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Introduction
A course syllabus shapes student expectations and establishes the conditions for learning before a course begins. It is the contract between a professor and a student that communicates learning objectives, assessment plans, study strategies, course policies, and scheduling.
Well-designed syllabi improve student learning by making goals and assessments transparent, supporting productive study behaviors, and reducing avoidable misunderstandings that impede motivation and equity. When course expectations, grading policies, and accommodations are clearly communicated, all students are better positioned to succeed regardless of prior academic experience or background (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016; Slattery & Carlson, 2005). Effective syllabus design reflects core dimensions of USC’s Definition of Excellence in Teaching, including being Prepared and Purposeful in aligning objectives and assessments, and Fair and Equitable in communicating grading, policies, and accommodations transparently.
Document Submissions
1. A current course syllabus containing the course description, learning objectives, assessment descriptions and grade breakdown, study strategies, major course policies, and schedule.
a. Please ensure that evidence of the criteria below is explicitly demonstrated in your syllabus.
b. The peer review evaluation rubric is provided for your reference.
2. Any supporting materials (assignment sheets, rubrics, or a short instructor note clarifying items only briefly addressed in the syllabus).
Evaluation Criteria and Rationale
1. Clarity and Specificity of Learning Objectives
Are course learning objectives measurable, stated in student-centered terms that indicate expected performance, and are they easy to locate in the syllabus? 
Specific, observable objectives make expectations explicit and help students focus their efforts (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016).
2. Alignment of Objectives, Activities, and Assessments
Does the syllabus explicitly explain how major assessments and course activities are connected to the learning objectives?
When the connection between objectives, activities, and assessments is made explicit, students can direct their study efforts more purposefully and understand why the course is structured as it is (Biggs, 1996, Wang et al., 2013).
3. Transparency and Fairness of Assessment and Grading Policies
Does the syllabus include an explicit grading breakdown, policies for lateness and make-ups, and clear information on how final grades are calculated?
Transparent grading policies reduce confusion and perceived arbitrariness, supporting equitable outcomes by ensuring all students have equal access to the rules governing their evaluation (Balloo et al., 2018).
4. Accessibility and Accommodations
Does the syllabus include a current, actionable statement about accommodations, including how students request them and relevant contact information?
Clear accommodation language ensures students who need support can act on it immediately, without having to seek out information that should already be available to them. Its absence creates an inequitable barrier to access and raises legal compliance concerns (Moriña & Biagiotti, 2022).
5. Promotion of Student Engagement and Study Practice
Does the syllabus describe required participation or preparation activities and provide guidance on how students should prepare for the course?
When syllabi specify what engagement looks like and how much time and effort the course requires, students can plan effectively – particularly those new to college, or to a discipline for whom these expectations may not be self-evident (Wheeler et al., 2019).
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	Criteria
	1
Below Expectations
	2
Meets Expectations
	3
Exceeds Expectations

	Clarity and Specificity of Learning Objectives
	Objectives are missing or not stated in observable terms.
	Objectives are stated but use general or vague language, but are easy to locate.
	Objectives are written as easily understandable, measurable outcomes using action verbs and are easy to locate in the syllabus.

	Alignment of Objectives, Activities, and Assessments
	Objectives, activities, or assessments are present but no explicit connection between them is shown.
	Objectives, activities, and assessments are listed with a grading table, but their connection is not explicit.
	Syllabus contains an explicit explanation showing which activities and assessments correspond to each objective.

	Transparency and Fairness of Assessment and Grading Policies
	Grading weights/points or key grading policies are missing or contradictory.
	Assessment and grading table and most policies are present, but one key grading policy or element is unclear or absent.
	Assessment and grading table, late and make-up policies, and grade calculation information/rules are all explicit and complete.

	Accessibility and Accommodations
	No accommodations statement or only a vague reference to disability services.
	A basic accommodations statement is included but lacks process details or contact information.
	Syllabus gives clear contact information, steps for requesting accommodations, and references to institutional services.

	Promotion of Student Engagement and Study Practice
	Engagement expectations are absent or only vaguely implied.
	Participation elements are listed but study guidance or expectations are incomplete.
	Syllabus specifies required participation or preparation activities and provides guidance on how students should prepare.




Example Analytical Rubric–5 Performance Levels
	Criteria
	1  
Not Present
	2 
Minimal
	3
Some
	4 
Strong
	5
Outstanding

	Clarity and Specificity of Learning Objectives
	No learning objectives provided.
	Objectives present, but not easily found, or lack observable verbs or clarity.
	Objectives are easy to find but often use vague language.
	Objectives are measurable but phrased at mixed levels of clarity or specificity.
	Objectives are easy to find, clear, measurable, and student-centered.

	Alignment of Objectives, Activities, and Assessments
	Some or all activities or assessments are missing.
	Objectives and activities or assessments are listed, but are largely unconnected.
	Some objectives are connected to activities or assessments; several connections are missing or unclear.
	Clear objectives and activities or assessment plan with obvious implied correspondence but not made explicit for students.
	Explicit explanation of which activities or assessments correspond to each objective.

	Transparency and Fairness of Assessment and Grading Policies
	No grading breakdown or policies included.
	Only partial grading information provided.
	Grading weights/points are present but key grading policies are unclear or missing.
	Assessment and grading table and most policies provided; some key details missing.
	Full assessment and grading table, late and make-up rules, and dispute process are present.

	Accessibility and Accommodations
	No mention of accommodations or accessibility.
	Brief reference to disability services without contact information.
	A general accommodations statement is present but lacks actionable details.
	Accommodation contact and basic process are provided.
	Clear, actionable accommodation instructions with contact information and references to campus resources.

	Promotion of Student Engagement and Study Practice
	No evidence of engagement requirements or guidance.
	Engagement mentioned only as desirable behavior with no required activities.
	Some engagement elements listed but expectations or assessment connections are unclear.
	Engagement activities and assessment connections described but without time estimates or study guidance.
	Syllabus describes required participation or preparation activities, expected study time, and how engagement is assessed.
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Statement of AI Use in This Resource
[bookmark: _heading=h.pvig6qu8ddce]This resource was created with AI assistance. CET frames, develops, enhances, and vets all AI-assisted content to ensure accuracy, clarity, usefulness to instructors, and alignment with CET standards and USC policies. AI is used to generate outlines from templates, examples and use cases, and recommendations for editing.
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