
Syllabus Essentials
Maximizing the promise to students



Workshop Objectives
• Identify components of an effective course [syllabus]

• Identify components for making your [syllabus] more 
learner-centered, increasing transparency, accessibility, 
inclusion

• Identify the minimally-required syllabus elements for a 
KBOCC course and how to use the updated Syllabus 
Template

• Understand ways to leverage your syllabus to increase 
learning
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Why syllabus? 
Our promise to students 

• To outline a course

• To provide basic course information 

• To serve as a contract between instructor and 
students

• To become an interactive learning tool

• To encourage students to become co-learners
• Engagement and motivation
• Learner autonomy in learning
• Deeper and more enthusiastic learning
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Content (teacher) vs. Student-centered Syllabi
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• Content-focused
• Focuses on what the “course will do”
• Instructor is “imparter of knowledge” while students 

listen
• Dry course descriptions, use mechanical and robotic 

language, and have a calendar that includes only 
due dates and course readings

• Student-Centered
• Instructors focus on what “students will learn” and 

how the course can be structure to support learning
• Invites students to be co-creators of their own 

learning, engaging them in decision about what, 
when, and how they learn

• Teachers take on the role of a guide or facilitator of 
learning experiences

• Engaging course descriptions, clear measurable 
learning outcomes, alignment between objectives 
and assessment activities, transparent and 
meaningful assessment activities, positive and 
inviting tone, and detailed and interactive calendar



Learner-Centered Syllabi
• Benefits

• Transitions students from passive to active learners
• Acknowledges individuality
• Allows for collaboration and dialogue between educator and student
• Build stronger, better relationships
• Opportunity for students to increase academic confidence and sense of belonging
• Improve students’ appreciation for their role in the learning process

• Goes beyond addressing basic course information to anticipate questions and promote academic 
success

• Mounting evidence that learner-centered syllabi can have positive effects on both students and teachers, 
including the ability to increase many desirable student learning outcomes and improve perceptions of the 
teacher and the course
• Students are empowered and “behave” better in class, have greater rapport with teacher, and remember more details 

from syllabus (DiClementi & Handelsman, 2005; Richmond et al, 2014; Saville et al, 2010; Harrington & Gabert-Quillen, 
2015)

• Students perceive the teacher as exhibiting higher levels of master-teacher qualities (Richmond et al, 2016b; Saville 
et al, 2010))

• Students perceive the instructor as significantly more motivated, warm, and approachable as well as a less difficult 
teacher (Harnish and Bridges, 2011)

• Syllabi that have been peer reviewed by syllabi experts and published tend to be more learner-centered 
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Effective 
Syllabus 

7

Learner-centered

Cultural 
Relevance/

Responsivness

Transparency

Accessibility

Community

Inclusion

Equity

• Sets the (welcoming & inclusive) tone 
for the course

• Communicate what, when, and how 
students will learn

• Establish how students can be 
successful in the course

• Communicate expectations, roles
• Articulate course, institutional 

policies
• Motivate students to refer to syllabus



Underlying Assumptions

• Clear definition and 
understanding of assessment
• Various levels: Course vs. 

Program 
• Formative vs. Summative
• Assessment vs. Grading

• Definition/understanding of 
student learning outcomes
• Learner-centered
• Action-verbs from 

domains/dimensions of learning

• Critical concept in course 
design/development: 
• Learning activities & 

assessments are directly 
derived from learning goals and 
outcomes

• Start by articulating outcomes 
for learning

• Then create learning activities 
(in and out of class time) and 
assessments that support 
development of specific skills, 
knowledge, attitudes, and values
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Assessment Learning Outcomes Alignment



Student Learning Outcomes
• Learner-centered: Specify what students will know, be able to do, feel, or believe

• Holistic, engaged on multiple dimensions
• Mental (Cognitive), Emotional (Affective), Physical (Psychomotor), and Spiritual Domains

• Verbs for Significant Learning
• Medicine Wheel Framework (LaFever)
• Fink’s Taxonomy of Significant Learning (non-hierarchal) 
• Expanded Bloom’s Taxonomy
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Backwards Design
Traditional Design

Step 1: Identify a topic or chunk of content that 
needs to be covered

Step 2: Plan a sequence of learning activities to 
teach that content

Step 3: Create an assessment to measure the 
learning that should have been achieved 

Backwards Design

Step 1: Identify what students should know, 
feel, believe, and be able to do by the end of 
the learning cycle

Step 2: Create assessments to measure that 
learning

Step 3: Plan a sequence of activities that will 
prepare students to successfully complete the 
assessment(s)
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Backwards Design Example: The Lunar Cycle
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• NGSS: “Develop and use a model of the Earth-sun-
moon system to describe the cyclic patterns of lunar 
phases, eclipses of the sun and moon, and seasons”

