Syllabus Design Guidelines

Version 8 (2026-2027)*

Overview
Conveying a Learning Environment

A well-designed, student-centered syllabus can be a powerful tool for student success by clearly
communicating course expectations. These guidelines provide several ideas to assist you in this
important aspect of your teaching.

Consider describing how the learning environment fosters a positive learning experience for a
diverse array of learners and describing your expectations for successful student behaviors.

Components of the Syllabus

Our syllabus guidelines balance the substantial autonomy each of our instructors has in course
design with the value of giving our students consistent information about what they can expect in
our courses.

Every syllabus must describe the policies and required elements that will create the essential
experience of the course, such as required texts or materials, graded elements of the course and
deadlines, the overall grading scheme, and other policies (such as extensions or attendance) that
could impact the student’s grade. The absence of such elements can introduce liability and
challenges to the grades determined by the instructor, and the College’s accreditors will review
our syllabi for these elements when we undergo review.

We also strongly recommend statements on topics such as academic honesty, academic support,
accommodations and support for students with disabilities, religious observances, and Title [X.
Such statements align with our values and represent a proactive and preventative approach to
issues important to our students and the wider Grinnell community. They help our students
understand what to expect in our courses and resources they can draw on to help them thrive,
academically and personally. Additionally, in some cases, such statements help the College
fulfill our obligations under the law.

This document provides explanations and model language that will support your efforts to craft
these syllabus components for each of your courses.

Faculty should provide a copy of the course syllabus to their enrolled students, to their
department chair, and to the Dean’s Office (via their Academic Program Assistants) at the start
of the semester.? After the syllabus is shared, we suggest instructors make changes to the
syllabus thoughtfully and sparingly. Instructors must balance progression through a pre-

! This document was prepared with input from the Academic Success Center, Accessibility and Disability
Resources, the Dean’s Office, and the Writing Center across many years. It was fully revised with assistance from
faculty and staff of the Assessment and Curriculum Committees, in 2016-17 and 2017-18. Further updates by the
CTL correct outdated information and increase accessibility of the document.

2 According to the Faculty Handbook: “Each faculty member should prepare a short syllabus for each course the
faculty member is teaching. Copies should go to the department chair and to the students enrolled in the course.”
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determined syllabus with “just-in-time teaching” to allow a course to flow with the students’
interests and learning. When instructors must make minor changes to the syllabus during the
semester, they should announce these modifications to the entire class and provide the changes in
writing as far in advance as possible. Any changes (even extensions, in some cases) can disrupt
students’ schedules and the timing of their work.’

Accessibility and Organization

Accessibility

In addition to print, provide your syllabus in an accessible electronic format, preferably in an
online location before the first day of class. Accessible digital content benefits most students.
Accessible content is compatible with assistive technologies and is rapidly customizable for
students with disabilities. Aspire to build an exemplary syllabus according to Universal Design
of Learning principles, as reflected in the Faculty Instructional Resources provided by
Accessibility and Disability Services.

Students appreciate well-organized, easy-to-navigate content that helps them find information
quickly. Increase readability by using legible fonts and clearly ordered section headings. Aim to
provide sufficient guidance while avoiding a text heavy document. Posting the syllabus online
allows students to access course information from any place at any time. Try one of these
formats:

e Share your syllabus as an accessible Word document: Start with a Microsoft Word
document using “styles” (Alt +H, L) to format the headings and other elements. Fix all
accessibility issues identified by the Accessibility Checker (Alt+ F, I, I, A).

e Create your syllabus in Canvas: Canvas has a built in Syllabus creation tool. In the course
navigation menu, select “Syllabus” and click “edit” to open the syllabus editor.

Your Academic Assistant (AA) can help with making your syllabus accessible and with creating
electronic course materials.

Instructor Information

Help the students learn a little about you and your teaching philosophy so you can begin building
a relationship with the students. Offer varied ways to contact you with questions or concerns by
posting student drop-in hours, email address, phone numbers, or other opportunities for
instructor-student interaction.

Class Format and Description

Help the students know they are in the right place by listing the course name, number, and
description. Describe the learning goals and outcomes for the course. Let students know about
how you structure the course activities including group work, technology use, discussions,
hands-on applications, etc.

