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Introduction 

A writer's first jo b will usually be to develop a course outline. Often , 
course planning is still at an early stage when a writer is appointed, and 
much work will have to be done before writing starts. Edito r and writers 
should work closely together . Ho w can you advise a writer on developing 
an outline? Thi s unit will help you to do this. 

When you have completed the unit, you should be able to: 

* lis t and describe the stages in planning an outline; 
* describ e different methods for developing an outline; 
* defin e the likely roles of an editor in planning the outline; 
* brie f and advise a writer on developing an outline. 

This unit does not attempt to train you in developing an outline yourself, 
but it will guide you on working with others. Yo u will need about 2 hours 
to work through th e unit. Assignmen t B  is an important project , and you 
should be prepared to spend several hours on it. 
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1. What  is a course outline? 

A cours e outlin e i s a document which serve s as a guideline fo r all those 
involved in course development. I t will normally state: 

the course title 
who it is for 
aims and objectives 
the course contents 
how it will be taught (includin g media used) 
how it will be assessed 
how long it will take 

A course outline is therefore considerably more than a syllabus or list of 
lesson titles. 

Example 1  shows a course outline for a correspondence cours e developed by 
the Zambia n Co-operativ e College . A  tea m o f fiv e peopl e prepare d thi s 
document before they started writing. 

EXERCISE 1 

Study th e outlin e agai n an d chec k tha t eac h o f th e seve n point s 
mentioned earlie r i s covered . D o yo u hav e an y comment s o n th e 
outline? Not e them below. 

(10 minutes) 

Comment 

The outlin e i s o n th e whole simpl e an d clear . Not e tha t sinc e i t is a 
correspondence cours e (tha t is , printe d lessons) , th e headin g 'Othe r 
teaching strategies ' describes support materials such as audio-tapes. I n 
this case , th e writer s hav e bee n cautious , a s the y ar e unsur e abou t 
resources. O n the other hand the y want t o arrange a residential course, 
perhaps rathe r a  lon g on e fo r suc h a  shor t correspondenc e course . A n 
editor would want to discuss this proposal with the writers. 

The final heading, 'Resourc e Material', needs som e comment. Th e writers 
agree tha t the y wil l al l us e th e sam e boo k fo r referenc e an d idea s fo r 
their writing, and they have noted it here as a reminder. 
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EXAMPLE 1 : Cours e outline fo r correspondenc e cours e 'Basi c Busines s 
Calculations for Co-operatives', Zambian Co-operative College, Lusaka, 
Zambia 
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2. Stage s in developing an outline 

The first three stages will be discussed in some detail below. Bu t first, 
let us consider who works on the outline. 

3. Wh o prepares the outline? 

It i s importan t tha t a t leas t on e subjec t specialis t i s involve d i n 
developing an outline. Apar t from that, it could be a group of writers, a 
mixed group of writers and editors, or a course team chairman. Usuall y an 
editor wil l advis e o n backgroun d information , but may b e more centrall y 
involved as well. 

At thi s point , let u s conside r the idea of a course team. Whe n the Open 
University o f Grea t Britai n start s plannin g a  ne w course , it create s a 
team of writers, editors, educational technologists and broadcasters, all 
of whom develop the course together. I n practice, an individual may work 
on one bit of a course, while a small group may work on another bit. Th e 
team a s a  whole , however, has responsibilit y fo r th e fina l produc t an d 
must plan their work as a group. 

Several othe r institution s hav e a tea m approach t o writing, while other s 
will only have one writer for each course. Howeve r at the course planning 
stage, tea m wor k o f som e kin d i s desirable . I t may b e a  tea m o f two , 
writer an d editor , or tea m wor k betwee n writer an d a  temporary advisor y 
group. Fo r assessmen t (se e sectio n 6 ) some sor t o f advisor y grou p i s 
essential. 

4. Collectin g preliminary informatio n 

In orde r t o prepar e a  draf t outline , som e preliminar y informatio n i s 
needed. I t i s ofte n th e editor' s responsibilit y t o collec t thi s 
information, and the next exercise asks you to think about this. 
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below shows the stages of developing an outline. 



