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Elements of an Effective Online Syllabus 
The syllabus is always a crucial document for any class. This is even more the case for online                                   
or blended courses. Students look to the syllabus to be the road map, guide, or skeleton for a                                   
course. This means that when designing a syllabus for an online course, detail and clarity                             
are key.  

 
An online syllabus should: 

● lay out the requirements, schedule, and activities for the entire course; 
● be clearly organized and formatted in a user-friendly way; 
● present information thoroughly, including instructions that would be shared                 

verbally in a face-to-face class. 
 
Online Syllabus Checklist  
❏ Instructor Information (name, contact information, virtual office hours) 
❏ Course information (course title, number, semester, year; course description;                 

prerequisites if needed) 
❏ Learning Outcomes (what the course will enable students to know or do) 
❏ Course Materials (textbook(s), required readings, additional readings, online               

resources) 
❏ Online Learner Support (course site, contact for technical support, suggested time                     

required to be successful) 
❏ Grading and Assignments (grading criteria and components of final grade;                   

instructions for how to submit assignments that includes file types accepted;                     

 



 

breakdown of any assessments and forms of class participation with grade                     
percentages; criteria for a passing grade; policies on late work/assignments) 

❏ Activities & Participation Expectations (clear outline of required participation                 
including number of weekly posts and standards for quality of participation; student                       
responsibilities; guide to how the online course is organized) 

❏ Course Outline and Weekly Schedule (weekly schedule that includes topics,                   
readings, assignments, activities, additional resources, and specific due dates for all                     
required work) 

❏ Policies (general class policies, academic integrity, guidelines for online class                   
discussions and netiquette, special needs, diversity and inclusion) 

 
Online Syllabus Design Principles to Keep in Mind: 
 
3 Essential Principles of Universal Design 

● Provide Multiple Means of Engagement (the “why” of learning) 
● Provide Multiple Means of Representation (the “what” of learning) 
● Provide Multiple Means of Action and Expression (the “how” of learning) 

 

Core Relationship Questions: 
1. How will my students interact with the course content? Beyond reading, listening 

to/viewing lectures, what will students actually DO with the course content? And 
how can they do so in their homes? 

2. How will my students interact with other students? Beyond completing assignments 
and assessments independently, how will students work together to ensure that they 
feel like they are part of a learning community and have the opportunity to 
collaborate, think critically, be intellectually challenged, and make meaning with 
others? And how can students work with others while they are isolated in their 
homes? 

3. How will my students interact with me, their instructor? Now that you aren't in the 
classroom with your students, how will students be able to interact with you? How 
might you guide student learning while also being flexible and trying to 
accommodate different student needs? What assignment expectations do you need 
to convey? What information do you need to clarify for students? 

 
Source: Educause (“Student-Centered Remote Teaching”) 

 
Helpful Links: 

● Online Course Design Guide (Digital Learning Toolkit) 
● Creating Online Learning Experiences (Matt Crosslin, et al.) 
● Hybrid-Flexible Course Design (Brian J. Beatty 

 

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html?utm_source=udlguidelines&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=none&utm_content=homepage#.Xt1-aGpKgXA
https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/4/student-centered-remote-teaching-lessons-learned-from-online-education
https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/4/student-centered-remote-teaching-lessons-learned-from-online-education
http://dltoolkit.mit.edu/online-course-design-guide/
https://uta.pressbooks.pub/onlinelearning/
https://uta.pressbooks.pub/onlinelearning/
https://edtechbooks.org/hyflex


 

Bloom’s Taxonomy: Active Verbs & Learning Goals 
 

 

 
 

Source: https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/ 

 
 

 

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/