3 Students typically take four courses and make plans to accomplish the work required in all four courses
simultaneously. Faculty do not always realize what difficulty they cause even the most conscientious student when
they suddenly announce an additional reading or assignment which is not on the syllabus.
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Learning Outcomes

Strive to include 3 to 6 major things that you want students to be able to do upon completing the
course. Use specific action verbs to describe what you will observe to know what students are
able to do, value, or know. Tie these desired learning outcomes directly to your assignments and
grading rubrics. When possible, connect your learning outcomes to your Departmental Learning
Outcomes, and possibly to the College-wide Learning Outcomes.

Avoid non-quantifiable terms such as to “understand” or to “know.” The Center for Teaching,
Learning, and Assessment has resources to help you with writing learning outcomes.
Appropriately tune your learning outcomes to the unique characteristics of your course,
including: a) class size, b) course level, ¢) enrolled students’ characteristics and incoming
knowledge, and d) how your course relates to other courses within the department’s curriculum.
Consider consulting a knowledge taxonomy such as Bloom’s or Dee Fink’s (2003) “Taxonomy
of Significant Learning. *

Course Work Expectations
Texts and Materials

Beginning in the Fall of 2025, Grinnell has an inclusive access program for textbooks and other
required course materials. GrinnBooks ensures that all students can acquire required course
materials by including books as part of their tuition. Students can choose to opt-out of this
program and obtain materials on their own, so you should still list all texts, software, supplies,
and other materials they must obtain to be successful in your course and tell the students why
you selected these texts or materials. You are still welcome and encouraged to work with the
Libraries to explore alternatives to traditional commercially available texts where possible for
your classes, but you are not limited in the books that you can adopt for your classes. Although
electronic formats are the default, you may elect to have books provided for your students in
hard copy (provided sufficient copies are able to be obtained). For more details, consult
GrinnBooks information for faculty.

Schedule: Course Events and Due Dates

The schedule helps students to plan their study. List the topics, readings, questions, or
discussions in chronological order along with the assignment and assessment due dates. Include
enough information about the topics, context, key events, and dates to guide students through the
course. Clearly indicate when you will provide additional information at a later date. Do not
forget to add dates for breaks into the syllabus and honor these breaks by not assigning more
work. Appropriately sequence and space out coursework across the semester so that students are
not expected to turn in all work within a short period at the end of the course.

Let students know when aspects of the schedule are tentative. If the schedule changes, notify the
class as soon as possible, both in writing and as an in-class announcement.

Mid-Semester Breaks

Honor mid-semester breaks by not having major assignments due the week after the break, other
than, perhaps, typical amounts of reading/work for the next class period. Major assignments due
after break prevent students from using their break as a break. In addition, noting break times on
the syllabus helps students (and you!) plan.
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End-of-Semester Work

The end of the semester ought to allow a student to wrap up any project(s) and demonstrate
competency in the subject. However, give thought to how much you want to require of your
students at the end of the semester. It is not appropriate to assign a paper/project, and an oral
presentation, and an exam all to be due in the last week or two of the semester. This is too much
work for one course when students are taking 3-4 courses at a time. A more reasonable approach
is one larger assignment due in the final weeks of the semester and one final exam, paper, or
presentation during Finals Week.

Final Exams and Finals Week
Two College policies are especially important for planning your finals week.

First, aside from work from students who have received formal approval for an Incomplete, all
work is due to instructors by 5 p.m. on the Friday of finals week—period. If work is handed
in after this time, the student must petition CAS for approval to be graded.

Second, exams administered during finals week must follow the finals week schedule (always
available among the registrar’s resources for faculty). The schedule is an important tool for
helping students plan their work at the end of the semester.

If you or students have questions about the finals schedule, reach out to the Registrar.

Expectations

In addition to serving as a roadmap to students by outlining course assignments, due dates, and
the breakdown of the grade for the course, the syllabus is an explicit statement of your
expectations. This frequently relates to your policies for the course. To keep the tone positive: 1)
focus on learning by connecting policies to clear pedagogical purposes and 2) avoid focusing on
punishments for violating policies. Frame policies in positive ways. Consider including
statements about class participation, academic honesty, late work, class attendance, and
willingness to accommodate students with disabilities. Our Best Practices for Classroom
Accommodations will be helpful in these efforts.

