Page 1

Guidelines for Writing Course Syllabi
February 20, 2004

Written by the Syllabus Work Group
Allen Bedford, chair
Stephen Cole
Nina Phillips
Wendy Closterman
Jill Rogers (2002-03)

Dan Synnestvedt

Reviewed by the Curriculum Committee
Allen Bedford, chair

Wendy Closterman

Stephen Cole

Charles Ebert

Thane Glenn

Kristin King

Contents
Page

Standard Items for the Course Syllabus..........ccccccoviiiiniiiiiiiniiiieeeiieeee 2
Syllabi Checklist and TiPs ......ccvveeeeiriuiiieeiiiiiee et e e e 6
Statement of Syllabi AUdIENCe.........cvvviieiiiiiiieeiiieeeeeee e 8
Information Regarding Goals and Objectives..........ccovcveeeriiieniieenieeenns o 9

Suggestions for Linking Goals, Objectives, and Assessment................... 12



Page 2

Standard Items for the Course Syllabus
(Proposed by the Syllabus Work Group, May 12, 2003. Revised February 18, 2004)

Basic Course Information:

¥ Institution name

¥ Course title & number

¥ Term and year offered

¥ Instructor’s name, office location (building and room number), office phone number,
and e-mail address. Perhaps include home phone number along with parameters of
when people can call.

¥ Course credit hours, location(s), meeting times

¥ Instructor’s office hours (Should agree with records in college office. About 3-4 times

per week, straddling various blocks. If applicable, also indicate that you have an open
door policy and/or are available by appointment.)
¥ Ifapplicable, list the URL for the course web page.

Course Description: This description is related to but not identical to the description
found in the college catalog. Stephen Cole humorously differentiates between the catalog
and syllabus course descriptions this way:

Catalog: Intended short and concise. Sentence fragments. Objective, not intended to sell the
course, or to reflect the instructor’s personality. Anything beyond edited out. Lists major content
topics and goals. May include mention of principle text.

Syllabus: Here is your chance to shine! We’d love to hear what the course covers. And sure, we
would be happy if this gives us clues about what you, yourself, are like, and your enthusiasm for the
subject matter. By all means, try to kindle excitement in your readers and persuade them that this is
a great course for them to take. Paint a general picture of content of the course, and don’t forget to
include what little wasleft in the catalog description after the ruthless editor was finished with your
copy. You certainly wouldn’t want to do anything to contradictthe characterization of the course in
the catalog (and if you do, make sure you update the catalog description). Leave goals, aims, and the
like for another section of the syllabus.

General Goals:A paragraph or numbered/bulleted list stating the broad human
development and subject oriented goals of the course. Course goals are statements of
purpose in the broadest sense, and may include items difficult or impossible to assess.
Specifying these goals on the syllabus lets people see the sense of purpose or direction
you bring to the course. We can break these general goals into a number of categories,
and we leave it to the instructors to decide which types of goals are most useful to use in
their syllabi.' You do not need to cover all of these areas. However, the syllabus should
give the reader a clear sense of your purpose. We can obtain a subjective measure of how
well a course realized these goals by soliciting student feedback regarding them on the
course evaluation.

' See the section “Information Regarding General Goals and Specific Learning Objectives” (p 9) for
characteristics of these goals and their break out categories.
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SpecificLearning Objectives:

Whereas the general goals identify what the course seeks to accomplish in a broad
way, the specific learning objectives focus on the assessable means used to attain those
goals. Assessable means include such things as examination questions, essays, projects,
presentations, or artwork. Learning Objectives (suggested number of 3-15) are more
specific than course goals but usually more broad than graded assignments. Ideally, we
can use the learning objectives as a way to assess our course’s effectiveness. By using
assessments based on the same learning objectives early and late in the course we can
measure improvements in our students’ performance.

