
 
  

            

   
   

 
    

  

  

   

   
     

          

       

        

 

REIMAGINING
YOUR SYLLABUS

TIPS AND TECHNIQUES TO The Importance of UDLCREATE AN ENGAGING SYLLABUS

Principles in Syllabus
D E S I G N C H E C K L I S T Design
I N C L U D E D 

W R I T T E N B Y M O N I C A B E R N S 

M I C H E L L E P A T T E R S O N 

C H R I S T I N E P A R S O N S 

... 

UDL Designed Syllabi
are are not

Inclusive, warm, and engaging Unwelcoming or non-inclusive 

Accessible and easy to read Written in a punitive tone 

Designed to support success Vague or confusing 

Offers clearly defined objectives Detached from students and 

instructors 



    
 

       

      

      

      

    

     

      

     

   

        

      

   

   

       

    

       

     

        

 

      

   

    

 

      

 

        

  

      

 

   
  

      

     

        

 

     

       

      

       

     

 

    

  

    

  

    

   

     

      

      

        

  

         

        

 

         

 

The Purpose of the 
Syllabus 

Gone are the days when the syllabus 

provided only class expectations and grading 

criteria. Today, the syllabus can be a living 

document to provide resources that are 

accessible and promotes student 

engagement and agency. The syllabus should 

work as a communication tool between 

instructors and learners in a welcoming, 

collaborative tone. Course management 

systems are the norm and lend themselves to 

easily create a syllabus that includes 

multimedia, descriptions, tasks to complete 

and yes, grading policies 

Perhaps you have experienced one of the 

following frustrations in your classroom-

My students ask me questions that I’ve 

already explained in the syllabus 

My students do not reach out with any 

questions 

Assignments do not reflect the quality 

that I expect 

Assignment deadlines are frequently 

missed 

And especially in the case of 

online/asynchronous learning, 

I don’t feel a connection with my students 

regarding the content. 

Do the students even read the 

syllabus? 

UDL Principles and 
the Syllabus 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a 

framework for designing quality instruction 

that is based on neuroscience and how the 

brain works. 

UDL recognizes learner variability, in that 

every learner comes to the classroom with 

their own unique learner profile. To address 

the needs of all learners, UDL bases its 

instructional design around three principles 

as follows: 

Multiple Means of Engagement 

(The "Why" of Learning) 

Multiple Means of Representation 

(The "What" of Learning) 

Multiple Means of Action & 

Expression (The "How" of Learning) 

To create instructional experiences that 

ensure all learners can master course 

content, it is necessary to consider what 

barriers exist in the syllabus and how they 

can be addressed. 

Your syllabus is one of the first contacts that 

your students will have with you and the 

course content. 

A well designed syllabus is your start to a 

great semester. 



   
     

             

           

        

       

   

     

       

      

         

  

      

  

       

       

         

     

      

          

    

       

        

       

         

   

       

          

  

        

       

       

      

           

   

      

          

Provide multiple means of 

Engagement + 

Affective Networks 
The "WHY" of learning 

Provide multiple means of 

Representation + 

Recognition Networks ~ 
The ''WHAT" of learning ~ 

Provide multiple means of 

Action & Expression + 

Strategic Networks 
The "HOW" of learning 

UDL Principles and 
Identifying syllabus barriers the Syllabus 

A well-designed syllabus serves as a tool to support student success in your course. 

However, a syllabus with design barriers puts obstacles between your students and 

your content, resulting in frustration for you and the students. 

Engagement barriers affect student perception of course 

relevance, instructor authenticity, collaboration and 

community, and course strategies. Removing these barriers 

can support students to become purposeful and motivated. 

Learner: Instruction Interaction barriers can occur 

when learners have limited ways in which to connect 

with their professor. 

Community barriers can occur when syllabus 

language alienates students. 

Representation barriers impact a student's ability to 

understand the content provided in the syllabus. Addressing 

these barriers ensures students have the knowledge on how 

to use their resources for success. 

Accessibility: Students with learning disabilities or vision 

impairments and blindness may not be able to access a 

syllabus in an inaccessible format. 