Explain why you have these expectations. For example, participation is a significant component
of most courses at Grinnell College. Describe, either in writing or orally, the reasons that
students need to participate in and outside of the classroom and how. You may say, for instance,
that one of the goals for the course is to develop skills for collaboration, or that everyone has
something to learn from other students, or that learning to take risks—and even to be wrong
sometimes!—is an important skill.

Student Workload

Help students succeed in your course by explicitly stating how much time a student can expect to
spend studying for the course. For example, you might indicate, “I expect students to spend
about 1-2 hours preparing outside of class for each class session, including reading and assigned
homework (such as problem sets or discussion questions); larger writing assignments, projects,
or exam preparation will likely add an average of 4-6 hours per week, but that may be spread out
unequally over the semester,” The assignments and assessments for the course should be closely
related to the stated learning outcomes.
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Grinnell College defines four credits as equivalent to an expected average of three hours per
week of in-class instruction and 9 hours per week of out-of-class time (totaling 12 hours of
academic work per week) over 15 weeks, including the final exam period.* This standard allows
for different pedagogies, and can be applied, with the appropriate scaling, to short courses of
various formats. Consider this definition carefully as you plan class sessions and the work
students will complete outside of class. Be sure you are accounting for the time required for the
average student to complete readings or assignments when you are determining workload. This
Course Workload Estimator from Rice University may be helpful in your planning. Faculty are
advised to require attendance only during the published times for their course. If you expect
students to meet or to participate in events outside of your regular class meetings, include these
expectations clearly in your syllabus. It is unreasonable to expect that everyone in your class will
be able to participate at times outside of class (e.g., for a field trip, to watch a film, or to hear a
visiting speaker), so you should consider ways in which students can most reasonably
compensate for missing an outside-of-class event if they are unable to participate.

Student Resources

Provide general information about student-oriented campus resources (e.g., the Academic
Success Center, Writing, Reading, and Speaking Center, and librarians) and highlight specific
additional resources that may be unique to the course. Our website includes an array of
Academic Resources for students. You may also wish to include other support and resources,
such as Student Health & Wellness, Financial Services (including First Gen and Low Income
support), and places for Social Connections.

Late Work

Clearly explain your class policies related to accepting and grading late work from students. Do
you accept assignments after the due date? How does late submission affect the grade? You are
neither expected nor encouraged to provide infinite flexibility (this does not help you or your
students), but do consider policies that allow for a reasonable number of “life happens” or “no
questions asked” extensions. Such policies make extensions equally accessible to all students and
prevent you from needing to make many case-by-case judgement calls.

Course Policies
Grading

Describe the graded course elements and list their due dates, weight within the final grade, and
connection to the learning outcomes. Ensure the student workload is appropriate for the credit
value of the course.

Assessment Alignment

Clearly indicate how each major assessment activity connects to at least one course learning
outcome. Ask yourself which assignments (i.e., paper, exam, oral presentation, etc.) are
measuring mastery for each learning outcome. Ensure that the weighting of assessments reflects
the importance of each learning outcome. For example, if learning to write in the discipline is a
key learning objective, writing assignments should dominate the grading scheme.

4 This definition was discussed and formulated by the Curriculum Committee in 2015-16, and with the whole faculty
in May 2016.
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Grading Process

Make your grading formula clear to students on your syllabus and consider using the grading
tool available in the learning management system. Describe all graded elements in the course,
including the due date, criteria for success, and information to be assessed.

Give students multiple opportunities to practice the material in your course and receive feedback.
Grading and returning student work with comments in a timely fashion aids student success.
Build assessments to increase in complexity throughout the course, and schedule at least one
assessment early in the semester. By the midpoint of the semester (if not well before!), students
should have a good idea of where they stand in the course. Ideally, students will have completed
multiple (graded) assignments or exams and will be aware of their progress by the withdrawal
deadline.