Learning Objectives essentially fall into the category of “cognitive/performance”
objectives, but they may also entail “affective” aspects.” Cognitive/performance
objectives deal with students’ accomplishments doing or understanding course work and
are readily assessable. Examples of cognitive/performance objectives are:

Assess the impact of Andrew Jackson on the role of the American presidency. (Hist 230)

Write coherently under pressure: Within a time constraint, first brainstorm, focus, and
outline main points, and then move on to support assertions and build an argument. Learn
not to waste time on extraneous material. Gain confidence that the instructor knows what
“filler” is and doesn’t want it. (Wr 102 )

Affective objectives address changes in attitude, opinion, or outlook and are thus more
difficult to assess. While affective changes are not usually graded, they are important, and
some instructors may choose to identify these outcomes. Objectives that combine
affective and performance domains may speak to a greater part of what happens in
education. For example, the following objective identifies performance and cognitive
criteria, and encourages an affective response:

Consider how or why various combinations of electrons and protons can give rise to over
one hundred elements, each with unique chemical and physical properties. Write an essay
that communicates both wonder and insight into how an assembly of subatomic particles
is much more complex than the sum of its parts, and what fundamental properties of
matter cause this complexity. (Chem 110)

Course goals, learning objectives, and course work descend from generals to
specifics, and from “why” to “how.” The goals and objectives link the overall purposes of
the course and the collegiate program to students’ experience in the course. The value of
articulating the interdependence of goals, objectives, and course work is that teachers can
examine, measure, and refine both the content of their courses as well as their
instructi(;nal practices. This in turn can lead more focused, effective, and assessable
learning.

? For a description of these terms see “Information Regarding General Goals and Specific Learning
Objectives” p 9.

? For further discussion of linking goals, objectives, and assessment see “Suggestions for Linking General
Course Goals with Specific Learning Objectives and Forms of Assessment” p 13.
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Course Materials:

¥

¥

¥

Text(s): Give full bibliographic information. Indicate if the text is required or
recommended, and where students can buy or borrow it.

Supplemental readings: This may include photocopies distributed in class, documents
by e-mail or web, documents on reserve in the library, and so forth.

Other materials: May include such things as calculators, special fees, software
packages, and computer network account.

Course Policies:

¥

¥

Attendance & lateness: Is attendance required? What are the effects of cuts and/or
lateness on the course grade?

Missed or late assignments: Describe the effect on course or assignment grade, and
the make up policy, if there is one.

Class participation: Make explicit your expectations and the effect on course grade.
Safety (if necessary): This is useful in courses that include laboratory work, travel,
outdoor activity, or athletics. Identifying safety practices on the syllabus is in line
with the idea that the syllabus is the most comprehensive document describing the
course and its requirements. In many cases instructors may choose to itemize more
detailed safety information on another document.

Time (optional): Provide an estimate based on prior experience of how much time
students may expect to invest in completing various categories of coursework.
Academic honesty: If the syllabus contains no statement regarding academic honesty
then the statements made in the course catalog and student handbook apply without
modification or specific application. Teachers may simply reference the catalog or
student handbook policy. On the other hand, instructors may wish to broadly define
plagiarism as it applies to work assigned in a particular course, and state the extent of
shared work. In any case, college-wide policies on academic honesty remain
enforceable.

Support Services:Provide information here for students seeking academic support, and
possibly cite the Student HandboolBriefly describe the type of support offered
(academic support center, and instructor’s office hours) and how to initiate help (name
and number of support coordinator). Putting this information on the syllabus reduces the
number of hurdles students need to overcome to get academic help. You might also
outline how students can provide help to others.

Course Grading: Three critical types of information should be given here.

¥

¥

¥

A breakdown of the weight of each type of assignment in the course grade. (Students
need to know this to help them budget their time and effort.)

Whether grading is on an absolute scale or obtained through a “curve.” (This gives
students a strong indication of how much they should help each other.)

A relationship between the scoring method you use and the grading system used on
the transcript. This is not necessary if letter or percentage grades are given, provided
that they line up with the standard American grade point scale—e.g. 85% is equal to
a “B” and 3.0 grade points, and 95% is equal to an “A” and 4.0 grade points.
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A standard correlation of percentage grades to letter grades is:

A+ 97.5-100 B+  87.5-89.9 C+  77.5-79.9 D+  67.5-69.9
A 92.5-97.4 B 82.5-87.4 C 72.5-77.4 D 62.5-67.4
A- 90.0-92.4 B- 80.0-82.4 C- 70.0-72.4 D- 60.0-62.4

Course Calendar/ScheduleA breakdown of weekly or daily topics, including dates of
tests and when major assignments are due. Include drop dates and registration weeks.
Indicate the degree of flexibility of the schedule. Some instructors integrate assignment
information into the calendar, increasing its usefulness.