Organization: A syllabus that does not have well 

organized content makes it difficult for students to 

quickly find needed information. This is additionally true 

for students with disabilities who use technology tools to 

move through the document. 

Design: Poor design can result in students feeling 

overwhelmed by the amount of text and results in TL:DR 

(too long, didn't read). 

Action & Expression barriers can result in decreased 

participation for learners, yet addressing these barriers can 

ensure learners can be strategic in their work. 

Learner-Interface Interaction: Students may experience a 

barrier if the format for the use of the Learning Management 

System (LMS), i.e. Canvas, Blackboard, is not defined. 

Information and Resources-Students who lack information 

on how to access resources may struggle to produce quality 

work. 



   
 

  

      

 

     

   

 

    

      

     

 

      

   

     

      

 

   

      

    

     

      

     

       

     

 

      

      

 

  

          

 

        

     

      

     

    
       

    

         

         

        

  

       

  

        

       

        

  

    

      

    

      

      

    

      

    

      

      

     

  

• 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

• 
0 

0 

• 
0 

0 

• 

• 

• 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 G 

■ I 
Tips to reduce
barriers

Address engagement 

Use language that promotes a learning 

community 

Use inclusive language and your 

organization's inclusivity statement, if 

provided (??) 

Include your preferred pronouns 

Detail expectations for a class community 

where differences are respected and 

valued 

Syllabus is written with a supportive tone, 

rather than punitive (example?) 

Writing in second person point-of-view 

("You will learn") as opposed to " ("St udents 

will learn") 

Promote Learner: Instructor Interactions 

Provide options for your learners to 

connect with you, such as email, phone, 

virtual, and consider flexible options for 

scheduling. 

Provide a brief overview of your 

background connected to the content 

Ensure course relevance is clear to learners 

Ensure objectives connect to assessment 

tasks 

Include a rationale with assessment tasks 

so students understand the relevance of 

the task. 

Address presentation 

Ensure the syllabus is in an accessible format for all 

learners 

Provide in digital format for students who need 

to use screen reading tools 

Run accessibility checks on syllabus document 

Use design techniques to make 

information easy to find 
Chunk content in smaller chunks rather than 

long runs of text 

Use white space to make easier on the eye 

Ensure font size and spacing is suited for reading 

Use bullet points rather than long paragraphs for 

specific details 

Intentionally organize content to make content easy 

to grasp 

Consider a FAQ format with headers as questions 

to help students quickly scan for information 

Use images rather than text alone to quickly 

convey information 

Address action and expression 

Support all students to master content 

When describing assessment tasks, allow 

multiple formats for submission to allow 

learners to use their strengths to 

demonstrate knowledge of the content. 

Include resources for students to get 

additional support if needed 

Consider breaking down long term projects 

in to shorter chunks throughout the 

semester to prevent procrastination and 

ensure understanding 



   
     

  

     

      

       

      

   

    

     

  

 

         

        

     

       

  

       

   

     

       

       

 

      

     

       

       

 

       

    

      

      

    

       

   

      

    

        

 

 

  

Should I assess 
their syllabus How technology can 

knowlege? help 

Assess student's understanding of the 

syllabus to ensure concepts are clearly 

outlined. A syllabus quiz is a great way 

to connect with students and address 

any misconceptions. Also, a syllabus 

assessment will help students 

understand the value of syllabus 

content. 

Syllabus Assessment 
Checklist 

1. Offer at least 1 point for completing the syllabus 

quiz. 

2. Allow students to take the quiz multiple times 

until they reach mastery of 100%. 

3. Include the most important syllabus parts on 

the syllabus quiz. 

4. Hide a "hidden gem" within the syllabus for 

students to turn in. 

ð. Promote your syllabus by offering incentives! 