EXERCISE 2 

You want a writer to prepare an outline for a correspondence course on 
programming a microcomputer to go with a twelve-week television series 
(one broadcas t a  week) . What  informatio n mus t yo u ge t i n orde r t o 
brief th e writer? (Yo u do not need t o know anything about computin g 
to complete this exercise.) 

(10 minutes) 

Comment 

First, obviously , th e write r need s t o kno w what  th e subject s o f th e 
television programme s wil l b e -  th e syllabus . Wil l student s stud y b y 
correspondence ove r exactl y th e sam e perio d a s th e television series , or 
can th e cours e b e extende d afte r th e serie s i s ended ? I s th e 
correspondence cours e restricted t o covering th e same topics, In the same 
order? O r ca n it have aims which go beyond th e television series? What, 
in fact, are the constraints on the writer in preparing the outline? Ar e 
the aims of the course broad or narrow? 

Next, the writer will need t o know if he or sh e will be able to use any 
other printed materials besides the course units. Ther e may, for example, 
be an instruction manual that goes with the microcomputer. Suc h a manual 
may already cove r certai n topic s adequately, and i t may suggest an order 
of presentation for the topics. 

Third, the writer needs information about the potential students. Wh o are 
they? Wha t sort of background d o they have? Wh y are they expected to be 
interested i n the course? What  will they hope to gain from it? Ho w much 
time will they be likely to study each week? I n what circumstances? And , 
important fo r thi s particula r course , wil l the y al l hav e acces s t o a 
microcomputer? I f so , how often and where? I n their own homes or in a 
study centre? 

The write r wil l als o nee d t o kno w abou t plan s fo r tuition . Ho w man y 
correspondence assignment s ca n b e planned ? Wil l ther e b e meetings wit h 
tutors? Fo r everyone, or just some students? 

Information o n th e budget i s also needed. Thi s is not directly relevant 
to th e writer , but wil l allo w th e edito r t o make suggestion s o n desig n 
possibilities, quantity of illustrations or total number of pages that may 
help the writer to shape the outline. 

Finally, an y evaluatio n dat a o n previou s simila r course s coul d offe r 
guidance on teaching the subject at a distance. 

The sam e kind s o f information are needed for any course: th e syllabus; 
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textbooks, othe r resource s o r medi a available ; th e students ' 
characterstics, tuitio n arrangement s an d face-to-fac e support , desig n 
constraints an d possibilities ; an d evaluatio n data . Mos t writer s wil l 
need an editor's help in sifting through this information, particularly if 
they are new to distance education. 

5. Preparin g the outline 

The course outline in Example 1  looked simple , but it took a long time to 
develop. Le t us consider why. W e will start with the familiar idea of an 
examination syllabus . 

EXERCISE 3 

Why might a course outline differ from a printed examination syllabus? 
How might i t b e different ? Thin k about thi s for a  few minutes, and 
jot down some ideas. 

(5 minutes) 

Comment 

The examinatio n syllabu s define s th e knowledg e tha t mus t b e learne d an d 
the skills tha t must b e performed . I t does not necessarily present them 
in an order suitable for teaching, and it does not concern itself with how 
the learne r i s goin g t o obtai n th e knowledg e an d skills . I t does not 
indicate ho w thoroughl y th e materia l shoul d b e covered . I t i s a 
convention fo r som e syllabuse s t o cove r a  wide r rang e o f topic s tha n 
students ar e expected t o have studied . A n exam syllabus may suggest how 
learners ar e t o demonstrat e thei r knowledg e ( a 3-hour essa y paper, a 2-
hour practica l examination). I t will not describe the skills the student 
must master on the way to that ultimate performance. 

Suppose, for example, you teach a foreign language. Th e examination will 
expect student s t o b e abl e t o understand , speak , rea d an d writ e tha t 
language wit h a  leve l o f fluenc y specifie d i n the syllabus. T o achieve 
that fluency , students have t o learn, gradually, vocabulary, grammar and 
syntax, and gai n experience i n using th e language. The y have to acquire 
skills in , fo r example , developin g arguments , writin g descriptions , 
analysing the meaning of prose. Advance d skill s are developed slowl y and 
systematically; yo u pu t word s togethe r firs t i n sentences , the n i n 
paragraphs, then in essays. I n order t o acquire thes e competencies, you 
need t o cal l o n ye t othe r skills , those o f studying . Yo u hav e to read 
carefully, selec t point s t o focu s on , mak e relevan t notes , memoris e 
efficiently. Students generally need help in developing such study skills. 

