
Creating Stellar Syllabi 
 
Purpose: 
 The principal purpose of a syllabus is to inform students in a formal and timely 
way of the nature and content of the course, policies and procedures that will apply, and 
logistics involved in participating in classes. In addition to being informative, however, a 
syllabus is also a promise of yours that is both explicit in what it states will be part of 
the course, and implicit in what it infers (by not including) will not be part of the course. 

 The syllabus needs to be consistent with the latest 
approved curriculum action, and everything done or 
required in the class at any time throughout the term should 
be in agreement with what the syllabus states or does not 
state. Additional textbooks should not be required during 
the term, the grading system should not be significantly 
altered, important projects should not be required if not 
explained or provided for in the syllabus, attendance should 
not be graded if the syllabus does not make it clear that it 
will be factored into the final grade, etc. If anything will be 
significant and unique, it should be explained in the syllabus, 
or it would better be left until another semester. A well-
planned and well-written syllabus is always well worth the 
time and effort required to prepare it. A weak syllabus, on 

the other hand, or no syllabus, could result in serious personal, professional, and legal 
problems. 
 
Syllabus Checklist: 

 This checklist of items you may want to include in your syllabus is intended to be 
comprehensive, but not prescriptive. The list covers most of the basics, but you may 
want to explore additional options and possibilities. Some items, such as home phone, 
are clearly optional. Others, such as lab safety, are relevant only in certain courses.  

 Many faculty now also post their syllabi online. An online syllabus not only 
provides easy access for students, but it also allows you to create a syllabus that 
includes more than a paper syllabus can. For example, you can provide pertinent links to 
other resources.  

• Course Information:  

  Course title 
  Course number 
  Credit hours 
  Prerequisites 
  Classroom location 
  Lab location (if applicable) 
  Meeting days 



  Class hours 
  Lab hours (if applicable) 
  Department/office location 
  College Web page  

• Instructor Information:  

  Full name 
  Title 
  Office location 
  Office phone number 
  Office hours 
  E-mail address 
 

• Course Description/Objectives:  

  Catalogue description (expanded) 
  General course content 
  Learner Outcomes                                                                                             
  Instructional methods 
  Description of major assignments  

• Texts, Readings, Materials:  

  Textbook authors, titles, editions 
   Supplementary reading(s) 
  Supplementary reading location (e.g., library reserve)  

• Course Calendar/Schedule:  

  Readings                                                                                                                      
  Homework Assignments                                                                                                   
  Paper due dates                                                                                                                
  Exam dates                                                                                                                       
  Quiz dates                                                                                                                       
  Required special events  

• Course Policies:  

  Attendance 
  Lateness 
  Class participation 
  Missed exams 
  Missed assignments 
  Lab safety/health (where applicable) 



  Academic dishonesty 
  Grading 
  Support services 
  Policies regarding Extra Credit  

• Other:  

  Disability statement 
  Statement to cover possible changes in syllabus 
  Final words  

 If you are writing a syllabus for the first time or 
revising a syllabus you have used previously, you will find 
it helpful to see what others have done. There are many 
available samples on-line.  Remember that each syllabus is 
a unique and individual document. These models may 
provide ideas, but ultimately your own syllabus will reflect 
who you are as a teacher.  

 The syllabus format that follows is a general model that has been proven 
effective for courses in higher education. It is not intended as a prescriptive model for 
any course. Use it along with the "Syllabus Checklist" to create a syllabus that works for 
you and your students.  

This list has been adapted from The Penn State Teacher II: Learning to Teach; Teaching to Learn,                         
Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching, The Pennsylvania State University)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COURSE SYLLABUS SAMPLE 

(syllabus template adapted from the Center for Learning and Teaching, Cornell University)  
 

[Course Title and Number] 
[Semester/Year] 

[Class Meeting times(s)]  

Instructor: [Name] 
[Office, e-mail, phone] 
Office Hours: [scheduled and/or by appointment? Virtual office hours?]  

I. Course Description, Aims and Objectives:  

Course Description/Aims  

 What is this course about? (minimum: catalogue description) Thinking from the 
 prospective students' view, describe what general outcomes this course is 
 designed to achieve  

Rationale/Purpose of the Course  

 Why does this course exist? How does it fit in with the rest of the 
 field/program's curriculum? Any prerequisites? Permission of instructor required?  

Specific Learner Outcomes:  

 By the end of this course, students will: ...  

 List as specifically as possible the learning outcomes the course is intended to 
 produce. It is helpful here to think about the kinds of evidence you will need to 
 assess the students' learning.  

II. Format and Procedures:  

 How is the course structured and how will classes be carried out? What do you 
 expect of your students in terms of attendance, participation, and respect for 
 others? If the course has multiple formats (lecture & recitation, lab and 
 discussion, group learning projects, etc.), these should be explained clearly.  

III. Course Requirements  

 A. Course readings: required texts, recommended materials and their location  
      (e.g.,  library reserve) 



 B. Class attendance and participation policy 
 C. Assignments, papers, tests, projects  

IV. Grading Procedures  

 Keep in mind, as you decide the weighting of different assignments, tests and 
 tasks you give students, it will have a major impact on their effort distribution. If 
 a certain percentage of the students' final grade is based on class participation, 
 what criteria will be used to make that assessment: quantity or quality? If quality, 
 what determines quality?  

