THE SYLLABUS

A syllabus can be defined as a series of statements about what is to be taught to pupils or students over a given period of time or years and usually concerns a particular subject (Farrant J.S). It is an outline of what to be taught. It is also defined as a programme of subject matter that should be learnt over a given period of time. It must be well planned and the sub-topics should follow one another in logical sequence so that it is easy for both the teacher and the pupils to follow and use it fruitfully. It is the role of the teacher to infuse it with the necessary details. The infusion of these details is normally done when making schemes of work and lesson plans.

IMPORTANCE OF A SYLLABUS

A syllabus is an important educational document because it facilitates the fulfillment of the aims of teaching a subject. The syllabus makes it possible to teach and learn in an orderly fashion and systematic way. A topic in a syllabus is followed by another related or relevant one. There is some order in the way topics in a syllabus are arranged such as from the earliest to the latest or from the simplest to more complex or from familiar to unfamiliar.

A syllabus also unifies content and limits the scope of the examination. A syllabus unifies content by ensuring that similar content material is placed under one heading, sub-heading or topic. Sometimes the use of chronology also helps to unify content material. For example, events that occurred during the same period can be treated as falling within one category. By saying the syllabus limits the scope of the examination we imply that it creates certainty in the minds of the learner and the teacher the extent to which work has to be taught and the expectations of the examiners. Both the teacher and the learner will desist from spending learning time on the things that are not prescribed in the syllabus. The examiners too will ensure that they do not set questions on topics that are not in the syllabus which the learner and the teacher had no opportunity to know unless the questions are of general nature. Furthermore, the syllabus ensures standardization of learning and teaching in line with a given course of instruction. Above all a syllabus is the sole determinant of the kind of work that a given class goes through. We can say a syllabus controls what to teach and learn and without it there would be no limit and would make teaching and learning difficult.

IMPORTANT FACTORS IN THE CONSTRUCTIONOF A SYLLABUS

The construction of a good syllabus always takes into account pupils level and mental maturity. This is why topics in the syllabus are arranged from simple to more complex according to grades, from known to unknown etc.

Those who construct a syllabus are usually former teachers who understand pertinent educational issues. Quite often these subject specialists work in consultation with practicing teachers. In Zambia these subject specialists are at CDC. These decide what to include and what to leave out in a given syllabus. Practicing teachers can advise these specialists on work suitable for certain age groups, the systematic arrangement of content and the chronological arrangement of the same work. The also consult each other on things like reference materials and the teaching aids involved.

Another factor to consider when constructing a syllabus is that the syllabus originates from the curriculum. A syllabus is about a subject area that is one of the many other subject areas on the curriculum. For this reason, it is possible to find one topic in one subject being taught in another subject. 

The construction of a syllabus should also take into account the political, social and economic development of a country. In Zambia for example, the syllabus in social studies or history will certainly include studies on pre-colonial social formation, migrations from Lunda-Luba, early travelers, explorers and missionaries and colonial social, political and economic formation, struggles for independence, first Republic, second republic and Third Republic with new concepts and ideas and vexing issues like AIDS.

Another factor to consider when draining up a syllabus is the issue of ideology of a country. Ideologies change from time to time. In the second Republic we had socialism and this ideology dominated the school curriculum. When the third Republic was born socialism was removed from school curriculum and replaced with liberal economy and democracy and the like.

Another factor to consider also is the school leaver issue. At grade 7, grade 9 and grade 12 levels many pupils will drop from educational ladder and enter the world of work. It is therefore important then to include in the syllabus useful topics to help the school – leavers when they enter the world of work such as the importance of human rights, gender issue, values of democracy and duties and rights of a citizen. In short, pupils should be taught about problems they will encounter in society and how to cope with them above all, how to cope with them. Above all, school leavers at any level of education should be taught about good citizenry.

Sometimes the availability of materials and resources is taken into account when drawing up a syllabus. There is no point to include topics in the syllabus which have no materials or references for teachers and pupils to refer to.

