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Catalog Descriptions for First-Year Seminars:

Recommendations from Curriculum Committee
Rather than following the usual conventions, Curriculum Committee is open to having a distinctive style for FYS catalog descriptions.  Instructors might consider: 

· language that expresses their energy and passion for the topic. 

· lively and provocative prose to capture student interest.  

When writing catalog descriptions, FYS faculty might want to keep in mind a few different approaches:

· Curriculum Committee has guidelines that apply to any catalog description:  The catalog description should be carefully worded to reflect the actual content of the course. It is customary to begin the description with a sentence fragment. Please avoid passive voice, especially regarding student involvement. Also, avoid using such phrases as "in-depth" and "intense" or "this course will carefully analyze and extensively research" which add nothing substantive to the description. Please try to keep your description brief. Consult the Skidmore College Guide to Writing for stylistic clarification. Consult the current Catalog for examples.

· For First-Year Seminar descriptions in the Catalog, the audience consists mainly of young adults who are not on campus and not familiar with the curriculum.  What are effective ways for catalog descriptions to energize students?  

· Some committee members suggested using a question or provocative idea at the beginning of each catalog description.   For example, a seminar on genes and generation might open with something like "Where does life begin?"; a seminar on African arts might open with "What do art, language, and music have to do with the slave trade?"; and a seminar on space exploration might open with:  "Are you ready to live on another planet?" 

Note:  The examples of possible opening questions for catalog copy are truly just examples and did not get refined or discussed in any detail, since in each of these cases we can't be sure we have got the question "right" – identified the most powerful and cogent one for that seminar. 

· The FYE program might try out new catalog descriptions on students on an exploratory basis.  
· We urge faculty to follow basic writing guidelines, such as limit abstractions, long Latinate words, and passive verbs.  Use student-centered language, and use concrete examples and brief, direct words, where possible. 
