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Most!undergraduates!have!no!choice!but!to!navigate!published!course!books!or!Penn’s!online!
resources!to!arrive!at!a!cursory!description!of!the!course!that!they!might!wish!to!take.! !Even!
with! the! guidance! of! an! academic! advisor,! undergraduates! consistently! rely! on! these!
inadequate!course!descriptions!to!arrive!at!their!decisions!during!pre"registration.!!As!a!result,!
the! Add/Drop! period! is! a! haphazard! process,! with! students! unable! to! obtain! complete!
information!about!a!course!offering!without!physically!attending!the!class.!
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STATUS!QUO!

Before!the!close!of!the!Spring!2008!Add/Drop!Period,!we!analyzed!SAS!departmental!websites!
to!measure!the!number!of!posted!syllabi!against!the!number!of!course!offerings.!!Given!the!full!
compliance!of!Wharton!departments,!the!comparatively!small!size!of!Nursing,!and!the!creation!
of!the!SEAS!Syllabi!Repository,!we!restricted!our!search!to!College!departments.†!Syllabi!are!
posted!for!only!11%!of!courses!in!the!College.!
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We!applaud!Dean!Sampath!Kannan!and!Director!of!Academic!
Affairs! Joseph! Sun! of! the! School! of! Engineering! &! Applied!
Science!for!their!initiative!in!creating!the!SEAS!Course!Syllabi!
Directory.! ! We! also! recognize! the! Wharton! School! for! its!
continued!policy!of!posting!syllabi!for!all!courses!offered!each!
semester.!

After! an! initial! attempt! to! transfer! the! SEAS! repository!
software,! Dean! of! Academic! Affairs! Kent! Peterman!
determined! that! such! a! technology! transfer! would! not! be!
feasiable!due!to!the!size!and!decentralization!of!the!College.!!
Dr.! Peterman! expressed! unwillingness! to! create! a! Syllabi!

Repository!for!the!College,!unless!the!effort!were!coordinated!across!the!four!undergraduate!
schools.!
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When!we!first!proposed!the!idea!of!putting!syllabi!online,!professors!worried!that!they!would!
not!be!able!to!compose!a!complete!syllabus!much!more!than!a!few!weeks!before!the!actual!
start!of!the!semester.!I4 !B42.4:4!+A,+!+A./! ./ !704!+1! , !=./0-748/+,-7.-9 !1<!NA,+!N4!=4,- !
NA4-!N4!,/3 !<18!, !/>22,B0/?!A!precise!schedule!of!readings!and!administrivia!is!not!vital!to!our!
course!decision.!!Rather,!we!request!a!certain!bare!minimum!of!course!information.!

TOPICS!COVERED!

Although!the!Course!Register!and!departmental!websites!give!cursory!overviews,!courses!take!
shape!in!the!hands!of!the!professor.!Knowing!what!topics!that!particular!professor!will!cover!
and!emphasize!can!be!helpful!in!making!decisions!between!classes!of!similar!content!within!a!
single!department.!

EVALUATION!AND!EXPECTATIONS!

Students!appreciate!knowing!how!they!will!be!evaluated,!and!what!major!assignments!they!can!
expect! their! grade! to! depend! on! when! trying! to! balance! a! heavy! courseload.! A! course!
dependent!upon!a!final!presentation!or!project!may!be!significantly!more!manageable!than!an!
exam"based!course.!

READING!LIST!

Professors!should!do!their!best!to!name!a!few!titles!that!are!representative!of!the!books!that!
will!be!used!in!the!course.!Students!are!often!interested!in!whether!the!readings!will!be!from!
primary! sources,!a! textbook,!a! collection!of!articles,!or!a! series!of! secondary! sources.! !For!
courses!in!the!humanities!that!are!in!large!part!defined!by!reading!materials,!students!may!wish!
to!peruse!the!offerings!before!enrolling.!

A!NON"BINDING!DOCUMENT!

It!should!be!made!clear!that!these!syllabi!are!tentative,!and!that!they!are!intended!as!a!guide!
rather!than!a!contract!by!which!the!professor!must!abide.!Until!the!final!syllabus!is!distributed!
to!students!enrolled!in!the!course,!content!and!expectations!may!be!altered!at!any!time,!for!
any!reason.!

