
NACTA

Abstract

Introduction
Review of Literature:

Throughout the 10-year span of a longitudinal
research study in colleges of agriculture, professors
were asked to share their course syllabi with the
research team. It became an increasing concern
across the decade that professors lacked definition,
clarity, and uniformity in developing syllabi for their
courses. In fact, the extremes ranged from an elo-
quently detailed 12-page document to no syllabus at
all.

Recently, in preparation for The National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Evaluation
(NCATE) formal review, a department chose to
thoroughly examine, edit, and re-align all course
syllabi with the current standards, and with each
course in the department, to create a seamless
articulation across levels and a uniform look across
the department. This article highlights and offers
examples of the standard components of an effective
syllabus, so that professors across all disciplines have
a guide for constructing course syllabi.

It is important and fundamental that educators
provide a framework for the course they will be
teaching. Most often that framework is provided to
the students through a course syllabus. For students,
the syllabus provides security in knowing the direc-
tion and expectations for a particular course
(McKeachie, 1978; 1999). There may be as well
additional means by which instructors communicate
information and convey expectations to students;
however, the syllabus provides a written form of
communication that lists responsibilities and sets
goals for the course (Eberly, Newton, & Wiggins,
2001). “The syllabus is often the initial communica-
tion tool that students receive and is often the most
formal mechanism for sharing information with
students regarding the course” (Eberly, Newton,
Wiggins, 2001, p.56).

“Despite the importance of a syllabus, the
structures and formats of written syllabi tend to be
handed down from one generation to the next, rarely
considered as part of curriculum redesign” (Eberly,
Newton, Wiggins, 2001, p.56). Eberley et. al (2001)
further concluded that, “Nothing substantial drives

syllabus construction. With the whirlwind of respon-
sibilities surrounding the initiation of new faculty
and development of new courses, syllabus construc-
tion becomes a minor task” (Eberly, Newton,
Wiggins, 2001, p.71).

Given that a well-developed syllabus provides a
sound framework for the course being taught, as well
as security and direction for students, what steps can
be followed in creating an effective syllabus? The
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Evaluation (NCATE) outlines a sound structure to
follow when developing a course syllabus. Using
NCATE criterion, the Department of Human and
Community Resource Development (HCRD) at The
Ohio State University is striving to meet the needs of
students in the classroom by developing a uniform
department-wide framework for all course syllabi.
This article provides a thorough examination, and
examples, of the elements contained in the HCRD
syllabi, which can be used by professors in any
discipline across colleges of agriculture to strengthen
the effectiveness of their course syllabi.

Bers, et al. (1996), suggest that the integrity of a
syllabus is important for administrative purposes
because (1) syllabi are explicit public descriptions of
courses, (2) they can and often are used as evidence in
grievance and judicial hearings, and (3) they are used
routinely to determine course equivalency in transfer
situations. Because syllabi serve these functions,
they form a contract between the student and the
university.

According to McKeachie, the syllabus is organiza-
tional and centered around a schedule of assign-
ments, tests, and topics (McKeachie, 1999).
McKeachie also views the syllabus as a contract. He
recommends that professors listen to student input
and consider alternative ways in which students can
achieve class goals. His assertion is that “students
who have options and a sense of personal control are
likely to be more highly motivated for learning”
(McKeachie, 1999, p. 17). In addition, McKeachie
(1978) contends that while instructors are developing
the syllabus, they are forced to carefully consider the
topics to be covered, the dates that assignments will
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be due, the dates that exams will be administered,
and especially the objectives that will be reached
(McKeachie, 1978).

When purposefully selecting the objectives that
will be reached, the professor is focusing on learning
rather than teaching, which requires a shift from an
overview of what the instructor will teach, to consid-
eration of what students need in order to be success-
ful learners. The syllabus then is the first opportunity
to introduce the learner-centered paradigm to
students and to describe for them the roles and
responsibilities that both professors and students
share in the class (Diamond, 1997, p. ix). Allowing
students to review the course syllabus and then
offering input into its content, enables them to take
part in its development, and therefore take owner-
ship in their learning. Instructors must take advan-
tage of this opportunity for student-
centered learning.

The front page of the syllabus
contains contact information so that
students can reach the professor or
teaching assistant (TA) if they have
questions regarding the course. The information
listed should include, but is not limited to: the
instructor's name, office address and telephone
number, e-mail address, fax number, office hours,
staff assistant contact information and teaching
assistant contact information. An example of such
contact information is shown in Figure 1:

Provide the course description for students so
that there is an immediate clear picture of the course

intent. Write a broad overview of the course that
captures the nature of the course, but avoids specific
details. Using active tense pulls the student into the
present. Figure 2 shows an example of a course
description.

