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The term, syllabus means a label or table of 
contents.  The Wester’s American English 
Dictionary, defines syllabus as a “course of study” 
(1999).  A syllabus is an academic document that 
serves to communicate course information and 
defines, expectations, responsibilities and policies.  

A syllabus serves seven essential purposes 
(Littlefield, 1999 as sited in Slattery & Carlson, 
2005):
1. sets the tone for the course,
2. serves as a contract between the instructor 

and student,
3. articulates the objectives of the course,
4. motivates students to set goals, 
5. offers a planning tool for faculty, 
6. acts as an important tenure / promotion artifact, 

and 
7. structures students’ work during the course.

Lowther, Stark and Martens (1989) interviewed 
faculty and examined their syllabi and found that 
many “obvious” items were often omitted.  
Literature addressing items and information to be 
include in syllabi are consensual (Albrect, 2009; 
Johnson, 2006; Lowther, Stark & Martens, 1989; 
Nilson, 2007; Slattery & Carlson, 2005; Wilkerson 
& McKnight, 1978).  Based on the literature, 
essential content for syllabi in any college course 
includes: identifying information, course 
description, instruction information, course goals, 
ways to meet course goals, grades, schedule, 
university supports and policies.

Since the faculty body governs curriculum, it is 
therefore a best practice for curriculum oversight 
groups / committees of faculty to review syllabi on 
a regular basis.  Best practices in syllabi review 
results in improved curricular horizontal and 
vertical integration, prevention of issues related to 
scheduling, faculty familiarization with the 
curriculum and individual courses, tracking of 
program-level embedded assessments, among 
others.

Literature addressing contents of a syllabus are clear 
on the essential elements of a syllabus:
• General Course information

• Name & number of course 
• Credit hours
• Location
• Units/time dedicated per week
• Pre- / co-requisites

• Instructor Information

• Name & role 
• Office hours (including virtual) & Contact 

information
• Purpose of the course

• Catalog description
• Course goals/objectives

• The Learning Environment

• Facilities & teaching methods
• Required texts
• Required materials & attire

• Time Schedule/Course Plan

• Weekly schedule
• Topics, Assigned readings, Assessments, etc.

• How will Learning be Assessed

• Grading procedures
• Grading scale & method
• Missed assessments
• Grade posting
• Results of a failing grade

• Technical, Classroom, & Policy Information

• Special Needs
• Student Conduct & Class/college/program 

Policies

Best practices include:

• Use a syllabus template created by program/dept. 
faculty and approved by curriculum oversight body 
/ committee

• Review syllabi in a faculty meeting prior to the start 
of each enrollment term

• Archive syllabi with all program/dept. faculty 
having access – including adjunct faculty

• For new course syllabi, use a syllabus rubric to 
ensure quality 

Syllabus Template:  See handout

Syllabus Rubric:  See handout

Strategies to get students to read the syllabus 
(Guertin, 2014; Chapman, n.d.):

• Read syllabus aloud during first class session.

• Discussion posts: Have students read the 
syllabus and send one question regarding it to the 
group forum on the class web site. The instructor 
can then post a response to the whole class.

• Cooperative Group Questions: Divide class into 
groups and have them prepare a list of questions 
about the syllabus. Have each group choose a 
spokesperson to ask any questions they might like 
about the course, the syllabus, or you, as the 
instructor. 

• Syllabus Homework: As an extra-credit, have 
students write about how the course objectives 
and assignments relate to their academic interests 
and goals.

• Syllabus quiz at beginning of course 

• Contract statement: I have read and understand 
the format of this course and the policies described 
in the syllabus. I acknowledge that failure to 
comply with the terms of the syllabus may affect 
my success in this class.

Print Name: ___________________________
Signature: ____________________________
Date: ________________________________
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There is consistency within professional literature 
addressing syllabi content.  Essential content should be 
explicit in any given syllabus.

Providing a well-written, approved syllabus will assist 
students in the learning environment.  Using a syllabus 
template allows students to see familiarity in syllabus 
structure among courses within a program.  

A syllabus rubric or checklist can assist faculty in writing 
their syllabus to ensure essential content is explicit.  The 
rubric or checklist can also facilitate a curriculum 
oversight body’s review of the syllabus.

Faculty access to programmatic syllabi can result in 
judicious vertical between courses in a given semester 
and horizontal integration from semester-to-semester.  
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Additional content in well-written syllabi includes:
• Teaching philosophy
• Tips on studying & reading
• Course link to curriculum model
• Student expectations of instructor(s)
• Instructor expectations of students
• Vertical & horizontal integration in program/degree
• Major teaching strategies

BEST PRACTICE in CONTENT
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