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What is the purpose of a Syllabus?



Is the Syllabus a Contract?

No, it is not….

Harrington & Thomas (2018)



Purpose of the Syllabus

Communication Tool

• Share overview of course

• Prevent potential misunderstandings

Planning Tool

• Course learning outcomes 

• Strategies to accomplish goals

Motivational and Supportive 
Tool

• Encourage and Guide Students

• Provide information and resources 
for success

Harrington & Thomas (2018)



Transparent Expectations
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Structure and Success
Sathyand Hogan (2019)

“The more structure, 

the better for all 

students. ”

“Too little structure 

leaves too many 

students behind. ”
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Designing a Motivational Syllabus
Harrington and Thomas (2018)

Provide Purpose and Details of 
Assignments

Encouragement and 
Explicit Belief in Students

Overview of Support and 
How to Access Help



Syllabi:  An Equity Tool

“Syllabi exhibit equity-minded practices when they 
demystify taken-for-granted practices; welcome, 
demonstrate care for, validate, communicate a 
partnership with, and affirm the belonging of students 
from minoritized racial equity groups; and represent 
the experiences of racially minoritized students while 
also providing opportunities to deconstruct the 
presentation of white experiences as the taken-for-
granted norm.”

University of Southern California, http://cue-equitytools.usc.edu/section-2/4#section-2-recap



Inclusive Content, Language, and Examples
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Choice
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Feedback

Taras (2006)
Undergraduates do not get to 

benefit from feedback
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The Syllabus as Course Design Tool?

• Learning 
Outcomes

Desired Results

• Formal

• Informal

Evidence

• Teaching 
Methods

Learning 
Experiences and 

Instruction



What do you want students to 

know, think, or do?

Learning Outcomes



The Results!

Course Objectives Percent Recalled

One objective 60%

Two objectives 8%

More than 2 objectives 3%

No objectives Almost 30%

Smith & Razzouk, 1993



An Example…



A Better Example…



Breakout Room

• How do you bring 

attention to the course 

learning outcomes and 

transparently 

communicate 

expectations?  
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RESEARCH ON THE SYLLABUS 

(AND PRACTICAL 

APPLICATIONS!)



What’s Important in a Syllabus?

Step 1

• Reviewed 15 College 
Teaching Resources

Step 2

• Discovered 81 suggested 
components

Results

• A total of 24 components 
were identified by at least 
50% of the resources

Doolittle & Siudzinski, 2010



Next Steps

Course 
Information

Instructor 
Information

Grading 
Information

Policy 
Information

Themes from 24 Components

Reviewed 

1000 Syllabi 

(Google)

Doolittle & Siudzinski, 2010



Prediction Time…

What percentage of faculty included:

•Late/Missed work policies
• 10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, 90% 100%

•Disability statements
• 10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, 90% 100%

• Information about supports available?
• 10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, 50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, 90% 100%



What do faculty include?
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What are the Essential Components of a 

Motivational Syllabus?

Core Components

• Course Information

• Instructor Information

• Grading Information

• Policy Information

Additional Components

• Welcome Statement

• Rationale for Assignments

• Grading Rubrics

• Accommodation 

Information

• Resources

• Tips for Success

Refer to Syllabus Checklist



THE SYLLABUS AS A 

MOTIVATIONAL TOOL



What Does the Syllabus Say About the 

Professor and the Course?



Let’s Talk Policy Language

• Dishonest

• Cheating/plagiarizing

Negative

• Academic Integrity

• Engaging in honest 
actions

Positive



Grading  Policies:  
Does the final grade tell the story of whether 
students achieved the learning outcomes?
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Breakout 

Room 

Conversation: 

Example 

Grading 

Policies

NO MAKE UP EXAMS!!!

There will be 2 exams (each covering half of 
the semester) and a cumulative final exam.  
The lowest exam grade will be dropped.

If you miss an exam or assignment, you will 
have an opportunity during the last week of 
the semester to take a replacement exam.

Missed or late work will be accepted within 
one week of due date for up to half credit.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
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Late Work Policies
Pasadena City College, Bombardier (2019) 

Improved Grades, especially for Latinx students



Late Work 

Options
• No late work on low stakes 

assignments

Low Stakes Only

• Give one or two opportunities 
for students to submit late 
work without penalty

Free Pass 



Ask 

Yourself…
Harrington & Thomas 

(2018)

How does this policy affect the 
learning process and achievement 
of learning outcomes?

How does the policy affect 
different groups of students? Does 
it promote equity and fairness?

What messages do your policies 
send?

Where did this policy come from? 
What purpose does the policy 
serve? Is it necessary?

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
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Revising Policies

It is important to stay on track with your assignments and 
take exams on schedule; not only will this help you feel 
less stressed, but it is also an important skill you will need 
in your career.  Being able to meet deadlines and juggle 
many tasks is an important career and life skill.  Thus, it is 
expected that you will complete all assignments and 
exams according to the schedule.  If you have a personal 
situation that prevents you from doing so, please discuss 
this with me prior to the due date, if possible, so we can 
explore options.  It if is not possible to discuss prior to the 
due date, please reach out as soon as possible.  While 
effective time management is an essential skill, I 
understand that life circumstances can sometimes make 
this challenging or impossible.  

