Writing a Syllabus for a Distance Learning Class

Introduction to Distance Learning Syllabi—Worcester Polytechnic Institute
A syllabus is an important document in any class because it informs students of how the class will operate, the policies they must adhere to, when assignments are due, etc. In a distance learning class, the syllabus is an even more important document because it is the main information source about the class. The syllabus for a distance learning class requires much more detail and information than a syllabus used in a traditional class on campus.

In a distance learning class, students may not be able to ask questions about the class, policies, and assignments and get immediate clarification from the instructor.  A detailed syllabus can eliminate many problems.

Benefits of a Well Designed Syllabus

A well designed and detailed syllabus can have the following benefits for instructors and students in distance learning classes:

· Students need less clarification on class details, saving time for both instructors and students. 

· A syllabus helps students who join a class determine if it is the right class for them, allowing them to drop out if necessary. 

· Students have all the details about the class in one document, making it easier for them to find your requirements, policies, etc. 

· A detailed syllabus can serve as a contract between students and faculty. 

Elements of a Distance Learning Syllabus

There are some elements of a distance learning syllabus that are highly recommended and others that are optional, but may provide additional clarification for students depending on your course requirements.

	Recommended Syllabus Element
	Description

	Instructor information
	· Be sure to list your name, title, department, e-mail, phone, and fax. 

· Let students know the best way to contact you. 

	Contact policy
	· Indicate your turnaround time for getting back to students. For example, you may want to indicate that you will respond within 24 hours, Monday through Friday. Let students know whether or not you will be available on weekends. 

· You may want to schedule when students can count on reaching you live either by phone, email, or chat. 

	Course description
	The official description of the course is provided by the school counselor in the course catalog.  You may want to add additional details that better describes what the course will cover.

	Required and optional course materials
	· List all required and optional course materials that students must obtain. If providing book information, be sure to provide the title, author's name, and ISBN. 

· You may also want to mention additional course materials that you will be providing or that will be provided. 

	Course logistics
	This is where you explain course logistics that will make the class run smoothly. For example: 

· When and where does the class start and meet? 
· When are homework assignments due? For example, all homework assignments are due at noon on Mondays. 
· Indicate a naming convention for assignment filenames, if you wish. For example, a homework file must be appended by the student's username, such as homework1-username.doc. This may make it easier for you to manage assignment files you download to your computer. 

· If you require students to submit assignments written in a particular style (i.e. APA or MLA style), mention it here. 

	Learning objectives
	Write learning objectives that explain what students should be able to demonstrate at the end of the course. Consider also indicating how you expect them to demonstrate or fulfill each objective. 

Example:
Upon completing this course, you should be able to:

· Demonstrate a functional understanding of the nature and importance of [content] (fulfilled through discussion board contributions). 

· Define [content] and state how they are related (fulfilled by written assignment). 

· Demonstrate the use of course concepts to solve problems in a real world setting (fulfilled by a group project). 

	Assessment/grading policy
	· Let students know what they will be graded on to assess their achievement of the learning objectives and the criteria that will be used in determining those grades. You may want to explain what constitutes excellent, good, fair, or poor work for each assignment and provide examples of each. 

· Indicate how much of the total course grade each assignment is worth. 

· Indicate how final grades are assigned. For example, a grade of A is given to students receiving at least 93 out of 100 possible points on all graded assignments. 

· Include your policy about the grading of late assignments. 

· You may want to consider including a policy about incomplete grades. 

	Participation policy
	State your participation expectations and policies for the class and any other communication tools (i.e. discussion boards, chats) you use in your course. For example, you should indicate the following: 

· Whether or not participation is required and graded.

· Whether or not discussion board postings are required and graded.  

	Course timeline with content and assignments indicated
	Prepare a list of the topics you will cover in your class, broken out by week, if possible. For each topic, indicate required readings and assignments that are due. Having this amount of detail will be very helpful to your students.

	Assignment details
	· Provide descriptions of the graded assignments and explain the criteria for how they will be graded. For example, describe the purpose of the assignment, list the major elements you are looking for in the assignment, indicate the value of each element to the assignment grade, and criteria you will use for assessing each element of the assignment. 

· Be sure to indicate the due date and the instructions for how to submit the assignment. 

Students will appreciate having details about the assignments at the beginning of the class so they can plan ahead.

	Academic Honesty Policy
	Mention your expectations for academic honesty in the class and include the policies that cover academic honesty.

	Optional Syllabus Element
	Description

	Information on other resources
	If students in your class will be using library, science lab, or computer lab resources to complete their assignments, include an overview of available resources and the policies governing their use.

	Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
	Think of questions you've been asked by past students and either address them in the other sections of your syllabus, or create an FAQ document where you provide answers to the questions students have frequently asked you in the past. This will save you and the students time in the long run.

	Group project guidelines
	If you will be assigning group projects, make it clear why a group project is being assigned and provide guidelines for how you expect the group members to work.


	WRITING A SYLLABUS


By Howard B. Altman, University of Louisville and William E. Cashin, Kansas State University


"Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?"
"That's depends a good deal on where you want to get to."...
(Alice in Wonderland, Chapter VI, P 64; Carroll, 1960) 
	Introduction

	
Etymologically syllabus means a "label" or "table of contents." The American Heritage Dictionary defines syllabus as outline of a course of study. We agree that a syllabus should contain an outline, and a schedule of topics, and many more items of information. However, we suggest that the primary purpose of a syllabus is to communicate to one's students what the course is about, why the course is taught, where it is going, and what will be required of the students for them to complete the course with a passing grade. 

