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A MOTIVATIONAL MAKEOVER 

FOR YOUR SYLLABUS

 

Christine Harrington, Ph.D.
Professor, Advanced Studies, Leadership, and Policy

Morgan State University 

www.scholarlyteaching.org

By the end of today’s session, you will be 

able to: 

1. Evaluate your syllabus using a motivational framework. 

2. Revise syllabus language to foster student belonging 

and support.

3. Clarify expectations and success criteria to build 

student confidence in their ability to succeed.

4. Incorporate purpose and opportunities for choice to 

increase student motivation and ownership.
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First Impression Activity

According to Self-Determination Theory, 

Students are Motivated When….

Deci & Ryan (2000)

They feel they belong

• Relatedness

They believe they can succeed

• Competence

They see purpose and have some 
choice

• Autonomy
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RELATEDNESS AND 

BELONGING

How can 

faculty 

foster a 

sense of 

belonging 

through the 

syllabus? 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_Feud
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Drum Roll Please….. The Top 6 Answers 

were:

Communicate 
care and 

approachability

Use personalized 
language (“you”)

Use inclusive and 
representative 
readings and 

resources

Share information 
about yourself 

and why you care

Show compassion 
and 

understanding

Highlight campus 
and peer support 

networks

Supportive Statements

Please come and visit me!

Welcome to the course!  I am excited to be your 
instructor and can’t wait to get to know you. 

Throughout the semester, we will be talking about your 
goals and career plans and strategies that will help you 
be successful.  I hope that you will be view me as part 

of your support team.  In addition to teaching you 
research-based success strategies, I am here to help 
you plan for success, problem-solve as needed, and 
celebrate successful experiences.  My official office 

hours are listed above, but I’m more than happy to find 
a different day and time to meet if these do not work 

well for your schedule. I believe that it’s really 
important for us to talk outside of class so please 

connect with me before or after class, stop by my office 
(or make an appointment), and e-mail me!  
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The Power of 6 Words

104 College 
Students

Support Statement 
on Syllabus

“Please come 
and talk to me”

No Support 
Statement on 

Syllabus

Seek help from 

instructor?

Perrine et al. (1995)

Results- Willingness to Seek Help

Potential Problem Supportive Neutral

Trouble understanding textbook             4.7 3.7

Low grade on first exam           4.8 4.0

Hard to hear instructor's lectures 4.4 3.8

Study skills ineffective for course            4.7 3.6

Thinking about dropping course 4.9 3.8

Trouble understanding major topic 5.3 4.2

All significantly different!

Perrine et al. (1995)
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The Tone of the Syllabus

172 
Students

Friendly 
Syllabus

Unfriendly 
Syllabus

Students thought they were evaluating an adjunct.

Harnish & Bridges, 2011

Examples from Syllabus

Unfriendly

• If you need to contact me 

outside of office hours, 

you may e-mail me….

• Come prepared to actively 

participate in this course.  

This is the best way to 

engage you in learning….

Friendly

• I welcome you to contact 

me outside of class and 

student hours.  You may 

e-mail me….

• I hope you actively 

participate in this course.  

I say this because I found 

it is the best way to 

engage you in learning….

Directly quoted from Harnish and Bridges (2011)
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The Results!

Topic Friendly 

Average

Unfriendly 

Average

Approachability 4.07 3.77

Faculty Level of 

Motivation to Teach

3.6 3.07

Difficulty 3.34 3.72

Harnish & Bridges (2011)

Let’s Talk Policy Language

• Dishonest

• Cheating/plagiarizing

Negative

• Academic Integrity

• Engaging in honest 
actions

Positive
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Late Work Policies

Pasadena City College, Bombardier (2019) 

Improved Grades, especially for Latinx students

57% of students said 

more flexible 

deadlines would help 

them be successful

(Flaherty,  2023)

Late Work 

Options
• No late work on low stakes 

assignments

Low Stakes Only

• Give one or two opportunities 
for students to submit late 
work without penalty

Free Pass 
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Policies that Communicate Care

Caregiver Policy 
(College Transition Collaborative, The Student 

Experience Project 2022)

Campus Resources
Students say giving them wellness 

and academic resources would 

help them be successful

(Flaherty, 2023)
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How to Promote Belonging?