Incorporate the course objectives into the
syllabus immediately following the course descrip-
tion so that students begin to get a sense of “belong-
ing” because they see that the objectives will meet
their needs in their program of study. Also, by placing
detailed objectives in the syllabus, which is generally
given to students on the first day of the course,
students will be able to read the objectives, and
immediately ask questions about the objectives for
the course. An example of course objectives is shown
in Figure 3:

Construction of the syllabus will include the
following statements according to NCATE criterion:

1. Off-campus field experiences
2. Diversity Statement
3. Technology Statement
4. Academic Misconduct Statement

5. Statement of Students'
Rights

Figures 4 through 8 provide
examples of these statements (other
institutions may have specific
statements).

The course outline is the heart
of the syllabus and requires much
thought, sequencing, and refine-
ment across time. The course

outline should include, at a minimum, each class
date, the topic that will be taught each day, and the
reading assignment that must be completed before

class to adequately prepare for the
session. Figure 9 is an example of the
course outline (where “T” = “Tues-
day” class meeting, and “R” =
“Thursday” class meeting).

By providing a course outline,
students preview the topic for each
class period. They can then be fully
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prepared to engage in scholarly
discussion throughout the course.
Consider including a statement that
says, “Topics and the order will
change as needs dictate”. Since
there are times throughout the
course that an instructor may need
to re-teach or review a topic, which
would dictate a change in the course
outline, adding this statement to the
syllabus permits minor changes to
be made to meet students' needs
(with their prior knowledge of the
potential for change).

Students enter a new course
with an immediate need to know the
course requirements. Course
requirements (Figure 10) include
the title of the assignments and the
number of points each assignment is
worth. Notice in the example the
amount of detail that is provided to
the student . The “Unit o f
Instruction” assignment, and the
“Micro-teaching” assignment are
broken out into phases and/or
sections so that students see the
complete requirement. Students
also immediately see the percent-
ages, and thus the weighted impor-
tance the professor has placed on
each requirement.

The course evaluation includes a
brief description of the specific
criterion the professor will use to
evaluate each assignment. Also, the
course evaluation emphasizes the
due date, and restates the possible
points earned for that assignment.
Add a statement that lets students
know that there is a formal process
in place for their use in inquiring
about a grade. An example might be,
“If you have a question about the
points you received for a particular
item, email Dr. Whittington and
state the specific concern.” An
example of a course evaluation
section is provided in Figure 11
(note that this is the course evalua-
t ion for item 1c, “Unit of
Instruct ion” in the Course
Requirements listed above).

Course Requirements

Course Evaluation
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Grading Scale

Textbook

Additional Readings

Students have the right to know
how many points are needed to
obtain a certain grade in the course.
The grading scale, most often, is a
university-wide standard grading
scale (like the one below from OSU),
or professors may be at liberty to
develop their own scale. Figure 12 is
an example of a standard grading
scale adapted to points.

The syllabus indicates the
complete citation of the text that will
be used for the course. If the book
can be found on the World Wide Web
at a reduced cost, share that infor-
mation with students. Also, if there
is more than one location in which
students can purchase the text;
indicate the location(s) that carry it
(Figure 13).

Other readings may be
assigned throughout the course and
therefore should be listed in the
syllabus with full citations in case
students want to locate them prior
to the date that the topic is pre-
sented. An example of assigned
readings is shown in Figure 14.

A syllabus becomes an integral
part of a professor's course that
encourages and supports the sort of
interactivity and active, purposeful,
effective learning that we want to
p r o m o t e ( D i a m o n d , 1 9 9 7 ) .
Therefore, integrating the NCATE
structure described throughout this
article into a course syllabus will
provide the framework and direc-
tion sought by professors and
students, thus creating the contract
that both parties desire, when the
syllabus is provided to students and
discussed with students on the first
day of class.

Professors will want to analyze
their course syllabi as “well-
considered plans ” in which they are
willing to reinvent some of the
structure according to the students
and the situations they find in their

Conclusion

,
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classes (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995). “Learning
what students value in the syllabus will contribute to
its usefulness as an instrument of education” (Eberly,
Newton, Wiggins, 2001, p. 72).
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