Major Assignments/Returns: A description of each major item used for student
assessment (perhaps 10% or more of the course grade) such as tests, papers, oral reports,
art work, homework, or physical skill. Instructors may decide to embed this information
in the course calendar and/or the learning objectives, eliminating this heading.

Optional/Variable ltems:

¥ C(lass format: Perhaps describe how the class operates. Is it mostly lecture? seminar?
cooperative learning? How many pages of text will be assigned?

¥ Appropriate clothing: In some cases it may be useful to state the types of clothing and
personal articles appropriate for the class. If you wish, you could state an expectation
that students wear, for example, clean, un-tattered clothing in your classroom.

¥ Homework schedule: A listing of homework assignments and due dates

¥ Disclaimer: Although the syllabus is a kind of contract, this does not preclude the
occasional need to modify or further define syllabus contents or course policies. The
instructor reserves certain rights (define these). Perhaps state those items that change
only with majority student support (e.g. grading breakdown or scheduled tests).
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Syllabi Checklist and Tips
(AJB, February 16, 2004)

Overall:

¥

K K K

¥

Look over your syllabus to see if it communicates your course’s What
(description), Why (goals), How (objectives), and When (calendar) to your
satisfaction.

Avoid repetition of content or phrases

Integrate and/or order information to minimize having to flip back and forth.
You can reduce the clutter on a syllabus by providing a summary of some topic
on the syllabus that refers to another document. For example, the chemistry
syllabi make a brief statement about laboratory safety and reference a more
extensive document.

Breaking syllabi into various headings and including quotations, tables, or figures,
and being careful not to put too much copy on a single page, makes the syllabi
less intimidating even as they carry a lot of information.

Be a salesperson for your course. Show why your course is wonderful.

Basic Course Information:

¥

¥
¥
¥

Provide this information in a way that assumes little prior knowledge of the
campus. For example, when giving a room number give the building name as
well. “Room 27 means nothing to a new student. “Pendleton Hall Room 27" is
better. Let’s stop acting as though our entire campus were contained in a single
building.

Does the institution’s name appear on the syllabus? Off campus users of the
syllabus will want to see this, and our syllabi ought to promote the school as well
as a particular course.

Does the term and year appear?

Does the syllabus make clear who you are and how to contact you?

Are credit-hours listed? Can a transfer counselor find this information easily?

Course Description:
Make sure the catalog description and syllabus description of the course recognizably
belong to the same curriculum.

General Goals:

¥
¥
¥

Will students understand what these goals mean or how to use them?

Are you considering various types of goals?

For courses taught for the first time, a simplified set of goals may be more
appropriate. Perhaps use a paragraph format instead of bulleted list.
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Specific Learning Objectives:

¥ Avoid repetitive phrases. Statements beginning with a stock phrase such as
“Students will be able to . . .” can be minimized by introducing the list with this
statement rather than writing it out each time.

¥ Use a natural voice in your objectives. Stilted language and jargon make these
statements uninteresting. Effectively written objectives should spark curiosity and
interest in the reader.

¥ Be cautious about stating too much in the objectives, especially in first time
courses.

¥ Objectives are assessable and should relate in some clear way to the course grade.

Course Materials:
Give all the information needed to purchase course texts off campus, if a student finds
that necessary.

Course Policies:
If you intend to enforce something in the course then state it here. Cite the Student
Handbookand Catalogwhenever helpful. You do not need to state things that the
College enforces course wide, such as add and drop weeks.

Suppat Services:
Does your syllabus assist students in finding academic support in its various forms?
Does it indicate how students might help each other?

Grading:
When a student complains to you about a grade can you point to this section for help
explaining why the grade is what it is, and what this grade means? Does the syllabus
help students see how submitted work in the course matches up with standards?

Calendar:
How can you make the course calendar an indispensable guide to the course? We
want students to come to class prepared and to work on long term assignments weeks
before they are due. A well constructed calendar facilitates this and leaves no room
for excuses about being unprepared. You can make the calendar a “one stop shop”
that allows students to stay up to date with what you want them to do.
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Statement of Syllabi Audience
(AJB, March 13, 2003)

A syllabus can be of interest to several audiences beyond the students enrolled in
a course. Excellent syllabi facilitate learning, help market our curriculum, and provide
guideposts for course, instructor, program, and institutional assessment. The syllabus is
the best comprehensive summary of a course, and as such it serves as a tool for
communicating the academic life of the institution. Our syllabi can serve anyone
interested in the institution’s formalized teaching.

