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Designing a Course Syllabus: 

A Learning-Centered Approach1 

 

 

 

If your syllabus were 
graded, would it pass? 

 

 
 
The following document is a resource to support you in designing 
a Learning-Centered course syllabus. Using this resource in 
developing your syllabus will help you: 
 

• Learn why a syllabus is important. 

 
• Understand what students expect from a course syllabus. 

 
• Explore the major components that should be included in 

asyllabus. 
 
• Develop a syllabus that will enhance student learning. 
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Benefits of a Well-Written Course Syllabus 
• Establishes a contact and connection between students and instructors 

• Sets the tone for the course 

• Describes your beliefs about learning, teaching and assessment 

• Acquaints students with the structure of the course 

• Contains handouts or detailed assignment descriptions 

• Defines student responsibilities for success 

• Helps students determine their readiness for the course 

• States how the course fits into the curriculum and overall program 

• Describes available learning resources 

• Communicates technology requirements for the course 

• Contains difficult-to-obtain reading materials 

• Describes effective student study habits 

• Includes materials that support learning outside the classroom 

• Serves as a learning contract (Grunert, 1997, p. 14-19) 

 

 

Definition of a Learning-Centered Course Syllabus 
A learning-centered course syllabus focuses on the needs of the students and their 

learning process. 

Instructors specifically include information that will facilitate the academic success of 

students. 

 

 

Components of a Learning-Centered Course Syllabus 
• Description of the course purpose so that students know what to expect from the 

course and why it is important that they learn the content presented. 

• Intended learning outcomes describe specific student behavior and learning goals that 

are expected through the course. 

• Extensive description of how students are expected to participate in the course. 

• Recommended study habits and details of how students succeed in this course. 

• Additional assignment descriptions or grading rubrics. 

• Recommended or suggested reading materials that are difficult to obtain. 
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Tips for Creating a Learning-Centered Syllabus 

 
Set the Tone for Your Course in the Syllabus 
Generally, the syllabus is the first connection between you and your students at the beginning of a 

course; therefore, the syllabus will establish the course tone. Through the syllabus, you can set high 

expectations for students and begin a line of communication. If you want to establish a more relaxed 

tone in your course, write your syllabus in first person. However, for a more formal tone, write your 

syllabus in third person. 

 

Anticipate Students’ Questions 
Students come to class the first day with many questions. The syllabus can quickly provide answers 

to many of those questions. Try answering typical student questions and placing the answers in your 

syllabus: Why should I take this course? How does this course relate to the general education 

program? How will this course help me intellectually and practically? For more practice thinking like 

students, read the vignette, Student Perspectives on a Course Syllabus, found on page 12 of this 

document. 

 

Include More Rather than Less Material 
A detailed syllabus is a valuable learning tool for students and lessens their initial anxieties about a 

course. If the syllabus includes detailed descriptions of assignments and criteria that will be used to 

distinguish quality in student work, time will be saved throughout the course. 

 

Define and Limit Course Content 
Davis (1993) challenges instructors to avoid forgettable content and focus on the most important 

knowledge, skills, and values students need to know. Try to divide course content into the following 

categories. 

1. Required content for all students to learn. 

2. Content that supports students’ inquiry for learning beyond the required content. 

3. Content that interests students who want to specialize in the area of study. 

 

Keep the Syllabus Flexible 
Some classes move quickly, and others get sidetracked. Either issue a new course syllabus midway 

through the semester to accommodate for changes or include a disclaimer to account for changes in 

the syllabus. 

 

Organizing the Semester with the Syllabus 
Use the syllabus to organize your semester and course. Plan the course schedule in advance, including 

all assignments, exams, and holidays. Remember to spread out the assignments and exams throughout 

the semester so that you do not overload and discourage students. 

 

Further Resources 
Ideas for this instructional guide were adapted from the following resources. For more detailed 

descriptions about a Learner-Centered syllabus, please refer to these resources. 

