Suggestions for 

WRITING COURSE DESCRIPTIONS
This Guideline is intended to help simplify the process of writing a course description and to separate writing a course description from writing a course justification.

Course descriptions in college catalogs, class schedules and online follow a concentrated, abbreviated style: concise, accurate and short.  Students need an accurate thumbnail sketch and publication space is very limited.  For catalog and online uses, please aim for fewer than 50 words.  
Guidelines for effective descriptions: 

· Use present tense, active verbs.  “Covers, includes, learn, offers” (see list below).
· Use lists rather than complete sentences. “Covers biological concepts A, B and C.”
· List the main concepts, not all concepts.  It is better if you select the most important concepts. 
· Stay as concise as you can.  “In this class students will be introduced to…” can be shortened to “Intro to….”  
· Standard methods of instruction are assumed (lecture, discussion, projects, group work).  Include them only if they are unusual (such as Saturday field trips). 
· Avoid marketing pitches.  “This course can launch your career in green ….” 
A typical description uses this structure:  

1. Active verb + primary topics covered

2. Active verb + secondary topics or special emphasis of the class

3. Additional critical information

4. Prereqs and Coreqs

Ideal length: under 50 words
Active verbs and useful nouns: The implied subject, which is easily understood, can be the course, a student or students.  Some of the most useful words are in bold.
	ACTIVE VERBS
	
	
	

	Addresses
	Expands
	Traces
	Practicum

	Analyzes
	Focuses
	Understand
	Preparation for

	Builds on
	Gain skills
	Uses
	Principles

	Compute
	Helps
	
	Seminar

	Concentrates
	Includes
	NOUNS
	Study of

	Covers
	Increases
	Analysis of
	Survey of

	Create
	Investigates
	Basics
	Theory

	Deepen
	Learn
	Concepts
	

	Design
	Offers
	Continuation of
	

	Develops
	Practice
	Development of
	

	Earn
	Prepares
	Emphasis on
	

	Emphasizes
	Provides
	Examination of
	

	Enhances
	Refine
	Fundamentals
	

	Examines
	Reviews
	Intro to
	

	Explores
	Studies
	Overview
	


EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE COURSE DESCRIPTIONS (from the 2008-10 catalog)
GEG
 200
(5)

C,N,S

Intro to Human Geography

Intro to human patterns on the Earth’s surface, distribution, political divisions and economic activities.  Emphasis on the role of geography in understanding the developments and diffusion of value systems and cultural differences in the 20th century.   (36 words)











(over)
HDM
 106
(5)

S






Cranking & Lighting Systems

Covers theory, operation and repair of starter motors commonly used in the industry, including control devices and wiring used with these motors.  Includes trouble-shooting and the use of common test equipment.  Studies truck equipment lighting systems and the hardware to control them.  Prereq:  HDM 102.   (45 words)

MATH
 100
(3)

C,N

Math for Health Careers

Review of basic math and algebra for those entering the health field.  Applications of concepts to calculate dosages, flow rates, infusion times and pediatric medication.  Use of decimals, fractions, ratios, proportions and percentages.  Prereq: Math placement test.   (37 words)

NUR
 185
(2)

C

Gerontology for Nurses

Study adaptations of normal aging, differentiating these adaptations from disease, and learn the implications for nursing care.  Covers psychological, legal and ethical issues common in gerontological nursing practice.  Prereq: Completion of 2nd quarter with 2.5 or higher.  Coreq:  NUR 103, 113 and PSYCH& 200 or PSY 206.   (47 words)
Other effective course description examples in the 08-10 catalog:

ABE 032


AMA 253

AMT 234 


BUS 119, 275

CHEM& 162

CTN 131

CUL 120


EET 114 

ENGL& 227

GEOL 106

HIST& 214

ISP 210, 261

IT 262, 272

LHO 152

MKT 205

POLS 205

PSYC 220

PUB 121

RES 149


SMG 253
There are many other good examples, as well as many examples that still need editing before we publish the next catalog.

The above suggestions are meant only as a guide, but we do appreciate efforts to use them in writing your course descriptions.  

If you have any questions concerning these guidelines, please contact Peg McNair (934-4087) or email peg.mcnair@seattlecolleges.edu. 
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