
Abstract: In recent years, the term student- or learner-centered has been used to describe almost every aspect of higher education, including teaching, classrooms, learning, and the focus of this paper, the syllabus.   This article will introduce readers to the idea of a student-centered syllabus and provide information that may be included to the benefit of both students and faculty.    
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The primary purpose of the traditional syllabus has been to provide a source of information for students about the course they are taking.  Some view it as a “legal document” that serves as a contractual agreement between student and professor while others see this mandatory course component as something covered the first day but never referenced again.  A student-centered syllabus, like the traditional version, also serves to provide information about the course. However, the student-centered syllabus distinguishes itself in several ways, including (Grunert, 1997):
· It is comprehensive and detailed.  In fact, John Lough (in Grunert, 1997) noted that the syllabi of the Carnegie Professor of the Year winners had “detailed precision,” such as clear course objectives, a daily schedule that included specific assignments and due dates, and explicit policies on attendance and grading.    

· It clearly outlines the roles and responsibilities of all participants in the course, professor and student.  

· It discusses the learning strategies used in class, such as role playing, group work, discussions, technology, and other activities.  

· It asserts how a course, including the components of the syllabus, can most effectively support and encourage learning by each student. 

· It encourages movement from the perspective of one professor to the minds of many students.  

Goals of a Student-Centered Syllabus

Because a student-centered syllabus is comprehensive and detailed, Grunert (1997) notes there are a variety of objectives to such a syllabus:

· It encourages and facilitates faculty-student communication and interaction.

· It sets the classroom atmosphere.

· It identifies an instructor’s beliefs about student learning and use of pedagogical methods, such as case studies or use of technology. 

· It addresses the logistical components of the course, such as when classes meet, variations to the course schedule, guest speakers, and a daily calendar.

· It outlines the responsibilities of the students and the instructor. 

· It comments on how students can be successful in the course by providing information on resources and study strategies.  

· It speaks to the nature of active learning.

· It explains the course prerequisites and skills needed prior to taking the course.

· It clearly outlines all aspects of the course to prevent misunderstandings.  

What is the rational for using a student-centered syllabus?

The last several decades have shown a change in our perspective in higher education, from that of teacher to that of learner:  

“A transformation is underway in American Higher Education, shifting the focus away from what faculty members teach to what students learn – from what Barr and Tagg (1995) have called the instructional paradigm to what they call the learning paradigm. This new perspective calls for a shift in the faculty role from disseminator of knowledge to facilitator of learning.  This shift calls for changes in how we think about the courses we teach, how we design students’ learning experiences, and how we articulate our expectations of our students and ourselves”  (Grunert, 1997, pg. viii).  

This shift has been a driving force in how higher education professionals approach the classroom and students.  Providing a learning experience that supports an individual’s growth and development is in line with the creation of a “student-centered” institution, which is Community College of Philadelphia’s professed vision.  The course syllabus is an opportunity for each Community College of Philadelphia instructor to demonstrate to students that we are a student-centered institution, comprised of caring and compassionate faculty who are excited about the learning process and the ultimate success of our students. The student-centered syllabus leads us away from course outlines as simple documents of procedure toward a syllabus that leans more closely to a text for the course
Syllabi Components