. Have an email template prepared for students 

who ask questions that are in the syllabus. 

https://provost.tufts.edu/celt/news/201 /03/20/how-

to-get-students-to-read-your-syllabus/ 

Technology resources can support you as 

you create an interactive syllabus 

Google Docs allow your syllabus to be 

available 'live' and for you to update each 

semester 

Pictochart and Canva allow you to design 

an infographic based syllabus 

Consider inserting video in your syllabus 

to provide multi-media access to content 

using programs such as Screen-Cast-O-

Matic and Screencastify that can live on 

your own Youtube channel. 

Use your available tools to check 

accessibility in your LMS 

Use Nearpod as a tool for your syllabus 

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Administr 

ator/Hosting/Accessibility/Accessibility_Feat 

ures discussion 

https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Administr
https://provost.tufts.edu/celt/news/2017/03/20/how
https://help.blackboard.com/Learn/Administr
https://provost.tufts.edu/celt/news/201


   

        

    

          

           

      

      

       

      

          

       

        

       

         

         

             

         

        

       

        

        

   

      

             

              

    

Syllabus Design Checklist 

Does my syllabus include an Inclusive Learning statement? 

Is my syllabus accessible? 

Have I run an accessibility check, such as through Word or Adobe? 

Have I provided an alternate version of my syllabus in text only? 

Is my syllabus easy to read? 

Does it include a table of contents? 

Does it use headers for finding information quickly? 

Are headers phrased as questions or FAQs? 

Does it use white space and images to draw the eye? 

Are bullet points used rather than long paragraphs? 

Is there a reason to read my syllabus? 

Does it provide a rationale for the objectives? 

Does it include a graphic showing the connection between objectives? 

Does my first assignment assess their knowledge of the syllabus? 

Have I embedded bonus content in the syllabus that students need to answer questions? 

Does my syllabus encourage students to connect with me? 

Does it include 2nd person language ('you' rather than 'students')? 

Does it include an overview of my background? 

Does it provide options for communication (ex. virtual, email, scheduled student hours)? 

Does my syllabus provide the information they need? 

Are dates clearly defined? 

Are there links to exemplars for assignments? 

Are options for assignments provided, such as documents, graphics, videos or audio files? 

Does my syllabus provide resources on how to access content in the Learning Management 

System (LMS)- ex. Canvas, Blackboard? 



 

     
    

 

   
         

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

RESOURCES 

THE INTERACTIVE SYLLABUS: A RESOURCE-BASED, 
CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACH TO LEARNING 
HTTPS://PIKTOCHART.COM/BLOG/CREATE-INFOGRAPHIC-
SYLLABUS-PIKTOCHART/ 

HTTPS://WWW.ACCESSIBLESYLLABUS.COM/IMAGE/ HAS A 
SIDE BY SIDE OF A BEFORE AND AFTER "THINK- UDL 
SYLLABUS MAKEOVER" 

HTTPS://WWW.ACCESSIBLESYLLABUS.COM/WP-
CONTENT/UPLOADS/SITES/75/2015/11/SYLLABUS-AFTER-1.JPG 

HTTPS://ACCESSIBILITY.UMN.EDU/WHAT-YOU-CAN-
DO/DESIGN-INCLUSIVE-COURSES/COURSE-SYLLABI 

HTTPS:// ITEACHU.UAF.EDU/WP-
CONTENT/UPLOADS/SITES/623/2017/01/HSEM-121-INTRO-TO-
HOMELAND-SECURITY-TSA.PDF 

HTTPS://PREZI.COM/ZGTNKG0WWVOV/CHEMISTRY-MAJORS-
LAB-GC/ 

Tools 

Canva 

Pictochart 
ScreenCastOMatic 

Google Docs 

Prezi 
Pixton 

HTTPS://PREZI.COM/ZGTNKG0WWVOV/CHEMISTRY-MAJORS
HTTPS://ITEACHU.UAF.EDU/WP
HTTPS://ACCESSIBILITY.UMN.EDU/WHAT-YOU-CAN
HTTPS://WWW.ACCESSIBLESYLLABUS.COM/WP
HTTPS://WWW.ACCESSIBLESYLLABUS.COM/IMAGE
HTTPS://PIKTOCHART.COM/BLOG/CREATE-INFOGRAPHIC
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