If discussion, participation, and/or attendance is a requirement of the course and is grade-
dependent, provide students concrete feedback on their performance along this dimension. If
participation and oral skills are a significant part of the grade in the course, as may well be true
in seminars for example, explain how you are evaluating participation and provide students
written feedback within the first several weeks of the semester.

If students are earning a sub-standard grade or are in such danger at any point in the semester,
clearly communicate this to them, preferably in person as well as in writing. Please regularly use
the Salesforce Advisor Link (SAL) Academic Alert system that the Academic Success Center
coordinates.

Assignment Descriptions

Clearly define the basic features of the major summative assessment activities within a
prominent and easily identifiable location, such as a section labeled “Assignments.” Provide
instructions that include a rationale for the assessment activity and the scoring criteria. Make
sure that students understand your expectations related to the low-stakes, formative assessments,
such as homework and discussions, that will be available as practice opportunities throughout the
course.

Writing Assignments

If you assign papers, when will you hand out the writing assignment? Including both the start
date and the due date on the syllabus helps students plan on a particular period of time to work
on the paper. Following universal design principles, explain assignments both orally and in
writing, using a separate sheet of written instructions. Scaffold larger assignments such as
research papers so that they are segmented into manageable steps.

Reading Assignments

Faculty should be realistic about the amount of reading they expect students to complete. More is
not necessarily better, nor is it a sign of a superior course, teaching style, or instructor. When an
assignment is very difficult to complete in the allotted time, students may just “throw in the
towel,” realizing that even their best efforts will be insufficient.

It is helpful, especially as you introduce a new section of material, to provide guidance about the
reading. Is there a part of the reading assignment that students should give more time and
attention to than another part? What might they skim? What information should the students look
for? Specific direction and instruction to prepare students for a reading assignment facilitates
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more productive class discussions and prepares students to follow the professor’s line of
questioning. Some faculty say, “But [ want the students to be able to set up their own questions!”
As in the case of giving very specific instructions when assigning papers, you will get better
quality output from your students if you are equally directive about reading assignments or
slowly build the skills for them to start asking questions for themselves.

Deadlines

Consider how the timing of your deadlines can nudge students toward better sleep and time
management behaviors. For example, a “due at the beginning of class” deadline is more likely to
promote all-nighters, or late nights, than a deadline of 9 pm, which allows time to submit the
assignment, wind down or socialize, and still get adequate sleep. Further, consider scaffolding
larger assignments into smaller deadlines to help prevent procrastination and overwhelm (which
tend to lead to poor work and can also contribute to “cheating” behaviors).

And please do not forget your own workload in distributing assignments — what is a reasonable
number and type of assignments for you to provide feedback on? Look at the assignment
schedule for all your courses when determining due dates and think about how to manage your
own time and workload.

Class Attendance

There is no college-wide attendance policy or regulations regarding class attendance with respect
to how they affect a student’s course grade. During the second full week of classes, you will be
asked to report the most recent date of attendance for all students in your course in order to
verify course rosters and to maintain institutional compliance with federal financial aid
regulations, but this is unrelated to your individual course attendance policy. You determine the
class attendance policy for your course and are responsible for informing students of the policy.
Nonetheless, faculty should reasonably accommodate absences due to disability, illness,
religious observances, and varsity athletic competitions. Student athletes should notify you in
advance, in writing, of their travel and competition schedule. Students missing class for any
reason should arrange with you to complete work due at that time, or work associated with
missed class periods, as appropriate.

The Student Handbook encourages students to participate actively in class and discourages
absences>:

Students are expected to participate actively in classes. It is important that students avoid class
absences. A student who has been absent for any reason is still responsible for all work in the
course. Individual instructors determine the effect of absences upon course grades. An instructor
may recommend to the Committee on Academic Standing that a student be dropped or
withdrawn from a course because of excessive absences. (See policy on Instructor-Initiated
Course Drop or Withdrawal.)