V. Course Schedule  

 It's prudent to indicate somewhere in the syllabus that this schedule is subject to 
 change at the discretion of the instructor in order to accommodate necessary 
 changes and adjustments.  

 List in chronological order the schedule of topics, assignments, and paper due 
 dates, exam and quiz dates and other required special events.  

VI. Course Policies  

 In this section you may want to refer to such policies as: attendance (if not 
 already mentioned under requirements); lateness, leaving class early, how you 
 deal with missed exams and assignments (make-up policy), academic dishonesty, 
 accommodating students with disabilities, and any other policies that apply to 
 your specific situation.  

VII. Final Word                                                                                                              
 There is room for creativity here: you may choose not to do anything or end on 
 a note of encouragement to your students. Sometimes, to assure that students 
 actually read and understand what the syllabus sets forth, instructors add a 
 statement to that effect. Students are expected to sign and hand in to the 
 instructor. Here is an example of the “Final Word”: 

 “Success in this course will in large part determine your future success in college. 
 Most students in the class do not have time or money to repeat this course; please 
 don't waste anyone's time (yours, another student's, or the instructor's).” 

 

 

 

 



Sample of Student Statement of Understanding  

 I have received a syllabus for this course, and the instructor has reviewed its 
 contents, including the following information: the evaluation process, required 
 assignments, attendance requirements, and course calendar.  

 I understand that I should do my best to complete class assignments before the 
 due dates and spend the necessary time preparing for tests as directed by my 
 instructor.  

 I understand that prompt attendance is a critical component to this course.  

 I understand that if I am having difficulty in the course, I should ask questions and 
 seek help from my instructor, tutors and counselors.  

 I understand that in signing this document I accept and agree to the statements.  

 
 ___________________________________________________________
 Signature & Date  

 Voluntary/Confidential Section:  

 My desire is for you to be successful in this course. Therefore, feel free to speak 
 with me personally or note below anything that may adversely affect your 
 performance in this class. This could include: participation in sports or other 
 college activities, learning challenges, health concerns, military service, or family 
 difficulties. 

 
Summary & Things to Consider 

 Some would say that the syllabus is an announcement of what is going to be 
covered in a course. For others, it represents what should be learned.               

            --If you think of a syllabus as representing what is going to be covered in  
  the semester, you may find yourself guided primarily by the dates of  
  assignments.  If an assignment takes longer than anticipated when you  
  dated it, then you may feel compelled to hurry through it with no regard  
  for whether or not students want to delve into it more deeply, or even  
  whether or not students haven't quite grasped its concepts.              

--If you conceive of the syllabus as a statement of what is to be learned, 
you may allow more flexibility in the time spent on each assignment, letting 
student interests and learning guide you more than the dates upon which 
something is due to be completed. Indeed, a syllabus constructed with 



learning as its primary goal may have no dates at all, except perhaps the one for a final paper.  
Of course, such flexibility comes at a price, the price of not covering as much material. In 
certain courses, this is not an option.  For instance, service courses which a department gives as 
a foundation for advanced ones must cover certain material. Other kinds of courses allow more 
leeway, so that the instructor and students may opt for depth rather than breadth. 

          

The major problem with thinking of a syllabus as a program of what must be covered is that 
covering topics is not necessarily equivalent to learning.  That is, material may be covered 
and students may even do very well in repeating key points in tests without deep learning taking 
place. Students may forget the material as soon as the final test on it has been given, especially if 
the test can be passed on the basis of rote memory and passive rather than active learning.        

  --Typically, a syllabus concerning what material will be covered has   
  specific dates for specific assignments.  Teachers who see their function   
  as covering material may adhere rigidly to those dates, not allowing very  
  much unscheduled discussion or questioning.  They fear falling behind.    
  --Other teachers with dated assignments will still allow discussion and   
  questioning, but then revise the dates on the syllabus from time to time   
  as the semester wears on, being willing to cut out certain topics or just   
  not to finish the syllabus. Although they may also speak of the syllabus as  
  portraying what material will be covered, they also are concerned with   
  student learning even when it dictates that the syllabus won't be   
  completed as originally written.  Such teachers realize that verbal   
  interaction with the material leads to deeper learning than passive   
  listening to lectures, and verbal interaction, by its very nature, cannot be  
  preprogrammed at the start of the semester. 

    The syllabus may focus on what knowledge and skills students should be gaining from the 
course.  Before putting down the calendar of assignments, an instructor creating such a syllabus 
will first put down clear-cut goals for the course. These should not be generalizations. If, for 
instance, one of your goals is to foster creative thinking, rather than using such a general term, 
try breaking it up into components. For instance, creative thinking includes learning to use 
evidence to construct arguments, learning how to evaluate media reports, academic research 
and pronouncements by others as to their validity. It also includes learning to identify the 
assumptions underlying arguments.  Finally, creative thinking may entail learning to transfer 
knowledge to new domains. Each of these components would be listed separately on the 
syllabus, announcing to students that this course is more than about covering material. It is also 
about learning.  Another benefit to stating goals for the course and for individual assignments as 
well is that such goals are crucial in the assessment process. Tests should be geared to the 
learning goals the instructor has set. 

 

 

 
 