Most of this paper will list suggestions from the literature about what information might be included in your course syllabus. It is extremely unlikely that you will include everything listed. We suggest two criteria in deciding what information to include. First, include all information that students need to have at the beginning of the course; second, include all information that students need to have in writing. We believe that any really important information about the course should be in writing. However, it may be better to introduce some information later in the term, e.g., the details of a required project. To attempt to include every single item of importance in your syllabus is to insure that the student will not read much of it. 

To the experienced teacher, probably few of the items listed in this paper are likely to come as a surprise. However, Lowther, Stark, and Martens (1989) found in their interviews with faculty and in their examinations of syllabi that "obvious" items were often omitted. At the very least we hope this paper will provide the reader with a useful organization of what is already known. 

	Major Content Areas of a Syllabus

	
Course Information. The first items of information in a syllabus should give course information: course title, course number, and credit hours. Also, are there any prerequisites? Is the permission of the instructor required? Include the location of classroom, and the days and hours class/lab/studio/etc. meets. 

Instructor Information. Second, the students need information about the instructor: full name, title; office location (and where to leave assignments), office phone number; office hours. Depending on the size of the class (and other factors), it may be desirable to include an emergency phone number; quite often this can be the number of the department office. Many instructors give the students their home telephone number. If you do, it is well to also list restrictions, e.g., "No calls between 10:30 pm and 8:30 am please." 
Text, Readings, Materials. The syllabus should provide the students with detailed information about the following: 

Textbook(s) -- include the title, author, date (and edition), publisher, cost, where available, (often it is appropriate to indicate why the particular text was chosen and/or how extensively it will be used). 

Supplementary reading(s) - in addition to the detailed bibliographic information about the readings, the syllabus should indicate whether the readings are required or only recommended, and whether the readings are on reserve in the library or available for purchase. Sometimes instructors make their own books available to students. If this is the case for the given course, that information might be included in the syllabus along with whatever conditions apply to their use. 

Materials -- although many courses use only print material, there are a myriad of courses that require additional -- sometimes expensive -- materials, e.g., lab or safety equipment, art supplies, special calculators or even computers, etc. 

Course Descriptions/Objectives. The treatment of this area -- variously called course description, content, goals, objectives -- differ more than any other in the publications we reviewed. 

The bare minimum would be to repeat the description in the course catalog -- assuming that it describes the course with some accuracy. Certainly a paragraph describing the general content of the course -- would not be excessive. Information about instructional methods, e.g., large lecture with small discussion sections, may also be included here. 

Some instructors, who have developed detailed instructional objectives, include them in their syllabi. Such inclusion may result in information of general course goals (e.g., the learning and application of the general principles of..., or the development of the skill..., or the development of a more positive attitude toward...) can help orient the student to the purpose of the course, the instructor's expectations, etc. 

Course Calendar/Schedule. Some instructors are concerned that, if they include a daily - or weekly - schedule of topics to be covered, they can be held legally liable if they depart from it. One remedy for this is to state that the schedule is tentative and subject to change depending upon the progress of the class. In many cases the instructor has only limited flexibility about scheduling anyway, e.g., in a multi-section course where departmental exams are administered on specific dates, or in a course which is a prerequisite for another course (the material has to be -- should be -- covered by the end of the course). If we expect students to meet our deadlines, to plan their work, we must give them the information needed for such planning. 

The calendar or schedule should also include the dates for exams, quizzes, or other means of assessment. 
The calendar should also include due dates for major assignments. For example, when is a paper due; if the topic has to be approved, when; if an outline or draft is an interim step, when it is due. 

Finally, any required special events need to be included in the calendar, e.g., a lecture by a visiting speaker, a dramatic or musical performance, a field trip. 

Course Policies. Every discussion of syllabi we read included something about course policies, although what specifically was included varied. We suggest the following topics: 

Attendance, lateness -- the syllabus should include some statement about attendance (is it required, will students who attend regularly be given a break if the grade is borderline?) and about lateness, at least if it is penalized. (Students who arrive late disturb the class, but on some campuses it is not possible for a student to get from one part of the campus to another within the allotted time; sometimes our colleagues do not let students leave promptly.) 

Class participation -- in the medieval lecture hall, class participation was not an issue, but if students are to learn to apply, analyze, synthesize, etc, they need to be active. Such approaches are contrary to the experiences -- and preferences -- of many students. If active participation is expected, the syllabus needs to say so. It also needs to to explain if/how participation will be graded. 

Missed exams or assignments -- since these affect grades, they are of interest to students. Syllabi should inform the students whether exams and assignments can be made up; statements regarding earning extra credit should also be included if that is an option. 

Academic dishonesty -- in some syllabi this is treated as a separate area. The syllabus should address questions related to cheating and plagiarism. On campuses where these topics are treated in detail in a student handbook, it is sufficient for the syllabus to simply refer the students to that handbook. In the absence of such a resource, details in the syllabus are necessary. Many students actually do not know what constitutes plagiarism. We owe it to the students to explain what is considered to be plagiarism or cheating. 

Grading -- this topic, even more that academic dishonesty, is often treated as a separate area. Given the students' interest in grades, such treatment is certainly defensible. Each syllabus should include details about how the students will be evaluated -- what factors will be included, how they will be weighted, and how they will be translated into grades. 


