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SYLLABUS DESIGN FOR LEARNING
10 elements for creating a clear, meaningful 

and useful learner-centred syllabus



Checking in:

On this sheep 

scale, how 

do you feel 

today? 



Land Acknowledgment
I wish to acknowledge this land on which the 

University of Toronto operates. For thousands of 

years, it has been the traditional land of the Huron-

Wendat, the Seneca, and the Mississaugas of the 

Credit. Today, this meeting place is still the home 

to many Indigenous people from across Turtle 

Island and we are grateful to have the opportunity 

to work on this land.

What commitments did you make during National 

Indigenous History Month?



• Is there anything 
about the virtual 
space that we 
should address 
now?

• Are there any other 
access needs that 
might affect your 
participation in the 
session that we 
could address?

We understand access to be a 
shared responsibility between 
everyone in this space. We will 
strive to create an accessible 
space that reduces the need 
for you to disclose a disability or 
impairment for the purposes of 
gaining an accommodation. In 
doing this together,  we strive 
to welcome disability, and the 
changes it brings, into our 
space.

Access Check



Learning Outcomes

By the end of the this session, you should be able 

to:

• explore a range of considerations for 

integrating resiliency in effective syllabus 

design; 

• adapt strategies to leverage your syllabus as a 

tool for learning; 

• review key components of a syllabus.

Today’s Resources: OneDrive shareable document; 

sample syllabus; syllabus checklist 



The Importance 
of Resilience in 
Course Design



Resilience Defined 
(from Resiliency Series)

Adversity

Access to 
Resources

Positive 
Adaptation

 Resilience is the capacity to 

meet and positively adapt to 

adversity and the capacity to 

bounce back from setbacks.

 Resilience is not just an 

individual capacity – it is also 

the capacity of a community 

to provide relevant and 

accessible resources of 

support.

(Ye, Strietholt, Blömeke, 2021; Holdsworth, Turner, and 
Scott-Young, 2018; Ungar, 2016; Martin, 2013.)



Integrating Resiliency to Create a 
Positive Course Culture

• Resilient course design builds a 
constructive and supportive 
“course culture” that values: 

• mastery over performance

• learning as a process that 
includes practice and failure 

• learning as a collective 
experience 

• the capacity to seek help 
before the moment of crisis

• the capacity to share, 
receive and apply feedback 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://scherlund.blogspot.com/2018/07/rethinking-teaching-how-k-12-and-higher.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Metacognition

Self-EfficacyResourcefulness

Strategies for Fostering 
Academic Resilience

Metacognition is thinking about 

one's own thinking – the process 

of planning, monitoring, 

and assessing one's own 
learning.

Self-efficacy is a personal 

belief in one’s capability 

to organize and execute 

effective action for 

academic engagement.

Resourcefulness is the 
ability to problem-

solve and find ways to 

overcome academic 

challenges.



Mental 

Set

In the shareable 
doc, reflect on:

• What could be 
done before a course 
starts to help develop 
academic resilience?

• How could you leverage 
your syllabus as a tool to 
build your students’ 
academic resilience?



Integrating Resilience 
through Intentional 
Course Design

Intentional course design 

creates space for students to 

process what they are 

learning and reflect on what 

and how they are learning
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

MARIA MINUTE

http://www.flickr.com/photos/prime_education_online_tutors/7254112804/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Photo by Karolina Kołodziejczak on Unsplash

How we hope the syllabus will be 

perceived.

https://unsplash.com/@rabbit_in_blue?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/labirynth?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


How students may perceive the 
syllabus.

Photo by Karolina Kołodziejczak on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@rabbit_in_blue?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/labirynth?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Photo by Karolina Kołodziejczak on Unsplash

Syllabus for communicating beyond 

expectations and policies

• Essential information: administrative details, course description, 

learning outcomes, required readings, policy statements, etc. 

• Resiliency: Are mental health supports mentioned?
• Attitude: tone, voice, placement of elements

• Resiliency: Are you using supportive and inclusive language 

about mental health?
• Format: length, design (e.g., graphic, liquid, interactive), etc. 

• Resiliency: Are mental health supports mentioned early on?
• Navigation: how to use the syllabus, how it connects to other 

course elements, etc. 

• Resiliency: Is the conversation about mental health 
normalized?

• Models: negotiated syllabus, contractual syllabus, etc. 

https://unsplash.com/@rabbit_in_blue?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/labirynth?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


CLICK TO EDIT 
MASTER TITLE 
STYLE

In the chat:

• What are some strategies to 

communicate empathy in a 

syllabus?

• How can we make a syllabus 

more student-centred?



Voice and Choice in 
Syllabus Design

• Bring your authentic self to the syllabus 
narrative

• Use the first-person to empathize and connect

• Use humour and colloquial language (if that’s 
your style!)

Voice: Does 
the syllabus 
sound like 

you? 

• Will students feel like they have a sense of 
agency in the course?

• Do the course policies make assumptions 
about what students want or need out of 
the course?

Choice: Does 
the syllabus 
consider the 

reader?



Example of Graphic Syllabus from Tona Hangen, Professor of U.S. History, 

Worcester State University

http://www.tonahangen.com/2011/01/syllabus-makeover/


Using the Syllabus 
as a Learning Tool:
10 Considerations



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#1 Place your course in a 

broader learning 

context

• How does this course fit into the broader 

department undergraduate/graduate program? 

• How does this course fit into your broader 

disciplinary field?

• Why is it important for your students to take this 

course/learn this content?

TIP: Share with students your enthusiasm for the course 

content. 