You must als o conside r th e learner s themselves , and thei r background . A 
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university studen t o f languages , fo r example , might lear n wel l fro m a 
relatively traditional type of course containing a fair amount of grammar; 
an adult immigran t wit h a  poo r forma l education may, on th e other hand, 
need a  functiona l approac h t o th e languag e o f hi s o r he r hos t country , 
starting with everyday phrases. An d what about the study environment o f 
the learners ? Wil l the y onl y stud y a  littl e a t a  time ? O r ar e the y 
committed students who will expect to spend two or more hours at a stretch 
in intensiv e study ? Fo r th e firs t group , the stud y material ha s t o b e 
broken int o smal l segments , while fo r th e others, topics ca n be given a 
longer treatment . Wha t kin d o f face-to-fac e o r correspondenc e tutoria l 
support wil l the y have ? Wha t othe r medi a wil l b e used , an d wha t wil l 
their function be ? Al l thes e question s ca n affect th e choice of subject 
matter and teaching priorities and the sequencing of the curriculum. 

5.1 Choic e of subject matter 

The final choice is a matter for the subject specialist, but an editor can 
direct attention to the issues by asking questions such as these: 

Are all the topics suggested necessary? 
Have any important topics been omitted? 
Has sufficient priority been given to the most important topics? 
Has enoug h emphasi s bee n pu t o n eac h differen t aspec t o f th e 
subject? 
Will th e choic e o f topic s enabl e student s t o develo p thei r 
understanding of the subject? 

5.2 Orde r of subject matter 

In any learning, there are certain skills to be mastered or information to 
be learnt before the student can move to the next stage. Whe n we arrange 
topics i n order , we nee d t o as k which one s ar e dependen t o n others, or 
which require skills to be learnt beforehand. Th e editor, again, can ask 
questions about order, such as the following: 

Is the basic material before the advanced material? 
Is the specific material before the general material? 
Is the easy material before the difficult material? 
Is the simple material before the complex material? 

The most suitable order for teaching is often different from that given in 
a syllabus or textbook. 

5.3 Generatin g ideas 

There is no best way of doing this. Yo u can act as a catalyst, suggesting 
approaches. Man y approache s work , and eac h tea m o r individual would do 
well t o gravitat e toward s a n approac h tha t suit s them . Her e ar e som e 
ideas for different approaches: 

a. Mak e a list o f topic s or unit titles . Juggl e them around till 
the order seems to make sense. 

b. Defin e al l th e skill s student s shoul d hav e o n completion . 
Formulate thes e a s behavioura l objectives . Pu t th e objective s 
in order. 

c. Brainstor m i n a group. Eac h perso n in turn mentions somethin g 
that must g o int o th e course, one thing at a time. Al l idea s 

35 



are written down . Whe n peopl e ru n short o f ideas, you look at 
what you have and try to put it in some sort of order. 

d. Assessin g othe r sources. Loo k at textbooks, curricula at other 
universities o r colleges , different syllabuse s i n th e subject, 
and any other available models of how to teach the subject. 

An outlin e ma y tak e week s t o prepare . Th e edito r wil l hav e t o giv e 
regular encouragement t o the writers. 

5.4 Organisin g material into an outline 

You can provide writers with a list of headings to help them finalise the 
outline. Her e is an example. 

1. Titl e of course/study programm e 
2. Targe t group 
3. Aim s and objectives 
4. Cours e components (medi a used, number of study units, etc.) 
5. Lis t of unit titles/objective s 
6. Numbe r and placing of assignments; other assessment 
7. Ho w media are used (e g purpose of radio programmes) 
8. An y special features/problem s 
9. Othe r resources to be used (e g textbooks) 

Some institution s prefe r outline s t o b e presente d i n a standar d manner . 
If thi s applie s t o you , you may lik e t o us e th e list abov e to design a 
form for your writers to fill in with their course outlines. 

