IMPROVING STUDENTS’
LEARNING BY INVOLVING
THEM IN THE DESIGN OF
THE COURSE

By Doris Correa

Este articulo da cuenta de una experiencia de aprendizaje colaborativo. Narra como
un grupa de estudiantes universitarios participd en el disefio de su curso y evalud
los resultados de este proceso. Tuvieron que refiexionar y analizar las decisiones
tomadas, discutir qué acciones permitieron el buen desarrollo de esta experiencia y

por qué.
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Cette expérience qui s'inscrit dans le cadre de I'apprentissage coopérafif, décrit
comment un groupe d"éludiants universitaires a &laboré le programme du cours,
puis évalué les résultats issus de ce processus. Pour cela, ils ont d0 metire en
commun leurs réflexions sur les décisions prises afin d’en analyser les effets el
suggérer d'autres plans d’actions.

Mots-clés: apprentissage coopéralif, relations professeur-#tudiant, résolution de
problémes, prise de décisions, autonomie des étudiants.

This collaborative leaming experience narrates how a group of university students
was involved in the design of their course and how they also took part in evaluating
the results of this process, To do so, they had to reflect back upon the decisions
made and discuss which actions had the best effects and why.
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eflecting upon our teaching

practice may be something we
teachers do everyday, but itis also a
process that we usually undertake by
ourselves, without involving students
in it. We think it is our obligation to
revise the programs for our courses.
see if they fit our students’ needs and
wants and make modifications where
these are needed. [f well it is true that
most institutions nowadays expect
teachers to assume the roles of “needs
analysts”, “curriculum designers™ and
“material developers”, among others,
it is also true that teachers should see
themselves as “empowerers”. Assu-
ming this last role implies letting “stu-
dents make decisions about what they
want to learn and how they want to
learn it" (Richards & Lockhart,
1994:106). In other words, it implies
involving students in the design of the
program or syllabus.
Negotiating the program with the stu-
dents is not an easy task. It implies a
lot of time and effort which many
teachers may not be willing to devote,
It also implies postponing decisions
about what to study, when and how,
which teachers usually take on their
own and have ready for the first day
the students come to class. However,
the arguments for negotiation are so
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many that it is worth the effort.

In the following paragraphs 1 will dis-
cuss the reasons why it is important
to involve students in the design of
the curriculum, the different ways we
can use to involve students in this pro-
cess and the ways we have to evalu-
ate the results of our actions,

WHY INVOLVE STUDENTS IN
THE DESIGN OF THE
CURRICULUM?

Involving students in the design of the
curriculum has a lot of positive im-
plications for both teachers and stu-
dents. Those implications have to do
with concepts related to autonomous
learning such as decision making, res-
ponsibility (Sinclair, 1997), evalua-
tion (Trim, 1997), motivation
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(Kemnerman, 1997}, cultural and lin-
guistic awareness, cooperation, self-
esteem and self-confidence (Trim,
1997), and with concepts related to
social skills such as teacher- student
relationships or rapport (Kernerman,
1997). To focus the discussion only
on the most relevant aspects, I will
just mention the first four aspects re-
lated to autonomy and the aspect re-
lated to social skills. To make the
analysis more systematic, [ will first
present the aspects that have to do
directly with teachers.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
TEACHERS

These are almost the same as the im-
plications for students, only that in
most cases teachers have to stop be-
ing in charge, so that students can
begin to take charge. The implications
are the following.

1. Decision making: Teachers no
longer have to break their heads de-
ciding everything that concerns the
course by themselves, they can and
should bring some proposals to class
as to what topics to include, how to
work with them and how to assess
them, but the final decision should be
made jointly.
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2. Responsibility: Teachers will no
longer be responsible for all the good
and bad things that happen in the
classroom. If decisions are made by
both students and teachers, the res-
ponsibility for the positive or nega-
tive consequences will be shared by
both parties as well.

3. Evaluation: Teachers no longer
have to fear students’ evaluation be-
cause when students evaluate the
course they will be evaluating their
own decisions and behavior, not only
the teachers’.