Davis, B. G. (1993). Tools for teaching. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Duffy, D. K. & Jones, J. W. (1995). Teaching within the rhythms of the semester. San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass Publishers. 
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Grunert, J. (1997). The course syllabus: A learning-centered approach. Bolton, MA: Anker 

Publishing Company, Inc. 

Designing a Course Syllabus: 
A Learning-Centered Approach 

 
 

“A detailed course syllabus, handed out on the first day of class, gives students an 

immediate sense of what the course will cover, what work is expected of them, and how 

their performance will be evaluated…A well-prepared syllabus shows students that you 

take teaching seriously” (Davis, 1993, p. 14). 

 

Example of a Learning-Centered Syllabus 
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Vignette: Student Perspectives of a Course Syllabus 
The bell rang just before Dr. Mulligan came through the door carrying a stack of papers 

and a couple of textbooks. The students sat at their desks looking bright as brand new 

toothbrushes. The first day of the semester was always like this. Mulligan wrote the course 

number on the whiteboard and turned to face his new students. “Everyone here for English 329, 

right? Intro. to folklore?” 

Some students nodded, some said “yup”, and some just sat. 

“Welcome to class,” said Mulligan. “I hope you all had a good summer vacation and 

have come back to school ready to hit the books again. I think you’re going to like this class. 

There’s a couple of things we’ve got to get through today. Let me start out by passing around the 

syllabus. I just want you to take a look at it for the next few minutes. Read over it, and then we 

can talk about it, and I’ll answer any questions you might have.” 

Syllabi are like menus at restaurants that only serve one dish. The students were eager to 

look at the syllabus because they wanted to know if they would like what was for dinner, or if 

they should walk across the street and try again. 
Vignette idea adapted from Duffy, D. K. & Jones, J. W. (1995). Teaching within the rhythms of the semester. San Francisco:  

Jossey-BassPublishers. 

 
 

 

Student Perspective 1 

Trey, a second semester freshman, signed up for English 329 because it filled his letters requirement 

for his G.E.s. He figured that folklore was all about ghost stories and urban legends, a far cry from the 

“boring” stuff he’d have to read in most of the other letters-eligible classes. He looked over the 

syllabus to see what he was getting himself into. Would they start with the story about the lady who 

lost her golden arm or the one about the hook man? He  loved those. As Trey looked at the syllabus, 

he was disappointed to see that it contained very little information about course content. There were a 

few textbooks listed that he would have to buy, but the course outline was so sparse, all Trey could 

figure was that class was going to be held on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday; that there would be 

three exams; and that a final project would be assigned. What he couldn’t tell was what the exams 

would cover or what the project would be about since there didn’t appear to be any specific material 

scheduled. 

 

 

Student Perspective 2 

Prue was an English major interested in getting an emphasis in folklore. She was excited to learn 

about the folklore item collection process and to work on her final project, which she had heard 

would be put into the university archives. Disappointment set in, however, when she took a look at 

the syllabus. It was a skeleton compared to the ones she had received in her other classes. It didn’t 

include any details about what the class would be covering. She didn’t know if Dr. Mulligan would 

spend more time on a certain aspect of folklore that she wasn’t particularly interested in pursuing. If 

the course content was covered on the syllabus, Prue would at least have time to review it and switch 

to another section of the class if the content did not meet her needs. Now she had to make a guess. If 

syllabi were like menus, this one had been written in disappearing ink! 

 

 

Student Perspective 3 

Lorena was an international student from Madrid. She signed up for English 329 to fill her letters 

requirement, but also to learn more about folklore. She knew it covered things like traditional stories 
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and harvest festivals like the ones held in the Basque regions of her native country. She would need a 

lot of time to devote to this class because she really wanted to do well in it. She also knew that she 

would need a lot of help. Lorena was disappointed that Dr. Mulligan’s office hours were not listed on 

the syllabus, nor were his telephone number or the location of his office. How could she get help from 

a professor who didn’t even provide his contact information? Furthermore, Lorena noticed that there 

was no breakdown showing the value of exams relative to assignments or the final project. This was 

going to be a long semester unless she could get some more information. 

 