When writing the syllabus we need to do so with the primary audience foremost
in mind, but we should also consider other audiences. For example, students enrolled in
the course and who attend the first class obviously know the room the class meets in, and
the class meeting schedule. But visitors to the class don’t necessarily have this
information. Putting this information on the syllabus and providing the syllabus to people
interested in the course allows them to get a better sense of the course as a whole, and
assures them that they are welcome on our campus and in our classrooms.

Syllabi Audiences

Primary
¥ Students in the course
¥ The course instructor(s)

Secondary
Functional:
¥ Transfer officers at other institutions
¥ Subsequent teachers of the course
¥ Colleagues designing similar courses at other institutions

Marketing:

¥ Prospective students

¥ High school guidance counselors

¥ Parents

¥ Interest groups such as the Alumni Association

Assessment:

MSCHE, and other accreditation/accountability groups
Academy board education committee

Curriculum committee

Faculty review

¥ Administrators (deans and division heads)

¥ Tenure committee

K K K K
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Information Regarding “General Goals”

and “Specific Learning Objectives”
(NGP and AJB, October, 2003)

General Goalsmay be divided into two broad categories:

1. Human Development GoalsThese relate to developmental goals beyond the
specifics of the particular course, connecting the course with the mission of the
college as a whole. These goals may deal with the way the course fits in with the
liberal arts setting and spiritual purpose of the institution. Some characteristics of
human development goals are that they:
¥  reach beyond subject matter learning
¥ reflect the most important goals the teacher has for human growth and

maturation
¥  convey a sense of human purpose within the curriculum

2. Subject Goals:These are related to specific course content and deal with things
such as key topics covered, the place of the course in an academic discipline, and
skills related to that discipline. Some characteristics of subject goals are that they:
¥  provide a broad justification and framework for the course
¥  describe the general curriculum or include specific benchmarks for

achievement over the length of the course
¥ make explicit what the teacher considers most important for the students to
achieve in a general sense.

Goals identify the most essential purposes driving the curriculum, and identification
of purpose is what gives these generalizations power. The most effective course goals
indicate whya course does certain things instead if simply stating whata course does.

Whether general goals deal with human development or the particular subject area
under study, they all apply to the whole course more than they do a particular segment,
and some may apply equally well to a number of courses.

Specific Learning Objectives While the general goals identify purpose, the specific
learning objectives function to apply these purposes to particular parts of the course. The
objectives are intermediate between goals and course assignments, and connect them.
Objectives may be divided into two categories: cognitive/performance objectivesd
affective objectives

1. Cognitive/Performance ObjectivesSStatements of educational process or items for
student performance. These objectives are measurable, achievable, and specific, and
state learning outcomes rather than list content. Table 1 (below) divides these
objectives into six categories (corresponding to Bloom’s “taxonomy” of thinking),
briefly describes each, and presents a sample list of associated, observable verbs. Test
items may use these or related verbs to ask for certain types of thinking in producing
a response. Similarly, specific learning objectives could use these or similar verbs to

register to which cognitive domain they refer. Because performance objectives tend to
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be highly detailed, it is a real challenge to write them broadly enough to make them
suitable for inclusion on the course syllabus. Yet, in a refined state, they make a
compelling and comprehensive list of what skills the course strengthens.

Table 1.Some \erbs used to assess or describe cognitive/performance objectives

Cognitive Description Observable verbs or tasks
Domain
Evaluation Use criteria to appraise defend rate
make judgements argue estimate score
assess evaluate select
attack judge support
choose predict value
compare
Synthesis Form a whole from | arrange design propose
parts of knowledge, | assemble formulate set up
or apply parts to collect manage synthesize
build relationships | compose organize write
in new situations construct plan
create prepare
Analysis Break apart analyze criticize examine
knowledge to show | appraise diagram experiment
parts and calculate differentiate inventory
relationships categorize discriminate question
among parts compare distinguish test
contrast
Application Use knowledge or | apply illustrate schedule
generalization ina | choose interpret sketch
new situation demonstrate operate solve
dramatize practice use
employ prepare
Comprehension | Translate or classify identify review
interpret describe indicate select
information using discuss locate sort
one’s own words explain report tell
express restate translate
Rote Recall information | arrange match relate
Knowledge define memorize repeat
duplicate name reproduce
label order
list recall

2. Affective Objectives: Statements of attitudes, feelings and appreciations that are
relatively difficult to observe and measure but play a vital role in the educational

* Choice of verbs and organization taken from Gary R. Morison, Steven M. Ross, and Jerrold E. Kemp,

Designing Effective Instruction™ ed. (New York: John Wiley, 2004), 115.



