectives, or
schools of thought may be amenable to the umbrella metaphor.

The second graphic metaphor (Figure 16.8) overlays a floor plan on
the arrangement of topics, and the course follows the arrowed line, mov-
ing from one room (topic) to another. In fact, the course flow is the dom-
inant graphic. Compared to the umbrella graphic metaphor, the floor
plan more accurately reflects the week-by-week course organization. It
clearly shows that the course actually backtracks, first visiting three of the

The expenence of conducting this workshop five times for over 115 fac-
ulty has taught me cautionary lessons. Some participants release so much
creative energy and have so much fun while composing a graphic syl-
labus or metaphor, especially while working with colleagues on the fict-
| tious paralegal course, that they seem to lose sight of the ultimate pur- |
| pose, which is to clarify the course organization to the students. t
Participants seem to benefit from the following advice before tackling the
real thing for a real course.

four philosophical schools of thought {(determinism, comparibilism, and « Avord overcomplexity, as in PowerPoint presentations and life in
free-willism), then going into late 20th-century genetics, biochemistry, general. The graphics should be clean and simple so students focus
and sociobiology, which exemplify modem scientific determinism. Then on the course topics and flow.

the course returns to the fourth school of thought, fatalism. There are .

good reasons for this turnaround, having to do with the background » Since a course proceeds in predominantly one direction through the
knowledge that students need for the first paper assignment and the his- semester, so should a graphic syllabus. Instructors should carefully
torical chronology that the readings follow from week six on. The result clarify any recursive relationships and double-arrowed lines to stu-
may be graphically messy, but the students never found it confusing. The dents (since time doesn’t reverse itself).

flanr plan metaphor does restrict the enclosures to room-type shapes
S R , ST néu,., v - Ag .1:0 syllabus shows the structure of the course—not the field,

S ST E e ”,,,.Hmr and not its history. Such mﬂor:n rep-

O S

but none of &rB &so&o be ca Haa a mum?:n v«:mvzm To do so ﬁ:

subject mateer of the course. The first, for a nomuon,mnn accounting course . Vi babl fise student
(Figure 16.9), is a whimsical hand-drawing of a corporate site, with a pro- w probably contuse stacents.
duction facility on the left and an office building on the right. The main . /&\ » An instructor should refer to a graphic syllabus frequently during the

course topics appear as labels on the relationships between the two build-
ings (linking lines) and on the various icons (garbage heap, people, smoke

course, as one would to a road map on a trip.
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COoNCLUSION

Graphic representations of text material, such as the organization of a
course, are likely to become more important and even expected compo-
nents of courses, as distance education and computer-assisted classroom
instruction grow more commonplace (Cyrs, 1997). Following the lead of
primary and secondary education, higher education is taking on a more
visual nature, both because web-based and television technologies foster
it and because today’s students are well adapted to it, perhaps better
adapted to it than to extensive text. In fact, since graphic representations
so concisely show the big picture, they make natural image maps and eye-
appealing gateways to course mformation (readings, assignments, class
activities, and details of course topics) and online sources of knowledge.

A graphic syllabus is just the beginning. As mentioned above, the or-
ganization of a discipline or a field of study, its history, and its theoreti-
cal models are ready candidates for recasting into flow charts, diagrams,
and graphic organizers. So are many processes in the biological, physical,
and behavioral sciences. The crucial elements of a plot or a case may also
lend themselves to graphic representation.

Normally, a good syllabus includes a list of student-learning objec-
tives (outcomes) for a course. In a truly comprehensive list, some of these
are ultimate (end-of-semester) objectives while others are meditating—
that 15, objectives that students must meet by a certain ume in the se-
mester before they can meet one or more of the ultimate objectives. For
example, in order to speak and write in the past tense of a foreign lan-
guage, students must be able first to speak and write in the present tense.
In order to write a research proposal, students must be able to do a great
many other things beforehand, including formulate a viable hypothesis,
conduct and write a cogent [iterature review, select an appropriate
methodology, and write in a scholarly style. Students could better under-
stand the structure oTrm course and %n: own learning as a cumulative,

[ I G SN .
. ,...;H.,.uh(r_urr,,,«ﬁa T..;,

irobioorives s praraquisites linked

T nst Jowe want our majors to be

ST A cotho guusiin,
able to do by graduation? » Once &.5% define these skills and abilities (and
they usually have to for accreditation), they can work their way back-

wards in flow chart fashion to see how the department’s various courses
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fit in and interrelate to equip students to meet the ultimate objectives for
the major. Do the freshmen courses equip students for the sophomore
courses, the sophomore courses for the junior courses, etc? Or are their
faults in the flow? Are some basic wsoﬁ&mn and abilities not addressed
E.E_ jumnior or senior years? Are juniors mﬁunnﬁnm to know how to do | |
ething that most don’t learn until senior year?

WWN, uch an exercise is neither for dysfunctional departments nor for
faint-of-heart and insecure faculty. Visuals have a way of rendering the
complex as simple as it really is, thus Rﬁmrbm the truth about structures
and systems. They uncover sequencing problems, missing parts, and
pieces that don’t fit or aren’t necessary.
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