If a student is ill and must miss class, they should refer to the syllabus in that course and follow
the absence/make-up policy established by the professor. If no absence policy has been

52024-2025 Student Handbook Policies and Procedures Class Attendance section: Class Attendance. (n.d.).
Retrieved July 10, 2025
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established, the student should contact the professor prior to or as soon as possible after the
absence to discuss whether the absence will be excused and whether make-up work will be
accepted. In all cases, it is the instructor's decision whether to excuse the student from class.

Grinnell College acknowledges and embraces the religious diversity of its faculty, students and
staff. Faculty and students share responsibility to support members of our community who
observe religious holidays. Students are expected to provide a notice of religious holidays and
practices which would require an absence within the first three weeks of the semester. If notice is
provided after that it is up to the discretion of the professor if assignments can be adjusted.
Faculty members will make reasonable efforts to accommodate students who need to be absent
from examinations or class due to religious observance. Students are responsible for completing
any part of the course work, including examinations, which they have missed due to religious
observance, and faculty members are responsible for giving them the opportunity to do so.

Academic Honesty Expectations

Academic honesty is fundamentally about students accurately representing the work they submit
as their own and appropriately citing or acknowledging the use of other resources or contributors
to that work. Grinnell’s Academic Honesty resources include our catalog’s language that sets
basic assumptions and expectations regarding collaboration, outside resources on exams, and
citation/acknowledgement, including for LLMs and other generative artificial intelligence (Al).
It is strongly recommended that you clearly and explicitly indicate to your students what work
they can collaborate with other students on (and to what degree) and what work students should
complete independently, as well as the academic conventions of citing/acknowledging others’
work in your class and your discipline. Indicate your preferred systems for citation. You should
also state when and how students may (or may not) use generative AI/LLMs/chatbots as a
resource (e.g., is it allowable for writing a draft or outline? Generating ideas? “Polishing” or
condensing writing? Translation?). The more specific you can be about both your expectations
and class policies as well as your reasoning for your decisions, the less likely students are to
engage in inappropriate academic behaviors, intentionally or unintentionally. Consider including
in your syllabus a statement such as the following sample:

Sample. Grinnell College’s Academic Honesty policy is located in the online Academic
Catalog. I expect, and trust, that as developing scholars you want to behave in
academically honest ways and I will aim to provide you with the appropriate guidance
and instruction to do so. In this course, it is my expectation that students may collaborate
on the following assignments [add detail], but not on the following assignments [add
detail]. You [may/may not] use generative Al (e.g., LLMs such as ChatGPT or Claude,
image generators such as Sora) in this course for [specify types of use or assignments].
[Insert your own rationale related to ethics, student learning, or other principles here.] If
you have questions about a particular assignment, the College’s policy, or the course
policy, I will gladly consult with you in advance of the assignment’s due date.

You may also choose to indicate broad policies in the syllabus and state that specific guidance
will be supplied as part of each individual assignment or assignment type.
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Learning Environment

Set the stage for the environment you want to create within your classroom. Use a positive,
respectful, and inviting tone throughout the syllabus by using personal pronouns such as you, we,
us instead of impersonal words like “the students,” “the course,” or “they.” Directly address the
student as a competent, engaged learner and invite students to engage in and take ownership of
their own learning. Design the syllabus as a “promise” that students will achieve important
learning outcomes through mutual effort by instructor and students. Help students see the
relevance of the course by making explicit connections between course content and paths to
answering “big life questions” or long-term goals. Emphasize a collaborative spirit by focusing
on what students and instructors do. Consider setting a tone of inclusivity by noting your
preferred personal pronouns and encouraging the students offer theirs.

Clearly communicate high expectations for student success and project confidence that students
can meet your expectations through engagement with the course materials, on assignments, and
in the classroom. Offer tips and strategies for how to meet and exceed expectations by providing
information about review sessions, student drop-in hours, additional background material, etc.

Look at the existing content of your courses for opportunities to support the goal of full inclusion
of a diverse array of learners. Each student brings one or more ethnic or racial backgrounds,
different abilities, nationality (educational systems and expectations are vastly different across
the United States and around the world), culture, health, prior exposure to higher education (first-
generation students), social class (financial resources), religious heritage, etc. Each of these
dimensions affects the expectations they bring to your course and how they will learn in your
class. This information begs at least two things from you: first, to be as explicit as possible about
your expectations (the unwritten rules or expectations you have that live only in your head may
not be in theirs), and second, to identify those things you are already doing that serve to support
multicultural goals and full inclusion. You do not necessarily need to add more, but rather you
might be able to do differently.