Page 11

process. They lend themselves to self-discovery, originality, inventiveness and
growth within a subject area and identify the feeling, attitudinal, and valuing
components of learning. Table 2 presents affective objectives divided into
sequential categories, relates these to actions, and lists a few verbs associated with

each.

Table 2.A selection of erbs used to assess or describe affective objectives

AFFECTIVE Domain refers to the learnerOs . . . ASSOCIATED VERBS
DOMAIN
Receiving being aware of or attending something in the attend experience
environment. perceive sense
capture feel
pursue
Responding showing some new behaviors as a result of allow cooperate
experience. conform enjoy
contribute satisfy
Valuing showing some definite involvement or believe persuade
commitment. justify respect
search seek
Organization integrating a new value into one’s general set | clarify examine
of values, giving it some ranking among one’s | create systematize
general priorities. integrate
Characterization by | acting consistently with the new value. conclude resolve
value judge review
internalize

> Based on D. R. Krathwohl, B. S. Bloom, and B.B. Masia, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives:

Handbook IlI: Affective domaifNew York: David McKay Co., 1956).

See also http://chiron.valdosta.edu/whuitt/col/affsys/affdom.html (revised 4/2004, accessed 2/22/2004).
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Suggestions for Linking General Course Goals with

Specific Learning Objectives and Forms of Assessment
(DAS and AJB, April 24, 2003)

Coordinated and well-developed goals, objectives, and assessments make faculty
work more effective and easier, but going from our implicit understanding of what we
seek to accomplish as faculty to explicitstatements of the same can be a significant,
though worthwhile challenge. In this section we indicate two approaches (deductive and
inductive) to developing statements of goals and objectives and linking these with
coursework.

The deductiveapproach begins with the general goals for the course and
“deduces” specific instructional objectives from them. For example, let’s assume that we
adopt the goal of having our students appreciate both the power and limits of human
reason. We would like our students to use their God-given reason, but do so carefully and
with humility. Obviously, this is a very general goal, and one that could be adopted for
several courses in our curriculum. How can we deduce specific instructional objectives
from such a goal? Dan Synnestvedt accomplished this task by keeping this goal for
Philosophy 110 in mind while asking what he wanted students to be able to do by the end
of the course. He concluded that students should be able to recall important discoveries
that people have made using their reason. Therefore, objectives could state that students
will be able to analyze a situation or text using reasonable methods, appropriate to the
discipline, or solve a problem or apply a principle using reasoning skills developed by
professionals in the field.

The next step is to complete the process by linking these specific instructional
objectives with classroom activities, homework assignments, and forms of assessment
(tests, papers, experiments, projects) and the criteria for measuring success.

The inductiveapproach begins at the bottom and moves up. We begin with test
questions, assignments, or specific objectives for a class or week of classes, and then
proceed to draw forth or abstract the general goals implied by the specific objectives and
assignments. For example, a standard part of Philosophy 110 includes test questions on
the identification of the fallacies of informal logic as they appear in sentences and
paragraphs. Another standard item on Philosophy 110 tests is a question asking students
not only to describe Aristotle’s conception of the good life, but to explain the reasoning
process he went through to arrive at his answer. These two examples show that the
teacher thinks it is important that students know how to reason well, to be aware of
mistakes in reasoning, and to be able to understand a philosopher’s reasoning process.
These objectives also imply an even more general goal, to help students appreciate the
power and limitations of human reason.

Faculty may consider combining these two approaches, deducing specific
objectives from general goals, and also abstracting (inducing) objectives from test items
or other graded coursework.

No matter which approach one takes, it should be clear to the teacher, the student,
and an outside observer how course goals, objectives, and assignments relate to one
another.