4, Lack of motivation: Although this
seems to be more a students’ than a
teachers’ problem, we cannot deny
the fact that teachers sometimes do
not feel motivated to teach some sub-
jects. Mostly if it is a subject they have
already taught several times because
they already know the program by
heart. When this happens, involving
students in the design of the course is
a good way to make the idea sound
more appealing since the students will
surely come with new ideas on what
to do and how to do things in the
course to make it more fun and inte-
resting for everyone.
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5. Teacher-student relationships:
‘When students realize that the de-
cisions concerning the course are
not being imposed to them but con-
sulted with them, they will stop see-
ing the teacher as an authority fi-
gure they have to obey and some-
times fear and will begin to regard
him/her as a person who they can
criticize, but also support and help,
a friend they can put their trust in.
Positive teacher-student relation-
ships “are associated with more
positive student responses to school
[...] and with increased academic
achievement” (Jones, 1990:64).

complain that when students are given
the chance to say something they will
not say anything. They do not do it
simply because they are not used to
doing it. Never before had students
been consulted on what to do in a
class, how to do it or how to assess
their work. This is part of the new
trends in education that go counter-
clockwise to the old ones. Students,
then, need to be given time and a lot
of motivation to accommodate to the
new idea. In the beginning, they
should also be given some possibili-
ties to choose from so that the task of
deciding everything for themselves
does not become so difficult for them.

IMPLICATIONS
FOR
STUDENTS

If decisions are made by both
students and teachers, the res-
ponsibility for the positive or
negalive consequences will be
shared by both parties as well.

2. Responsibility:
Since students are
not used to making

Although related to

almost the same as-

pects, the implications for the stu-
dents are different from the ones for
the teachers.

1. Decision making: In our culture
students are not used to making de-
cisions by themselves. They are
used to be told what to do, how to
do it and when to do it. Teachers
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decisions, they are
not used to being
responsible for whatever happens in
the classroom or for what happens
with their learning. Students are used
to blaming their teachers for their
faults. Even nowadays, we find many
students saying that they do not know
something because they were not
taught that in previous courses, be-
cause their teacher was very bad, be-
cause he/she did not make him/her-
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self understood, etc. When we nego-
tiate the program with our students
they realize that whatever happens in
that course is not only our responsi-
bility but that they will also have res-
ponsibility for it.

3. Evaluation: In many institutions
in our country students are asked to
evaluate their teachers’” work, but not
their own work. To judge how they
performed in the course is a
task students do not want to
do. They want the teacher to
tell them how they performed
because, according to them,
they cannot be objective
when judging themselves.
But if evaluating your own
work is hard, it is even harder
to evaluate other persons’
work. There are many things
we may overlook when we do
this. Students know much
more than we do. They know,
for example, the problems
they had, and the reasons why
they performed in a certain
way and therefore are better
equipped to evaluate their
performance in class. Be-
sides, as Little (1991:52) so

nicely put it, “the learner msiusiw
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should develop his capacity to reflect
critically on the learning process,
evaluate his progress and, if neces-
sary, make adjustments to his lear-
ning strategies.”

Before asking students to evaluate
their performance it is necessary,
however, that students have a clear
idea of which aspects to consider.
These aspects or parameters can be
defined with the help of the teacher

Campbell's soupcans(1961-1962)

Andy Warhol

37



Doris Correa

and can take the form of questions
such as how was your participation
in group? How was your individual
participation in class? How many
hours did you

at the end of the course, students who
participated in an investigation carried
out by Correa (1998) at Universidad
de Antioquia were far more attentive,

dedicate to the
studying of
English out-
side of class?

Invalving students in the design of the cur-
riculum and in the solution of the pro-
blems may not be very easy in the begin-
ning, Students may be reluctant to tell us
all the problems they see with the classes.

participant and
responsible.

Involving stu-
dents in the de-
sign of the cur-
riculum and in

General ques-

tions such as “what do you think of
your performance in this class?”
would not be appropriate since stu-
dents will not know what to say or
they will answer with monosyllables
such as “good”, “so, so” and so on.
The purpose of these parameters or
questions would be to make the task
easier and more objective for the stu-
dents.

