 2. Syllabus Design

Syllabus Checklist

(from the Committee for the Support of Teaching)

Contact Details and Office Hours: instructor’s office telephone number, e-mail address, website, office address and office hours. 

Course Description and Objectives: short description of the course and the context in which it is taught. This could address teaching methodology and general expectations of students. You also need to describe the knowledge, skills, and/or outlooks which you would like the students to learn or be able to demonstrate as a result of this course. 

Course Plan: this is the heart of the syllabus—a detailed list of topics for the semester, perhaps accompanied by a statement that these topics may be amended with student input during the term. Consider including an entry for each class session with projected topics and readings. The Academic Calendar is online on the Registrar’s website; please remember “Brandeis Mondays,” etc. Some instructors also choose to include in this section brief objectives for sessions and/or questions for study and discussion. For UWS syllabi, this section should include an overview of the four assignments to be completed over the course of the semester with a brief statement of the assignment and learning objectives for each unit. This section often appears in the opening pages of the syllabus in addition to the more detailed schedule of assignments.

Evaluation: explanation of grading, including percentages allocated to elements such as class participation, exams, homework, papers, projects. Normally, these percentages should not change once the course starts. All students in a course must be evaluated the same way (this may include giving all students the same option, e.g., paper vs. exam). It is useful to also announce your policy for missed exams or deadlines (e.g., do you require documentation of the excuse?). If you are going to penalize students who do not attend a certain number of classes, this should be stated explicitly here. 

Disabilities: every syllabus must contain the following paragraph: 
“If you are a student with a documented disability on record at Brandeis University and wish to have a reasonable accommodation made for you in this class, please see me immediately.” 

Academic Integrity: every syllabus must contain a paragraph such as: 
“You are expected to be familiar with and to follow the University’s policies on academic integrity (see http://www.brandeis.edu/studentlife/sdc/ai ). Faculty will refer any suspected instances of alleged dishonesty to the Office of Student Development and Conduct. Instances of academic dishonesty may result in sanctions including but not limited to failure in the course, failure on the assignment in question, suspension from the University and/or educational programs.” 

Communications: details of class mailing lists, WebCT, class websites and other links, if appropriate. Explain how syllabus changes will be communicated and how students should keep themselves informed. 

Course Materials: materials recommended for purchase, including textbooks, case packets and online materials. 

Critical Dates: the plan should include dates for exams, homework assignments, papers, projects and presentations. It is important to identify the date of the final exam, if any, which should be in the time slot the University assigns for that block. Any mandatory exercises outside of scheduled times must also be listed. The Undergraduate Curriculum Committee recommends that in-class graded exercises not be scheduled during the last week of classes. Whenever possible, final exams should be held during the official examination period, and other exams, take-home exams or quizzes should be completed before the last week of classes begins. In planning dates, faculty should be sensitive to the religious obligations of their students. 

Additional Writing Program Requirements & Policies

Conferences: every student must attend 3 twenty minute or 4 fifteen minute conferences. Missing a conference counts as an absence
Writing Portfolio: students must turn in a final writing portfolio at the end of the semester.  The portfolio should include all writing submitted during the semester—graded essays, and pre-drafts—and a two to three page cover letter discussing the student’s word during the semester and his or her goals for continued improvement.

Attendance: students lose 1/3 of a letter grade for every absence after their third absence. This works best if there are no excused absences (they can use their three for this).  More than six absences will result in a failing grade. For example

Attendance and class participation are mandatory. You have three free absences which you may use in case of sickness, scheduling conflict, or religious observances. Further absences will reduce your final grade by 1/3 of letter grade, so an A will become an A-, an A- will become a B+, etc. Missing a conference is the same as missing a class. After six absences you will fail the course. You are responsible for getting notes or assignment changes from your classmates. Exceptions are not made for athletics; if your schedule requires you to miss more than three classes, you should find a class that meets at a different time.

Evaluation: the three essay assignments should account for 70 to 75% of the students’ overall grades. Students should also receive grades for participation, pre-draft assignments, and the final portfolio. Peer review should be a part of pre-draft assignments or participation. For example: 
Close Reading Essay


20%

Lens Essay




25% 

Research Essay



30%

Pre-Draft Assignments


15%

Class participation & Portfolio
10%

Grading Late Papers: as grades are students’ primary motivation for turning papers in on time, your syllabus should be clear about how students will be penalized for turning in late work.  For example:
Late drafts (midway or final) will result in a lower overall grade.  I will deduct one third of a letter grade for each day a paper is late.  Late midway drafts will also complicate peer reviews and, in turn, diminish the quality of the feedback you receive from your peers.  If it is absolutely necessary to turn a paper in late, please see me as soon as possible to negotiate an extension.

If a paper is one day late, I will usually deduct the third of a letter grade that is indicated on the syllabus.  For papers over one day late, I usually only deduct half of what my syllabus indicates.  This allows you to write this sort of comment on a paper turned in two days late: “Though I would normally deduct two thirds of a letter grade for a paper that is two days late, I will only deduct a third in this case because I know how much other work you had to do.”  This allows you to look kind and considerate while still emphasizing the importance of turning written work in on time.

Laptops in Class: we recommend that you do not allow students to use laptops during class. From many observations, we have learned the majority of laptop users spend at least part of their time surfing the net.

Unless you have a particular reason for wanting to use a laptop during class, I would prefer you did not do so.  If you would like to use a laptop, please come make a case to me about how it is useful for you and how you will avoid letting it become a distraction during class.  You may not use a laptop until we have spoken.

Email and Communication Etiquette (including peer and cover letters):  the following statement is not a policy or requirement, but many instructors have found it useful. 

Though electronic missives give the impression of informality, I understand all of our communications to be part of our professional relationship.  As such, I expect your emails and letters to begin with a salutation (“Dear…”) and end with a valediction (e.g. “Sincerely”).  I also expect you to be mindful of your tone: remember that though you may have grown up using electronic communication, many of your professors did not.  They expect you to communicate respectfully—including proper grammar and an appropriate level of formality—we will practice this mode of communication in class. 

Other policies to know but to not put on your syllabus

Passing the UWS Course: students only have to re-take UWS if they receive a failing grade; a D grade is passing.

Grading Papers that Do Not Meet the Page Requirement: the best way to avoid receiving papers that are too short is to remind your students before the paper is due that they will be penalized for failing to meet page requirements and formatting. If a paper is ¼  to ½  page short we recommend docking the final grade by a third a letter grade. If a paper is more than ½ page short you should return the paper to the student without grading it and give them a 24 hr extension that comes with a third a letter grade reduction. 
Grading Papers that Contain Significant ESL Interference: for the close reading paper, students should be given a split grade—a grade for their overall and a grade for their grammar/style. Instruct students that they will receive the overall grade if they visit with their ESL tutor or a writing center tutor and then fix all of their grammatical and style issues. For the lens paper, the same model applies of turning in a corrected paper but students will receive the median grade of their split grade. By the research paper, let students know they are expected to turn in a polished essay and no revisions will be allowed. 