• Develop assessment to measure success with above 
outcome
• Present a student-developed model to explain phases, etc
• Craft a rubric that clearly outlines specific criteria for both 

model and the presentation

• Works backwards to determine what activities are 
needed for students to practice and be successful on 
the assessment
• Instruction: Keep lecture or video 
• Worksheet or online practice: Keep, but ungraded
• Active processing with models, working in groups
• Presentation practice: explain to peers
• Model development: offer choice (physical, hand-drawn, 

slideshow, animated video, children’s book, skit
• Model presentations: “live” or allow students to record 

presentation or present one-on-one while other students 
work on something else

• A lecture or video about the phases of the 
moon, followed by a worksheet to label the 
phases 

• An interactive activity like scraping the filling 
out of Oreos to represent the lunar phases

• Following a teacher’s sample, create a physical 
model of the moon phases

• Unit test the requires labeling the phases of the 
moon from memory and answering multiple-
choice questions about the lunar cycle, 
eclipses, and seasons

After/Backwards DesignBefore/Traditional



Inclusive Learning & Universal Design
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Essential Syllabus Components
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Learning Goals & Outcomes: Not an 
“afterthought” but a central 

component of the course

• Explicitly or implicitly stated 
learning goals, encompass holistic 
range of learning dimensions

• Clearly articulated course learning 
outcomes (CLOs) with specific 
action verbs

• Learning outcomes appropriate to 
course-level, class size, program, 
and students/learners

Assessments: All major assessment 
activities support the learning 

outcomes

• Learning outcomes and assessments 
are aligned
• Major assessments (high-stakes) 

map onto full range of learning 
outcomes and weighted 
accordingly

• Major summative assessments are 
clearly defined, and whenever 
possible, include an authentic task

• Plans for frequent formative 
assessments with immediate 
feedback from variety of sources, 
not all graded

• Assessments are adequately paced 
and scaffolded

• Grading information is distinct from 
information about assessment of 
learning

• Allow students to revise and redo 
assignments

Schedule & Learning Activities: A 
learning tool that guides students 
through the learning environment

• Course schedule is fully articulated 
(topics/readings/questions) in a 
logical sequence

• Rationale for assignments, activities 
is included and tied to learning 
outcomes

• Dynamic classroom through 
culturally-relevant activities & 
assessments and evidence-based 
practices
• Authentic, real-world
• Hands-on
• Holistic
• Group-based
• Outdoor, place-based



Example
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Example
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Example
Learning rationale for assignments/assessments
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Promoting collaboration, cooperation



Essential Syllabus Components

Add a footer 17

Learning Environment & Community: Supportive and 
invites students to engage in and take ownership of 

their learning

• Tone is positive, respectful, inviting and addresses 
student as a competent, engaged learner

• Reflects a learning environment that fosters positive 
motivation, describes the value of the course in terms 
of the student’s life, and communicates that content is 
used as a vehicle for learning

• Communicates high expectations and projects 
confidence in students

• Well-organized and easy to navigate. It makes clear 
that students will need to continually interact with 
syllabus throughout course

• Accessibility: Available for multiple office hours, by 
multiple means of access, at locations other than 
offices

• Collaboration included through group-work, team 
projects, or encouraging students to learn from one 
another

• Share key student resources, supports, and policies

Shared Power

• Incorporate student input in policies and procedures, 
grading, due dates, and assignments; co-construct 
with students

• Describe both student and teacher roles; include 
student and instructor expectations

• Include outside resource information; expect 
students to contribute

• Syllabus weighted toward student learning outcomes 
and means of assessment



Example
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Example
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Example
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Example
Outside resources & Success Tips (how to be successful)
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KBOCC Syllabus Template (Rev. Spring 2023)
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Potential Activities
• Take 5 minutes to: 

• Identify 2 ways to make your syllabus more learner-centered
• Identify 1 strategy to use active learning and engagement to encourage students to interact with syllabus before or 

during first day of class

• Consider the following to help students demonstrate understanding of essential syllabus items and/or 
build rapport with your class:
• Syllabus quiz
• Active learning and syllabus speed dating
• Active learning and first day graffiti

• Boards/paper with prompts (I learn best in classes where the teacher _____; I am most likely to participate in classes when_____)
• Students grab a marker and graffiti their responses to the prompts
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Miigwech! 

26


	Syllabus Essentials
	Workshop Objectives
	Slide Number 3
	Why syllabus? 
	Content (teacher) vs. Student-centered Syllabi
	Learner-Centered Syllabi
	Effective Syllabus 
	Underlying Assumptions
	Student Learning Outcomes
	Backwards Design
	Backwards Design Example: The Lunar Cycle
	Inclusive Learning & Universal Design
	Essential Syllabus Components
	Example
	Example
	Example
	Essential Syllabus Components
	Example
	Example
	Example
	Example
	KBOCC Syllabus Template (Rev. Spring 2023)
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Potential Activities
	Slide Number 26

