CONTENT SELECTION 

AND ORGANISATION

1. Definition of content:

Content is WHAT the learners should learn in terms of language knowledge and performance objectives to be achieved as an intermediate or terminal communicative behaviour together with cultural features that the learners may bring into, or get from, the course.

Content can then be categorised under three main columns : linguistic knowledge of language ( linguistic competence)- cultural knowledge about the foreign language culture and/ or the learner's culture( cultural values) - and the abilities to be developed -objectives to be achieved- by the  learners during and/or at the end of the course(communicative competence)

2. Content selection:

Content selection cannot be done at random because of two main reasons. One is the fact that there is a wide range of knowledge to be learnt in any subject matter  and the second is that the human being is unable to learn everything at once. Course designers rely generally on a certain number of resources which help them gather the appropriate information about the content to be taught.

This may also be called a situation analysis for which and  in which language  teaching and learning is to take place . It is a collection of information-data about the learners , their community, pedagogical institutions and educational authorities, and the subject specialists in language, language learning, and education. 

2.1.The learners:    


Age, sex, social status, motivation, interests, needs, background education, and proficiency level in the target language, are necessary information  to establish the learners' identity, cognitive capacities, intellectual  abilities  and to choose convenient materials , media, and activities most suitable to  their  motivation and interests. 

2.2.The community :    

Social and educational participants in the field of language teaching/learning contribute , to a great extent, to the success or failure of any designed course. Common beliefs and expectations of the society in general, and of parents and teachers in particular, shape all applications  and aims of  a course. 

Thus a course designer needs to know  what parents expect their off-springs to gain from instruction, as he must also take into account  teachers' knowledge , competence and preparation  to apply the designed course. 

2.3. Pedagogical  institutions and educational authorities:    

Public and private education is always organised in a system of decisions , working up and down a scale of responsibilities. The highest ones are those of  educational policy and finance , and the lowest ones  are those that put into practice  political, financial, human and educational resources. Information about decisions and resources helps the course designer to know what educational strategy, pedagogical means and human resources are available  to implement real classroom settings .The status of the language being taught , its importance ( either political or economic )  and relevance to the educational system , the number of teaching staff, time allocation, availability of media and teacher training education are necessary information to be gathered from  decision-makers in order to guide the work of the course designer. 

2.4. Subject-specialists:    

The applied linguists, educationalists, psychopedagogists , and psychologists represent a source of knowledge whose ideas about language teaching and language learning  have a lot of bearings on course design. Applied linguistics findings  help much in content selection and organisation, educational research affects general methodological organisation , while psychopedagogical and cognitive psychologist investigation contributes in the design of learning tasks, classroom management and teacher-learner relationships. Consulting these specialist views is a measure that gives  scientific and academic frameworks to course design and keeps it up to date with recent findings in case of reform.   

3.  Criteria of content selection :  

Any subject area of knowledge and abilities can not be taught at random. A selection is a compulsory measure  to bring organisation in a teaching context because  we can not teach every thing at the same time. The type of content  to be selected is always determined by  linguistics and  applied linguistics findings; structures, patterns, notions and functions , and tasks are research outcomes of different approaches to language analysis and language learning. The focus on one, or some, of them is a selective decision  which shows adherence to one , or to some, approach(s).

Whatever the focus, there must be reasons or criteria of selecting some items and not others. Criteria of content selection are a set of bearings  that are applied to the whole inventory. The following are not exhaustive  but basic criteria for content selection.

3.1 Validity :


 The validity of any content item is its possibility  to help the learners achieve the already defined objectives of learning. It is, thus, a justification criterion of content relevance  to the possibilities it offers  to the learners in order to improve their proficiency level. In modern communicative trends, this also implies that the chosen items have to be scientifically true, pedagogically realistic and communicatively authentic.

3.2 Interest :     


Learners' motivation, needs and interests have to find ways of satisfaction in the selected content . The most interesting items  are those that encourage learners  to learn according  to their social interests, age, and motivation ( integrative or instrumental ). 

3.3 Learnability :


 What the learners already know as a background knowledge and what they would  know at the end of instruction are two extreme stand points.  Learnable items  are those that fill in the gap between them. The choice of the items, then, has to start from the background knowledge, avoiding redundancy - boring repetition -  and lead the learners progressively  to develop their abilities, avoiding major difficulties of cognitive achievement. For, too easy items will create boredom, while too difficult items will create failure. 

3.4 Significance :     


This criterion limits the type, number and depth of the selected items. As we said earlier, any subject area is too wide to be taught thoroughly in its specific details.  For example, the history of any civilisation can not be taught according to an everyday fact record; a selection of significant events  - among others - is due to their impact on, and representation of, that civilisation. Hence, significant language teaching/learning items are those that represent principles of linguistic investigation outcomes and principles of the uses for which language is taught and learnt. Identifying these items , then , solves the problem of type and number that we shall call 'coverage' or 'breadth' . Implementing those items with detailed teaching, rehearsal, and practising solves the problem of 'depth'.

4. Content organisation : 

Organisation implies order and sequence of a certain number of items and their implementation inside the classroom. This means that there are some principles of priority ( order) and process (sequence) leading the teacher and the learners to assume some tasks.

4.1. Order:


The basic principle of order is Ease Vs Difficulty which is influenced by other factors such as Known Vs Unknown, Simple Vs Complex, Concrete Vs Abstract, etc..

4.2.Sequence:


Any process is a sequence of items, things, happening together within a given harmony. This sequence may vary according to the nature of the process itself or according to the principles in which course designers believe as a models of learning processes;

4.2.1.linear courses: 


A linear sequence presents language items in a linear way, introduces them one after the other until there is a completion of the whole course. The accumulation of  the language items builds up a linguistic competence of the learners. This sequence is a characteristic feature of structural courses which present language items through artificial and idealistic contexts

4.2.2.Cyclic courses:


As a reaction to linear courses, a cyclic sequence provides an opportunity for learners' repetition and practice in a spiral organisation of language items which are illustrated by situational contexts for the sake of developing social communication. This was a characteristic feature of situational courses.

4.2.3.Units:


Modern language courses are organised in 'units' of language teaching and learning. A 'unit' is a macrostructure which includes a certain number of microstructures. A unit is designed around a language function ( describing, narrating, apologising, etc…) which represents the purpose of communication or around a theme(pollution, divorce immigration, etc…) which represents cultural knowledge.

The microstructures intervene gradually leading the learners to discover language in context through listening, reading, speaking and writing activities. Each unit can stand independently from the other units within the same course but all the units lead the learners to achieve some proficiency ( skills and abilities) in the foreign language. This is a characteristic feature of communicative courses.

4.3.Exact course implementation:


When the content of a course is brought into the classroom, this means that teachers and learners have to share some tasks. Teachers are supposed to assume a certain amount of teaching that content while learners are supposed to assume a certain rate of contribution and participation. Each participant ( teacher or learner) has to assume exactly a given role;

Further, a certain rate of the course is devoted to revision which is very important for reinforcement because learners do not all of them acquire within the same speed and intensity. A revision has to provide  variety of items and pleasure for the learners.
