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Learner-centered syllabi
General tips for preparing effective syllabi

Syllabus quizzes



The purposes of a syllabus
The syllabus as a contract (Parkes & Harris, 2002)

The syllabus as a permanent record of 
course requirements and content (Parkes & 
Harris, 2002)

The syllabus as a learning tool for students 
(Parkes & Harris, 2002)

The syllabus as a way to communicate your 
teaching philosophy and your personality 
(Richmond, 2017)



Preparing an effective syllabus:  
Learner-centered syllabi
Learner-centered syllabi v. teacher-centered syllabi 
(Cullen & Harris, 2009; Richmond, 2016)

Student perceptions (Richmond, Slattery, Mitchell, Morgan, 
& Becknell, 2016)
As compared to students who read a teacher-centered 

syllabus, students who read a learner-centered syllabus: 
 Rated the instructor as having better rapport with students
 Rated the instructor  as being more 

approachable/personable, creative/interesting, 
encouraging/caring, enthusiastic, flexible/open-minded, and 
happy/positive
 Remembered more elements of the syllabus



Preparing an effective syllabus:  
Learner-centered syllabi
Key elements that define a learner-centered 
approach to syllabi (Cullen & Harris, 2009)
An attempt to create community
A sharing of power and control of what is learned
A focus on assessment tied directly to learning 

outcomes
Rubrics for learner-centered syllabi (Cullen & Harris, 
2009; Richmond, 2016)

Examples of teacher-centered v. learner-
centered language in a syllabus (Richmond, 2016)



Preparing an effective syllabus:  
General tips
Use warm and friendly language (Richmond, 2016)
Rationale for assignments (Zinn, 2009)
Share personal experiences (Collins & Miller, 1994), humor, 
and compassion
Use of images made no difference in students’ impressions of 
the course and the instructor (Harrington & Gabert-Quillen, 
2015)
Write a longer, more detailed syllabus
 As compared to students who read a brief syllabus, students who 

read a more detailed syllabus rated the instructor higher on several 
characteristics of teacher effectiveness (Saville, Zinn, Brown, & 
Marchuk, 2010)
 As compared to students who read short syllabi (6 pages), students 

who read medium (9 pages) or long (15 pages) syllabi had more 
positive impressions of the course and the instructor (Harrington & 
Gabert-Quillen, 2015)

https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/creating-the-foundation-for-a-warm-classroom-climate


Preparing an effective syllabus:  
General tips (Richmond, 2017)

An effective syllabus should include the 
following:
A statement of your teaching philosophy
Information about campus resources
Assignment descriptions
How to succeed in the course
Common pitfalls that students encounter

The syllabus should be made available to 
students before the first day of class



Syllabus quizzes
Students who completed a take-home syllabus 
quiz did better on a subsequent in-class syllabus 
quiz than students who did not complete the 
take-home quiz (Raymark & Connor-Greene, 2002)

Syllabus quizzes should be worded from the 
perspective of the instructor, such as, “A 
student comes to you and…” (Richmond, 2017)

More than one syllabus quiz should be given 
(Richmond, 2017)
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