Using the Course Syllabus as an Opportunity to Promote Student Learning

Many professors may ask themselves if their students read the course syllabus, and what do they get
out of such reading. In light of this, in spring of 2011 | started to implement the creation of learning
contracts in my courses with two purposes in mind: (1) to promote the reading of the syllabus at the
start of the course and (2) to foster self-regulation in students” learning. For the first course assignment
students present a draft of a learning contract where they establish a learning goal to accomplish in the
course for the term, and identify what they consider helpful from me as a professor and their peers in
order to attain such goal. The criteria for the learning goal includes: relation to course content,
achievable in the term, and measureable. The learning contract format contains the following elements:

e Statement of learning goal
Response to the following questions:

e What do they commit to as students in the course in order to accomplish such goal?
e What do they need from me as their professor in order to accomplish their learning goal?
e What do they need from their peers in the course in order to accomplish their learning goal?

In order to help students complete their learning contract, the first class session involves a workshop for
students to learn to write learning goals using Bloom’s (XXX) and Fink’s (1993) taxonomies. In the
second class session students give each other feedback on their learning contracts, make adjustments,
and hand it in at the end.

Throughout the term, students engage in three self-assessment exercises where they evaluate their
progress towards their learning goals. The same self-assessment instrument is used in each occasion.
The instrument includes a series of closed and open ended questions where students respond to aspects
such as:

e Perception of their progress towards the attainment of their learning goals

e What aspects of the class have helped in this attainment

e What aspects of the class have made this attainment difficult

e What they would do differently as students for the rest of the term in order to attain their
learning goal

e What they would like for me as their professor to do differently for the rest of the term in order
to attain their learning goal

e What they would like for their peers to do differently for the rest of the term in order to attain
their learning goal

| present consolidated results of each self-assessment exercise in a class session which serves as input
for group discussion on how the class is progressing and how they feel about such progress. In sum, the
learning contract activity has proven to be useful to engage students in the course content and for me as
the professor to identify during the semester the aspects of the class that student perceive to help and
hinder their learning.
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