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Workshop: Designing an Effective Syllabus 

Sarah Egan Warren & Susanna Klingenberg  9/18/2013 

North Carolina State University 2 hours 

In this workshop we learned about the purpose of a syllabus, how students use it, how to get students to 

read it, the most important information on a syllabus, the biggest mistakes and what positive elements to 

include on a syllabus.  

 

 

SUMMARY 

A good syllabus can also contribute to creating an effective learning environment, for instance by stating 

objectives and expectations on both the instructor’s and the student’s side clearly. The syllabus is like a 

roadmap through the course and aside from technical information on grading and policies, the syllabus 

can also convey the instructor’s personality and course culture.  
This workshop started out by reviewing several examples of vastly different syllabi which we were 

then asked to critique. This was a great exercise as I had the chance to see a large spectrum of approaches 

to constructing a syllabus. It was also a great resource for ideas to use in the syllabus I was about to write. 

For instance, I never realized how much flexibility there was when making a syllabus, somehow I assumed 

it must be a plain, text-heavy document that is usually difficult to read.  

I felt greatly inspired by some of the more colorful syllabi that used lots of pictures and text boxes. 

And I was even more pleased when the workshop facilitator told us that these, more creative, syllabi were 

very popular with students. We also discussed several relevant topics like the purpose of a syllabus, how 

students use it, how to get students to read it, the most important information on a syllabus, the biggest 

mistakes and some positive elements to include. All of these were extremely helpful for shaping my ideas 

and notions of how to create an excellent syllabus for my own class. 

 

  

APPLICATION 

This workshop strongly inspired the overall format and style of the syllabus for my class BIO 295 Islands & 

Evolution – from the Galapagos to New York City. Inspired by the examples used in this workshop, I 

decided to use different colors (following a color scheme of light blue and grey) and pictures (important 

figures in the field of evolution, see APPENDIX, p. 6 of syllabus) in my syllabus. I also used text boxes (see 

APPENDIX, p. 1, 3-5 of syllabus) and graphs (see APPENDIX, p. 2 of syllabus, section “grading”) to loosen 
up text-heavy sections. Finally, I organized sections (marked with vertical bars on the left margin) into 

subsections (titles in grey) to make the syllabus more user-friendly by making the document easy to 

navigate and specific information easy to find. 
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APPENDIX: Syllabus for BIO 295 Islands & Evolution – from the Galapagos to New York City 
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