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Writing Your Syllabus

Your syllabus is many things: it’s an introduction to you and to the class; it’s a type of agreement between you and your students; and it’s a reference document that you use to launch the class and refer to throughout the semester.  It should clearly communicate your expectations of your students as well as what they can expect from you.  But it can also be a creative document rather than a rigid set of expectations.

Think of your syllabus as a document that conveys your philosophy of teaching.  If it’s all rules and requirements and doesn’t emphasize student learning and the exploration of a topic you all care about, you might want to rethink how you are presenting yourself.  Your syllabus should make clear your general approach to teaching.  Do you expect student participation?  Is the primary method of teaching lecture or discussion?  What do you consider to be the roles of student and instructor?

Make sure you talk through the syllabus in detail on the first day of class and encourage questions.  Stress the parts of the syllabus that are important to you, and make it clear if there are areas that are subject to change.  Allow time at the beginning of the second class to answer questions about the syllabus, and encourage students to feel like this is their syllabus as well as yours.  This might even mean involving students in decisions early in the semester about the assignment structure or the reading.  

Finally, make the syllabus available to your students in electronic format (on a class website, blackboard, or Sakai) so that they always have access.  If you make any changes, send out an email and/or make announcements in class so that everyone’s on the same page.


What do I Include?

The following list explains the common “sections” of a syllabus.  This doesn’t mean you need to include everything mentioned here.  Your goal is to cover the areas you think are necessary to effectively introduce and structure your class.

Important Info. 
Make sure you list pertinent information about the class, usually at the top of the first page: the name and number of the class, the semester, the location and time of class, your name, your office hours, contact information, etc.

Overview 
This might be your course description, or another description of why your course will be interesting and useful to your students.  You might want to mention whether the course fulfills any requirements, so that you can help students evaluate how this class fits into their larger curriculum.  


Learning Objectives
You might have a set of overarching goals for your class, but try to think about these in terms of what you want students to know or be able to do when they finish your class.  These are “outcomes” for the class that will help you plan your assignments.  For example: what are the main concepts that you want students to understand by the end of the semester?  What types of thinking do you want them to develop?  What should they be able to do by the end of the semester (e.g. “Construct an argument about a text/texts and write a persuasive, well-organized paper”)?  If possible, try to state learning objectives in concrete terms with action verbs (analyze, explain, identify, apply, evaluate, demonstrate, etc.).  

Required Texts and Media
What are they?  Where can students access them (e.g. Duke bookstore, Sakai, E-reserves)?  Will you screen films or should students watch them independently?  If so, will they be on reserve at the library?  Do you have optional reading as well as required reading?

Assignments
What will students have to accomplish to complete the class?  Rather than just listing assignments, you might want to offer a short description of each paper, response, presentation, group project, etc.  If you allow (or require) revisions or drafts for written assignments, make this clear.  If students will sign up for presentations or workshops, explain this.  Include page-number guidelines for papers and time requirements for presentations.  If participation is a big component of the final grade, you might want to describe what this entails.  As you write this section, give some thought to the purpose of each assignment.  What are students learning?

Grading
Offer a percentage breakdown or another clear representation of how you will calculate the final grade.  This section of your syllabus can also make clear your grading philosophy.  Will the grade reflect just the quality of the assignments themselves, or will it also take into account level of effort and participation in the course throughout the semester?  If students will engage in collaborative work, will the grade be based on collective or individual performance?

Expectations and Policies
This is where you make clear what you expect out of your students.  It can be difficult to write these rules and regulations without sounding punitive, so try to make it clear why you have these requirements.  For instance, as you detail your attendance policy, explain that the discussion-based nature of this seminar makes the student’s presence in class essential.  The policies you might want to make clear include:

· Attendance – showing up late, not showing up at all
· Deadlines – e.g. how much will a student’s grade suffer if a paper is late?  Under what circumstances will you grant an extension? 
· Electronics – Will you allow computers in class?  What about cell phones?
· Communication – How can students get in touch with you?  Will you have regular office hours?  Do you expect them to check their email for announcements?
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Plagiarism and Academic Integrity – Communicate the university’s policies on plagiarism, perhaps by directing students to https://plagiarism.duke.edu/

You might also want to make clear what you expect from your students in terms of participation and preparedness.   And remember: just as you expect certain things from your students, they should be able to expect certain things from you (reasonably prompt feedback on papers and emails, for example).

Important Resources
This is where you might want to insert a plug for the Writing Studio if you want to encourage your students to make use of these services.  You might also want to list any important resources in your field, including online dictionaries, encyclopedias, or glossaries if you think students will regularly need to access these.

Schedule – The Plan!
This is the tricky part.  What will you teach?  In what order?  Here are some things to keep in mind as you plan out the semester and lay out the topics, reading, and assignments week-by-week: [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Parts of this list were (gratefully) adapted from prior handouts by Heather Mitchell and Erica Fretwell!] 


· As you prepare this section of your syllabus, try to be realistic about how much you can expect students to read.  You might want to cover as much material as you can, but you need to find a good balance between depth and breadth so that you have the opportunity to do careful, in-depth readings of texts.  

· In what order do you want to assign your texts?  Do you want to move chronologically through a historical period or move conceptually through different topics?  As you cover material, keep in mind what sort of contextual knowledge your students will need at each stage.

· Allow yourself some room for changes, perhaps by working in “catch-up” days in your schedule with minimal reading to allow yourself extra time on topics that need it.  You want to avoid changing major aspects of the syllabus (assignment structure, grading policy, etc.) after the semester starts, but you don’t want your syllabus to be rigid and constraining.

· Mix things up!  Try to vary the schedule so that you alternate longer and shorter readings and different genres.  Encourage different types of learning by including group work, presentations, etc.  Think about what kind of assignments might be appropriate besides standard papers.  When students are working on a big assignment, try to include lighter reading loads or assign a film.  Also, keep in mind that a class that meets twice a week will have longer to read over the weekends than they will between a Tuesday and Thursday, for example, so plan out the reading accordingly.

· Make sure you consult the academic calendar so that you’re aware of holidays and breaks (and as you teach you might also keep in mind other campus activities – UNC games, LDOC, rush, etc. – so you’re prepared for other variables that can affect the course of the semester!)  

· What kind of secondary reading will you assign?  Will you have students read critical articles together, or will you assign different pieces to groups of students so that they become aware of a range of critical approaches?

· Space out assignments, making sure that students will have time to receive feedback from you before the next assignment is due.  

· Think about building assignments through the semester.  You might start out with a short response paper or close reading in order to gauge the amount of writing and critical reading assistance your students will need as they prepare for their longer papers.  Do you want students to develop final research papers out of shorter papers?  Think about integrating presentations or assigning annotated bibliographies so students can test out their ideas in relation to what other people have to say about a text or topic.

· If you won’t be providing prompts for assignments, think about allowing paragraph-long proposals or offering to read thesis paragraphs or meet with students so that they can receive a little feedback as part of the process.  You might want to work in time for drafts, revisions, or workshops.   Think about whether you will require drafts/revisions, or whether you will allow students to volunteer them.  


Look at Examples and Share your Syllabus 

Take a look at the bunch of English 26 (and other) syllabi on Blackboard (Pedagogies/Samples/Syllabi) for inspiration.  You might want to talk to past graduate instructors to find out what worked and what didn’t.  Share your syllabi with your advisor and get feedback from peers.  When you’ve taught your class, upload your syllabus to Blackboard/Sakai to inspire others  
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