%, Lack of Motivation: This is, to
me, the cause of most of the problems
we have in our courses resistance to
learn, indiscipline, lack of attention,
lack of responsibility, scarce partici-
pation and absences. If this were so,
most of those problems would be
solved with an appropriate motivation
that could begin the first day of class
by proposing students to play an ac-
tive role in the making of all the deci-
sions that concern the course. In fact,
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the solution of the problems may not
be very easy in the beginning. Stu-
dents may be reluctant to tell us all
the problems they see with the classes.
They may fear the teacher will stop
liking them or will bear a grudge on
them because of what they have said,
much more so if their comments on
the problems they see have to do di-
rectly with us, the teachers. However,
if we show them we are really inte-
rested in knowing their opinion, and
we assure them nothing of the kind
will happen, students will begin to feel
more confident to talk. They will rea-
lize they have nothing to lose and a
lot to gain by telling us honestly how
they feel about the course.

Not long after this, they will begin to
make suggestions about what topics
to include in the course, what metho-
dology and form of assessment to use,
and how to solve the problems that
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may arise. An example of this can be
seen in the investigation conducted by
Correa (1998) where students were
asked to keep a journal in which they
could make comments on the classes,
their classmates, the methodology and
form of assessment used, and any
other thing they considered worth
mentioning. In the beginning they did
not write very risky comments, they
just wrote what had taken place in
class and how much they had under-
stood.
“We made the correction of the work-
shop about -ED/ING and | can under-
stand this topic now. After, we talked
about compounding. Finally, we
worked in little groups about com-
pounding.”
As time went by and students became
more reflective and less afraid to ex-
press their feelings and ideas, the na-
ture of their comments varied. At the
end of the course students were writ-
ing things such as
“If you want to know about how | feel
I can tell you that 1 have understood a
lot of things [ haven’t known. | know
that I am the one who is responsible
of learning, so | must work hard.”
“I want to tell you a constructive critic.
If it is passible to you write on the
whiteboard a little bit orderly it would
facilitate to take notes”.
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HOW TO INVOLVE STUDENTS
IN THE DESIGN OF THE
CURRICULUM?

Once we have decided to involve stu-
dents in the design of the curriculum
and in the solution of the problems,
we have to decide how we are to do
it. We may think we have to wait un-
til the semester or the academic year
begins to be able to do something, but
this is not so. Most of the times we
teachers are told well in advance what
courses we have to take the follow-
ing semester and we are presented
with the program for the course. Even
if we have the program for the course
in our hands telling us which is the
content methodology and form of as-
sessment to follow during the semes-
ter, negotiation of those three aspects
would be necessary.

As important as programs are in the
curriculum so that teachers can have
a guide as to which objectives should
be achieved with the course and what
methodology and form of assessment
the institution recommends, they
should not become straight jackets to
us. If we want to take into account our
students needs and wants, programs
should be flexible and allow for modi-
fications according to the particular
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needs and wants of the specific group
we have. “[...] the curriculum is not
just a document but also an activity,
the interpretation and implementation
of the ideas in the document”
(Murphy 1996:25).

To find out which our students’ needs
and wants are and to have a program
that really corresponds with them
there are several actions we can take.
Those actions include documenting
ourselves on what students are study-
ing in other courses and the way they
evaluated their previous course, inter-
viewing teachers who have taught the
course before, interviewing students
who have taken the course, having in-
formal talks with them, having them
complete questionnaires and asking
them to write journals. In the follow-
ing paragraphs 1 will only analyze
those actions that involve students
directly.

1. Interviews to students: Most of
the times when we are going to have
a course for the first time we, tea-
chers, are advised to go and talk with
the teacher who had it previously to
get some recommendations from him/
her as to how to conduct the course.
However, we never think of talking
to the students who took the course
about the assets of the course or the

aspects that might be improved. Talk-
ing to students before the course be-
gins can give us a pretty good idea of
what it is that our students need and
want.