Communicate 
care and 

approachability

Use personalized 
language (“you”)

Use inclusive and 
representative 
readings and 

resources

Share information 
about yourself 

and why you care

Show compassion 
and 

understanding

Highlight campus 
and peer support 

networks

• Choose one of the following:

• Write a welcome statement that communicates that 
you value, support, and believe in students.

• Revise a policy (late work, participation, etc.) to 
better convey care and compassion.  
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COMPETENCE AND 

SUCCESS

What percentage of students say they 

usually understand how their professor 

grades?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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http://www.pngall.com/live-png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Grades

• Only 25% of students 

say they “usually 

understand how my 

professor grades”

• (Flaherty, 2023)
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Structure and Success
Sathy and Hogan (2019)

“The more structure, 

the better for all 

students. ”

“Too little structure 

leaves too many 

students behind. ”
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https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/20190719_inclusive_teaching
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/20190719_inclusive_teaching
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Transparent Expectations

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

TILT (Winkelmes, 2013)

• Purpose

• Tasks

• Grading Criteria

What are the Essential Components of a 

Motivational Syllabus?

Core Components

• Course Information

• Instructor Information

• Grading Information

• Policy Information

Additional Components

• Welcome 

Statement/Instructor 

Positionality/pronouns

• Rationale for Assignments

• Grading Rubrics

• Accommodation 

Information

• Resources

• Tips for Success
Refer to Syllabus Checklist
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http://johnrogers960.blogspot.com/2013/02/the-abc-of-managing-expectations-always.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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A Visual Syllabus (Yarosh, 2021)
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Number of Correct Quiz Items

Syllabus Quiz Performance

Text-Based Visual

Images

Graphs

Headings that use 
Size and Color

Photo of Textbook
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Graphs

Check-In 
Assignments, 20

Quizzes, 20

Paper, 30

Project, 30

FINAL GRADE

Rationale for Assignments
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Details about Assignments

Feedback

Taras (2006)
Undergraduates do not get to 

benefit enough from feedback

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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https://leadershipfreak.blog/2010/09/29/getting-further-with-feedback/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.eoi.es/blogs/mintecon/2015/04/28/feedback-liderazgo-efectivo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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How to Promote Competence?

Clearly 
communicate 
expectations

Provide a clear 
road map for 

success

Break down 
complex tasks 

and give 
feedback 

Offer strategies 
for success

Normalize that 
learning is 
challenging

Clarify how to 
get help

• Choose one of the following:

• Write a purpose statement for one assignment. 

• Draft a tips for success section of the syllabus.
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AUTONOMY, PURPOSE, 

AND CHOICE

What do you want students to know, think, or do?

Learning Outcomes
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What percentage of students recall more 

than 2 of the course learning outcomes?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Do Students Recall the Learning 

Objectives?
Course Objectives Percent Recalled

One objective 60%

Two objectives 8%

More than 2 objectives 3%

No objectives Almost 30%

Smith & Razzouk (1993)
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http://www.pngall.com/live-png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


4/16/2026

20

An Example…

A Better Example…
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Using 

Innovative 

Assignments 
(Winfield, 2024)

Infographics
Executive 

Summaries

Lightning 
Talks or 

Pecha Kucha

Podcasts or 
Videos

Social Media 
Posts or 

Blogs

Book 
Reviews

Experiential 
Learning 

Assignments

Press 
Release

Portfolio

Training 
Manual 

Group 
Projects

Use More Meaningful and Accessible 

Language

Learning 
Outcomes

Skills
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Choice

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

Types of 

Assignment 

Choice
(Dabrowski & Marshall, 2018)

• Topic

• Sources

Content

• Format

• Menu

Product

• Due dates

• Individual or Group

Process
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https://beyondblessedblog.wordpress.com/2011/07/28/two-words-to-live-by/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
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How to Promote Autonomy?

Explain the 
purpose of 
the course

Design 
meaningful 

assignments 

Highlight skills 
students will 

develop

Offer 
assignment 

choices

Use 
invitational 
language 

Invite 
reflection

• Choose one of the following:

• Revise how you communicate the purpose and 
value of the course.

• Add one assignment choice to your course. 
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What was your key take-away from 

today’s session?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

THANK YOU

Christine Harrington, Ph.D.

Morgan State University

www.scholarlyteaching.org

Routledge Discount Code:  26AFLY1

Until June 30th
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