Direct from Harrington & Thomas (2018)



The Tone of the Syllabus

172 
Students

Friendly 
Syllabus

Unfriendly 
Syllabus

Students thought they were evaluating an adjunct.

Harnish & Bridges, 2011



Examples from Syllabus

Unfriendly

• If you need to contact me 

outside of office hours, 

you may e-mail me….

• Come prepared to actively 

participate in this course.  

This is the best way to 

engage you in learning….

Friendly

• I welcome you to contact 

me outside of class and 

student hours.  You may 

e-mail me….

• I hope you actively 

participate in this course.  

I say this because I found 

it is the best way to 

engage you in learning….

Directly quoted from Harnish and Bridges (2011)



The Results!

Topic Friendly 

Average

Unfriendly 

Average

Approachability 4.07 3.77

Faculty Level of 

Motivation to Teach

3.6 3.07

Difficulty 3.34 3.72

Harnish & Bridges, 2011



The Power of 6 Words

104 College 
Students

Support Statement 
on Syllabus

“Please come 
and talk to me”

No Support 
Statement on 

Syllabus

Seek help from 

instructor?

Perrine, Lisle, & Tucker, 1995



Results- Willingness to Seek Help

Potential Problem Supportive Neutral

Trouble understanding textbook             4.7 3.7

Low grade on first exam           4.8 4.0

Hard to hear instructor's lectures 4.4 3.8

Study skills ineffective for course            4.7 3.6

Thinking about dropping course 4.9 3.8

Trouble understanding major topic 5.3 4.2

All significantly different!

Perrine, Lisle, & Tucker, 1995



Supportive Statements

Please come and visit me!

Welcome to the course!  I am excited to be your 
instructor and can’t wait to get to know you. 

Throughout the semester, we will be talking about your 
goals and career plans and strategies that will help you 
be successful.  I hope that you will be view me as part 

of your support team.  In addition to teaching you 
research-based success strategies, I am here to help 
you plan for success, problem-solve as needed, and 
celebrate successful experiences.  My official office 

hours are listed above, but I’m more than happy to find 
a different day and time to meet if these do not work 

well for your schedule. I believe that it’s really 
important for us to talk outside of class so please 

connect with me before or after class, stop by my office 
(or make an appointment), and e-mail me!  



What Information can Motivate Students?



Campus Resources



Inviting Images



Photo of Textbook, Use Color



Graphs



Rationale for Assignments



Details about Assignments



Application

• Syllabus is often first 
impression- especially if given 
out electronically before class

• Use Positive Language and 
Tone; Use “you” instead of 
“students”

• Use visual tools

• Provide helpful information 
and resources



Breakout Room Conversation

• How do you (or can 
you) put these ideas 
into practice?

• What visual tools can 
you incorporate into 
your syllabus?

• What additional 
supportive 
statements or 
resources can you 
provide?
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How Long Should a Syllabus Be?

1-2 pages      3-5 pages     6-8 pages     9-14 pages     15 or more pages



Exploring the Length of Syllabi

97 College 
Students

Brief 
Syllabus

Detailed 
Syllabus

Survey on 

Teacher 

Behaviors

Saville, Zinn, Brown, & Marchuk, 2010



The Syllabus

Brief Version- 2 pages

• Instructor name/contact 
information

• Course objectives

• Textbook

• Brief Overview of 
Assignments (ex. 6 
exams)

• Grading distribution

• Brief overview of policies

• Calendar with due dates

Detailed Version- 6 pages

• Same information with 

more detail

• 6 exams consisting of 

multiple choice and short 

answer questions

• Calendar included chapters 

that would be covered



Results!
Teacher Characteristic Detailed Brief

Approachable/personable 3.17 2.55

Creative/interesting 3.45 2.64

Effective communicator 3.05 2.47

Encouraging/cares for students 3.12 2.13

Enthusiastic 3.60 2.41

Flexible/open-minded 2.97 2.41

Knowledgeable 3.75 2.97

Prepared 3.38 2.81

Present current information 3.53 2.50

Promotes critical thinking 3.50 2.88

Realistic expectations/fair 3.06 2.16

All significantly different! Saville, Zinn, Brown, & Marchuk, 2010



More Results
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53

149 
Students

Short        
(6 pages)

Medium    
(9 pages)

Long      
(15 pages)

Syllabus Length 

Harrington & Quillen 2015



Results

Medium or Long 

Syllabus (compared 

to Short Syllabus): 

• Professor more 

caring

• Professor more 

helpful

• More motivated
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55

66% prefer the 

LONG 

SYLLABUS

Short (with details later) or 

Long (with details included)?



Application

• Add specific information – especially 
about course schedule and 
assignments (i.e. rubrics)

• All essential information is in one 
place

• Sends positive message about 
instructor, setting a positive tone for 
course

• Visual images, charts or tools- longer 
syllabus but perhaps better!



What was your key take-away?
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THANK YOU AND BEST WISHES AS 

YOU DESIGN MOTIVATIONAL 

SYLLABI!

www.scholarlyteaching.org