In the investigation done by Correa
(1998), students who had previously
taken the English Grammar Course
were asked, among other things, what
their feelings about the course were
and what aspects of the course could
be improved. This gave the teacher-
researcher the possibility to plan
changes for the course she was to be-
gin the following semester.

The advantage of interviewing stu-
dents over having them complete a
questionnaire is that “interviewers can
follow up ideas, probe res-ponses and
investigate motives and feelings
which the questionnaire can never do.
The way in which a res-ponse is made
(the tone of voice, facial expression,
hesitation, etc. can provide informa-
tion that a written response would
conceal. Questionnaire responses
have to be taken at face value, but a
response in an interview can be de-
veloped and clarified” (Bell,
1993:91).

2. Informal talks: Informal talks
should begin the first day of class and

lkala, revisea de lenguaje v cullura
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should continue throughout the se-
mester. The first day of class, students
can be given different “choices”.
These choices may have to do with
time, goals, mode (methodology),
content, evaluation and guidance
(Littlejohn, 1985:255). These choices
can then be compared to the ones pro-
posed in the program for the course
and adjustments can be made so that
the general aims of the curriculum and
the students’ needs and ideas are taken
into account.

Negotiating the program with the stu-
dents at the beginning of the course
is not enough, however. Both students
and teachers can make the wrong de-
cisions concerning any of these as-
pects and problems may arise during
the semester which may imply these
decisions to be revised. Unexpected
events can also take place and “inter-
active decisions” may be needed
(Richards and Lockhart, 1994:83). To
cope with this demand. a continuous
dialogue must be esta-blished be-
tween the students and the teacher.
This dialogue can take the form of in-
formal talks every two, three or four
classes. In them, students can express
their feelings about the classes, the
problems they have had with the les-
sons in and outside the classroom and
so on. They can also be given the

. Tkaln, Tevisi de lengunje v culium
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chance to propose some activities to
practice the lesson and the way to as-
sess their performance or to check
their progress.

3. Questionnaires: The same kind of
questions that can be asked infor-
mally, can be asked in a questionnaire,
only that “the insight gained with the
help of a questionnaire is often much
smaller than expected” (Altrichter et
al., 1993:111). An advantage of the
use of questionnaires, however is that
with these “responses can be quanti-
fied using various sophisticated sta-
tistical techniques and the results pre-
sented with all the confidence num-
ber erunching brings”. You can also
have “an efficient use of time, ano-
nymity, the possibility of a high re-
turn rate and standardized questions”
(Munn & Drever, 1990). We have,
then, the possibility to know for sure
how many students mentioned a cer-
tain topic or activity and what each
individual student suggests.

Questionnaires can also be combined
with informal talks as in Correa’s in-
vestigation. In it students were asked,
among other things, what topics they
expected to find in the course and
what topics they had studied in pre-
vious courses. Once students had
completed the questionnaire students
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were asked to read their answers out
loud, to be able to establish diffe-
rences and similarities among stu-
dents” answers and to discuss them
in group. After this, questionnaires
were collected and analyzed in a more
quantitative way to find out the num-
ber of students that had mentioned
each of the topics.

A, Students’ Journals: Journals or
diaries, as described by Cardenas
(1997:69), are “notebooks” in which
students “enter preferably on a daily
basis, what they have learned, what
has been difficult for them, what they
have enjoyed most and even their
impressions or perceptions on their
teacher’s work”. They should be writ-
ten on the students’ free will and
should be handed in periodically so
that problems can be solved as they
appear. Since at the beginning it is
difficult for students to decide what
to say in their journals, they should
be given some guidelines as to which
aspects to consider. Those guidelines
may take the form of hints, such as
the ones below (Cardenas,1997).