6. Assessin g the outline 

It i s wis e fo r th e write r t o see k advic e o n th e outlin e befor e moving 
ahead, and the editor shoul d organise this assessment. Assessmen t may be 
carried ou t i n several ways. A n outline may be submitted t o an academic 
advisory committee, discussed in a course team, or considered by simply an 
editor and an academic assessor. I n a writing workshop, the outline will 
usually b e agree d b y th e participants , an d thi s grou p assessmen t ca n 
replace outsid e assessment . A  complet e cours e outlin e shoul d alway s b e 
prepared an d checke d befor e much writing i s done. I t is, however, often 
useful fo r a  write r t o prepar e a  sampl e uni t a t th e sam e tim e a s a n 
outline i s developed , t o ge t a n Ide a ho w th e cours e wil l wor k ou t i n 
practice. 

As part of the assessment, the editor checks on some practical points. I f 
the outline suggest s residentia l courses , or laborator y work, will It be 
possible to make arrangements for these? I f broadcasts are proposed, will 
it b e possible t o get air-time at suitable times of day? I f a course is 
to be based on a textbook which students must have, is the book available 
at a  suitabl e price ? T o check , you must refe r t o the source of supply . 
Make sur e tha t th e directo r o f educationa l broadcasting , fo r example , 
knows o f you r plans , an d chec k o n a  book' s availabilit y wit h th e 
publisher, not just the local bookshop. 

7. Th e editor's role in planning 

The previous sections show that the editor has three functions during the 
planning of an outline: 

* t o co-ordinate, making sure everything proceeds smoothly 
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* t o facilitate, by providin g information and identifying source s 
of assistance 

* t o advise , raisin g question s an d suggestin g approache s t o 
problems 

EXERCISE 4 

Go back throug h th e unit an d make a  checklist of things to do during 
course planning. 

(15 minutes) 

Comment 

My lis t woul d includ e collectin g informatio n a s outline d i n section 4, 
suggesting approache s t o makin g a n outline , discussin g th e outline , 
finding advisors to contribute ideas or to assess the outline, checking on 
resources, and arranging meetings and target dates so that the process is 
complete by the specified time. 

Summary 

This unit ha s looke d a t how a course outline is developed an d considere d 
the editor's role . I  have suggeste d tha t you should take an active part 
in th e developmen t o f th e outline , where necessar y takin g th e lea d i n 
arranging team meetings. I n particular, you should: 

collect background information for writers 
suggest approaches to generating ideas 
discuss critically their ideas 
design a standard forma t for presenting the outline 
arrange the assessment 
check on any outside resources proposed 

A furthe r rol e i s t o suppor t th e writers throughou t what  ma y b e a lon g 
process, and ensure progress by firm scheduling. 

37 



ASSIGNMENT B 

This is a long-term project . Fin d out all you can about the students 
your institutio n aim s t o teach . Wh o ar e they ? Wha t educationa l 
background d o the y have? Wha t circumstance s d o the y study in? Wha t 
resources d o the y have access to , such as libraries o r laboratories ? 
What are their aspirations? What  problems do they have? Fin d out all 
you can, from research reports, student records, and any other written 
sources. Tr y to arrange discussions with student advisers and tutors . 
And try to arrange to meet some students; you will learn a great deal 
from a few conversations. 

This assignment  wil l hel p yo u marsha l th e informatio n yo u nee d fo r 
briefing writers . Bu t i t i s als o essentia l fo r th e res t o f thi s 
manual. Withou t a good understanding of your students, you cannot be 
an effective editor. 

Institutions var y a  lo t i n th e amoun t o f informatio n the y hav e 
available o n thei r students . I f yo u fin d you r ow n institutio n ha s 
very little available, or if you work for a new institution which has 
not ye t accumulate d much , tr y t o rea d a  repor t o n student s fro m 
another distance-teachin g institutio n i n you r ow n countr y o r you r 
region of the world. 

Be prepared to spend several hours on this project. Yo u can, however, 
carry on reading Unit 4 before you complete the assignment. 
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