Students with Disabilities®

By law and ethical commitment, the College makes accommodations for students with
disabilities. We encourage you to make a statement on your syllabus that reflects your personal
style and indicates your willingness to work with the diverse learners in your classroom. If you
will be having students with exam accommodations use the Steiner testing center, we
recommend explicitly mentioning this plan in the syllabus. Consider using or adapting the
following sample statement:

Sample: Grinnell College makes reasonable accommodations for students with
documented disabilities. Students with disabilities partner with Accessibility and
Disability Resources (ADR) to make academic accommodation letters available to
faculty via the accommodation portal. If you have not already worked with the Office of
Disability Resources and believe you may require academic accommodations for this
course, Disability Resources staff can be reached via e-mail at access@grinnell.edu, by
making an appointment via the accommodation portal, or by stopping by Steiner Hall.

¢ Retrieved in part from Disability Resources on GrinnellShare:
https://grinco.sharepoint.com/sites/DisabilityResources/SitePages/Resources-for-Faculty.aspx
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To help ensure that your access needs are met, I encourage individual students to meet
with me during so we can have a discussion about your distinctive learning needs and
applying your accommodations within the context of this course. If you have exam
related accommodations, please note that I recommend using the Steiner Testing Center
for our course exams. Please contact testingcenter@grinnell.edu as soon as possible to
make a reservation for our course exams.

Religious Observance

As a body, the Grinnell College faculty has affirmed the importance of allowing students the
flexibility to meet both class obligations and religious ones. Choose or modify one of the
following for your syllabus.

Sample 1: I encourage students who plan to observe holy days/times that coincide with
class meetings or assignment due dates to consult with me in the first three weeks of
classes so that we may reach a mutual understanding of how you can meet the terms of
your religious observance and also the requirements for this course.

Sample 2: Grinnell College offers alternative options to complete academic work for
students who observe religious holy days/times. Please contact me within the first three
weeks of the semester if you would like to discuss a specific instance that applies to you.

Academic Support

We recommend including a statement about the Academic Success Center that follows other
mentions of support such as accommodation and religious observances.

Sample: If you have other needs not addressed above, please let me know soon so that
we can work together for the best possible learning environment. In some cases, [ will
recommend consulting with the Academic Success Center (ASC). They are an excellent
resource for developing strategies for academic success and can connect you with other
campus resources as well. If I notice that you are encountering difficulty and I have
reached out to you and not received a response, or if you have missed multiple class
sessions or are not meeting our class objectives repeatedly, I will submit an academic
alert via the Academic Success Center’s SAL portal. This alert is a communication about
my concern with the goal of providing you information. It also informs your adviser(s),
coach(es), and the ASC staff so that they can reach out to you with offers of support.

Title IX and Pregnancy-Related Conditions

Students may disclose information to you regarding Title IX related matters—sexual harassment,
pregnancy, unequitable athletic opportunities. Faculty are required to report any knowledge of
sexual harassment to the Title IX Coordinator. Upon disclosure of a pregnancy, pregnancy
related condition, or parenting student in need of support, faculty are required to advise a student
of their resources under Title IX.

We strongly recommend providing this statement (exactly) in your class materials as a notice for
students:

Statement: Grinnell College is committed to providing learning, living, and working
environments free from discrimination and harassment. For this reason, it is important to
report if you or someone you know is experiencing any form of sexual harassment. Your
professor is responsible to pass reports made to them to the Title IX Coordinator. If you
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want to make a report to a confidential resource, your professor can direct you to those
spaces.

If you are a pregnant student, have pregnancy-related conditions, or are a parenting
student who wishes to request reasonable related supportive measures from the College
under Title IX, please email the Title IX Coordinator at titleix@grinnell.edu. The Title IX
Coordinator will work with Disability Resources and your professors to provide
reasonable supportive measures in support of your education while pregnant or as a
parent.
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