1. Topics studied in class

2. Your degree of familiarity with
them
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. How well you understood them

4. How well you can use and/or ap-
ply them

5. Difficulties you found and why
you had them

6. Aspects that were easy for you and

why

They can also take the form of ques-
tions that students can answer if they
feel they do not have any comments
to make. In Correa’s investigation,
since students were having problems
finding ideas to write in their journals,
which was reflected in the nature of
the comments they were making, they
were given the following questions as
guidelines

1. Which activities were most useful
to me?

Which were not so useful ?

Did | participate in the lesson?
Did 1 work well with my group?

. What did I learn?

. What problems did I have?

R

Students could choose whether 1o ans-
wer these questions or to make their
own comments. As a result, students
who had not had any problems wri-
ting their comments continued wri-
ting them, and students who had had
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problems with finding ideas began
using them.

The comments students make in their
journals should be answered. Tea-

chers should take some time to write |
down brief notes after the students’ =
comments. This will show students

their comments are really being read.

In the investigation mentioned above, |

students received comments which
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ranged from wishing them a good |

vacation and thanking them for their
comments to apologizing for a spe-
cific behavior in class such as going
too fast or mixing capital and small
letters when writing

“I"'m sorry | went so fast that class, I'll
try to go slowlier next class”.

*You are right | shouldn’t do that, not
when my writing is serving as a model
and not when I'm a grammar teacher.
I'll try to correct that. Thanks for tell-
ing me and I'm glad you feel well in
my classes™.

If students mention having a pro-
blem in the classroom, something
should be done to solve it. This will
encourage students to continue talk-
ing about the problems they find in
the classroom. One of the first pro-
blems students mentioned in Correa’s
investigation was that only three stu-

Pl [kala, revista de lenguaje y culiur
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dents were participating in class. The
problem was solved by the teacher by
(a) pointing at students who did not
participate very much before asking
questions, (b) avoiding eye contact
with the students who wanted to ans-
wer all the questions, and (c) talking
to the students who spoke most. This
reaffirmed the students in the idea that
it was worthwhile to mention the
problems they found with the course
and made the students feel they were
the authors of the solution. But is it
the teacher’s job to solve all the pro-
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blems that arise? When presented
with a problem in our classrooms, we
teachers have always asked ourselves
the question: What can I do to solve
this problem? If our students are pre-
pared to tell us which problems they
find in the course, they can also tell
us how we could solve them. When
given the opportunity, students have
proved to be able to make suggestions
not only as to how to conduct the
class, but also as to how to solve the
problems that arise. In the previous
investigation, stu-
dents made very

the problems they  problem?"
had identified

“ I enjoyed the class but | suggest that
you make the shy to be more part of
the class and the talkative and ad-
vanced students not to be the centre of
it.”
Therefore, the questions should not
be “What should 1 do to solve this
problem?”, but “What should we, stu-
dents and teacher, do together to solve
this problem?”

HOW TO EVALUATE THE
RESULTS?

Although the success of each action
taken to solve a problem should-be
evaluated right after it has been taken,
it is also good to have an evaluation
of the appropriateness of the deci-
sions made in the beginning of the
course regarding the course program
and the procedures followed through-
out the course. To do this, students
and teacher can have the last infor-
mal talk or students can answer a

questionnaire in

Therefore, the questions should not be  \which they can
go‘?d recommen=  “whar should I do to solve this pro-
dations as to how  plem? ", but *What should we, students
to solve some of  and teacher, do together to salve this

express their
opinion about the
content of the
course and the
methodology
used. This will give students and
teachers the opportunity to reflect
back on what was done and learned
and draw conclusions that may be
helpful to both of them in the follow-
ing courses they have,

CONCLUSIONS

Although teachers may have a very
good idea of what our students needs
and wants are, what topics should be
included in the programs, what me-
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thodology and form of assessment to
use and what to do with the problems
we encounter in our courses, without
listening to what our students have to
say, this idea is incomplete.

We, teachers, should give students a
protagonist role in our courses, we
should let them participate in the de-
cisions that have to do with the sub-
ject, we should prompt them to talk
about the problems they find and in-
volve them in their solution. By do-
ing this, we will not only progress as
teachers at a speed we would have
never dreamed of, but also give way
to our students’ progress.
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