Instructor Information  This section should provide the instructor’s name and degree, office location, office hours, and the multiple ways students can contact him/her, including a phone number and email.  It can also include the URL to the instructor’s web site, if available, and contact information for any other individuals who are important to the course, such as Teaching Assistants or Learning Lab Instructors.   This can also be the section where how an instructor wishes to be addressed can be inserted.
Course Information This section should start with basic information, including name of the course, CRN and section number, credit hours, classroom location, days and times the class meets, and course description.  However, it also should go further to explain why the course is offered and how it fits into the larger picture of a degree.  This section should provide an overview of the course, how it is organized and the nature of class sessions.  For example, do class meetings consist mostly of lectures, small group activities, or something else?  Finally, it is important to let students what prerequisites or skills are required to be successful in the course.
Welcome Letter Students can enter college classrooms with a sense of uneasiness and anxiety.  An inviting welcome letter in a syllabus can help to put students at ease by providing a personal touch while giving the instructor an opportunity to show his/her passion for the subject and the course  It is also a good place to discuss professional beliefs on education and student learning, including information on the roles and responsibilities for both instructor and students. In short, this is the section where faculty can present themselves as accessible and interested in both their subject and most importantly their students
Student Learning Outcomes This section should provide explicit statements about the outcomes for the course, providing students a clear understanding of what they will be expected to know or be able to do by the end of the semester.  This section can help keep instructors focused on the course objectives and ensure that what is being taught is aligned with what is being assessed.  
Course Materials This portion of the syllabus should provide students with information about the required textbooks and materials needed for the course.  It would also be a good place to provide suggested readings or additional sources of information for those who may be interested.  
Evaluation Procedures  This section clearly explains to students how they will be assessed, including tests, quizzes, projects, assignments, participation, etc.  It is also useful to discuss the nature of exams (i.e., multiple choice, short answer, etc.) and other expectations instructors have for the assessment measures.  Finally, instructors should clearly explain how students’ final grades will be calculated, including weighted calculations. Again, the goal is to provide students a clear and full picture of expectations.
How to Use the Syllabus The student centered syllabus can be thought of as the central communication document between instructor and student. Rather than handing out the syllabus the first day and trusting that students will reference it throughout the semester, instructors should use the syllabus on an almost daily basis. One technique is to embed specific direction on what to look for in various assignments and formal and informal comments from the instructor ranging from casual allusions to points of interest to ancillary resources that students may wish to access relative to assignments. The point here is to make the syllabus a daily part of your course, another place where your “voice” may be heard by your students.
Resources and Learning Tools  In this section, campus resources and individuals who are available to help students during the semester can be addressed.  Study strategies that have worked for students in the past, including time-management tips, reading methods, and test-taking strategies can be outlined.  Finally, this might also be a good place to include the following statement from the Center on Disability:

It is the policy of the Community College of Philadelphia to accommodate students with disabilities, pursuant to federal and state laws.  Any student with a disability who needs accommodation, for example in arrangements for seating, examinations, use of a tape-recorder, note-taking, or access to information on the web should inform the instructor at the beginning of the course.  Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact the Center on Disability, which is located in the Mint building on the first floor, M1-22.  Their telephone number is 215-751-8050; additional information about their services can be found on the College’s website, under http://www.ccp.edu/site/academic/cod/.  

Course Calendar Students like to know what they will cover and when.  It helps them to be prepared for class and can keep instructors on task.  In this section, a day-by-day plan of topics or activities, assignment due dates, test dates, and other important events, such as no class or deadlines (i.e., last day to drop a course without penalty of an F grade) may be provided.  It’s also a good idea to note that the schedule is tentative to accommodate unforeseen circumstances and how changes to the schedule will be communicated
Policies and Procedures It is important that your students know and understand your classroom rules and procedures.  In this section, you can discuss your stance on attendance and tardiness, classroom participation and rules, make-up exams/quizzes, late work, and extra credit, in addition to any other policies you enforce in your class.  It is also very important to address the college’s policy on academic dishonesty; more information on the “Know the Code” campaign that addresses academic honesty and other integrity issues can be obtained from http://faculty.ccp.edu/faculty/bseymour/KnowtheCode.htm.  
Other tips and suggestions

· Upload your syllabus online; this can transfer the responsibility for learning on to the student when and if it is lost.  It also provides more accessibility to students, including those with visual disabilities or ESL students, and an extra option to have the information read to them (with the appropriate software) for auditory learners. 

· Try to have headings and font variations to separate the sections; this gives it a visual appeal that makes it easy to read and easy to locate information quickly.

· Consider giving a syllabus quiz to ensure students understand the components to your syllabus and to reinforce its importance to the course.

· Ask someone unfamiliar with your class to review your syllabus for clarity.

· Visit the Prakitikos website at http://faculty.ccp.edu/faculty/praktikos/studentcenteredsyllabuspresentation.htm   for a downloadable syllabus template along with two sample syllabi.
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Useful Web Sites 

http://www.clt.cornell.edu/campus/teach/faculty/TeachingMaterials.html 

http://www.usc.edu/dept/ARR/private/forms/Curr_Hb_06_version_9_Mar07Web_Version.pdf
http://www.clt.odu.edu/docs/syll_checklist/clt_learner_centered_syllabus_checklist_sept2005.pdf 

http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/syllab-4.htm
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