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#2 Locate the course within 

your frame of experience and 

expertise

• How does this course link to your own research 

interests and/or disciplinary expertise? 

• How does your area of specialization inform your 

approach to this course? 

TIP: Students want to know about your own research and 

experience working in the discipline. You can treat your 

students as partners!



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#3 Define student 

success in the course

• What behaviours and/or habits of mind 

should a student demonstrate/practice if 

they are to be a successful learner of this 

topic?

• What should it look like/sound like to be a 

fully engaged student in this class? 

TIP: Model for students what an academic discussion 

looks like.  



Quick Check-in: 

Helping students build 

effective habits (learning to 

learn)

Take a few minutes to reflect and share in the 

chat:
• What does success looks like? What does failure look 

like?

• How do you communicate that struggles and failures 

are part of learning?

• How do you teach students how to negotiate effort 

and time investment in the course?

• How do you to reach ALL students, not just the high-

achievers?



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#4 Identify and describe the 

instructional methods and 

assessments to be used in the course 

(i.e., not just the evaluation methods)

Lecture? Small group discussion? In-class writing and 

reflection? Collaborative projects? Practical 

experiments? Design projects? Case studies? Field 

work/community work? Close textual analysis? 

Use/design/review of digital media? Online posts? 

Oral presentations? 

TIP: Make no assumptions about students' previous 

engagement with different pedagogical practices.



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#5 Define and describe key learning 

activities and associated expectations 

for preparedness and performance, 

• In-class participation/interaction 

• Online and/or tutorial participation

• Processes for collaborative work 

• Interactions with members of the teaching 

team (e.g. Teaching Assistants, Lab Techs, etc.)

TIP: Identify what students can 

expect from you! Link expectations to course 

policies.



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#6 Identify all essential learning 

resources (people and tools) related to 

skills development, not just content 

mastery  

• Information on research methods in your field

• Disciplinary standards and expectations

• Writing/math/academic skills support

• Technical requirements

TIP: Normalize the use of resources by talking about 

them from the beginning of the course and on an 

ongoing basis. 



Quick check-in:

What are essential learning resources 

(people and tools) related to skills 

development, not just content 

mastery

In the shareable document, please list any resources  or services 
that you include on your syllabus and you refer students to based 
on categories:
• Academic skills 
• Health and wellness
• Community engagement
• Careers, networking and transferable skills 
• Sports and clubs
• Equity, diversity and inclusion 
• Edtech and IT supports

https://uoft.me/ctsi-syllabus-clinic


Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#7 Provide students with information 

that will support their learning outside 

the lecture hall/lab/seminar

What does participation look like during class time?
What does engagement look like outside of class?

Provide instructions/expectations and strategies for:

• online learning environments, including any 

specialized tools or software;

• tutorial and/or lab and/or field work;

• library work or other research endeavours

• receiving and applying feedback 

TIP: Be explicit and realistic in estimating effort, 

resources, and difficulty of different course 

requirements, engagements and assessments.  



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#8 Provide guidance around self-

regulation (time management, 

stress management)

• Be clear about deadlines, but also timelines for getting 

assignments started

• Provide signposts for moving the work along

• Talk about study skills; underline importance of 

“interleaving” 

(https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-

interleaving-effect-mixing-it-up-boosts-learning/)

TIP: Discuss opportunities for productive successes 

and productive failures. Speak to your own learning 

journey. 



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#9 Provide a framework for 

effective skills development 

• In weekly schedule, indicate what the key takeaways or 

themes are per week or per instructional unit (i.e. not just 

the titles of the articles to be read or chapters to be 

covered).

• Model the thinking processes involved in your field.

• Discuss with students what weekly lessons will look like. 

• Explicitly identify hard and soft skills that students may 

acquire. 

TIP: Get students to reflect on the skills they would like 

to achieve (or have achieved).



Using the Syllabus as a Learning Tool: 

#10 Design the document/ 

module with the reader/learner 

in mind

• Clear headings, chunking of information, lots of white 

space, not too crowded, not too much text

• Visually interesting with quotes, tables, images

• Consider section headings that guide students: What 

you’ll learn along the way, How you’ll you know you’re 

learning, What you’ll be doing, A few things to help 

you be successful

TIP: Don’t forget to check your documents/digital 

pages for accessibility compliance.



Approach syllabus 

design as a team sport
• Liaison Librarian

• Library Syllabus Service

• Copyright Office

• Faculty Liaison

• Learning Strategist

ADDITIONAL TIPS:

Stay flexible

• be ready to pivot 

across modalities (from 
in-person to online)

• create a culture of 

feedback to respond to 
student needs

• continue the conversati

on about academic 

resilience throughout 
the course

Consult CTSI Guide!
•Statements on:

•academic integrity

•accessibility

•Turnitin.com



Syllabus Review / 
Self-Assessment



ACTIVITY: 

Syllabus Review or 

Self-assessment 

Instructions:

1. Independently read the sample syllabus or your 

own syllabus while keeping your students’ 

perspective in mind.

2. Read through the “Checklist for Course Syllabus.”

3. Complete the Checklist for your own or the 

sample syllabus. 

4. Make additional notes on your observations.



ACTIVITY DEBRIEF: 

3-2-1 Syllabus Review

Take a few minutes to reflect and share 

in the chat:

• 3 strengths in the sample syllabus

• 2 opportunities to enhance further

• 1 unexpected learning



Students as 
Partners in Syllabus 
Exploration



Closing Reflection:

Engaging students in syllabus 

exploration

What in-person, synchronous (webinar) and 

asynchronous strategies do you use to engage 

students in exploring your syllabus in order to 

enhance their academic resiliency?
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