" !IH) "IH) !5&'5'DH@H')!

While!the!benefits!to!students!are!clear,!benefits!will!also!accrue!to!professors!who!post!syllabi!
online.! ! Access! to! a! wider! range! of! course! information! in! course! offerings! will! enhance!
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awareness!of!lesser"known!courses!that!nevertheless!pique!student!interest.!!This!transparency!
will!better!match!students!with!classes,!ensuring!that!students!who!register!are!those!who!have!
a!genuine!interest!in!the!material.!!The!consequences!of!the!present!information!shortage!are!
felt! most! acutely! in! small! seminar! classes,! where! scarce! seats! may! initially! be! alloted! to!
students!who!do!not!ultimately!remain!enrolled!in!the!course.!

Indeed,! the!system!will! reduce! the!need! to!maintain!waiting! lists,!because!students!will!no!
longer! drop! a! class! upon! reading! the! syllabus—they! will! have! already! factored! course!
expectations!and!major!assignments!into!their!registration!decisions.!

#J"GGE)%ED!")* !&ED5')DED!

INTELLECTUAL!PROPERTY!

Some!professors!have!expressed!a! reluctance! to!make!public! their! syllabi,!which!constitute!
intellectual!property.! !Given!the! ideals!of!openness!central!to!academia,!and!the!decision!of!
MIT!faculty!to!make!all!course!material!freely!available!through!the!OpenCourseware!website,!
we!find!this!claim!unconvincing.!

Regardless,!access!can!be!easily!limited!to!the!University!community!by!placing!the!documents!
behind!PennKey!protection.!

DIFFICULTY!IN!PROMULGATING!A!“CHANGE!IN!CULTURE”!

We!respond!here!to!the!“chicken"and"egg”problem:!if!you!build!it,!will!they!come?!As!strong!
advocates!for!our!own!academic!policy!initiatives,!SCUE!stands!ready!to!encourage!faculty!to!
post!syllabi!online.! !If! the!upload!operation!were!made!simple!enough,! the!benefits! to! the!
student!population!would!far!outweigh!the!inconvenience!of!posting.!

SCUE!cannot,!however,!begin! its!efforts! to!promote!change!until!such! time!as!a!Repository!
exists.! !When! students! notice! an! increasing! proportion! of! their! professors! posting! syllabi,!
pressure!will!mount!on!all!faculty!to!follow.!

LEAD!TIME!

We!do!recognize!the!amount!of!time!and!effort!that!it!requires!to!plan!a!course,!and!professors!
may! therefore! be! unenthusiastic! about! the! prospect! of! submitting! a! syllabus! months! in!
advance.!!While!we!recognize!that!it!is!not!always!possible!to!complete!such!a!syllabus!before!
Advance!Registration!begins,!professors!are!already! required! to!provide!at! least!a! tentative!
syllabus!within!the!first!week!of!the!semester.!
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Should!a!complete!syllabus!not!be!available,!faculty!should!submit!a!document!containing!the!
bare! essentials! of! course! information! (e.g.! course! readings,! major! assignments,! and! an!
overview!of!topics!covered).! !A!syllabus!from!a!prior!semester!would!be!equally!helpful.!The!
professor!may!wish! to!provide!a!clear!disclaimer! that!course!content!and! requirements!are!
subject!to!change.!

RELUCTANCE!OF!CENTRAL!ADMINISTRATION!AND!DEANS!TO!MANDATE!POLICY!

While!we!seek!funding!and!encouragement!from!the!Deans!and!Provost’s!Office,!we!do!not!
seek!a!mandate!or!an!impracticable!change!in!policy.!

ADMINISTRATIVE!BURDEN!

We!presented!the!Syllabi!Online!Proposal!to!a!meeting!of!the!SAS!Department!Staff.!!Those!in!
attendance!gave!their!support!and!expressed!a!willingness!to!perform!the!necessary!website!
administration!tasks.!

At!that!time,!the!previous!iteration!of!our!proposal!asked!administrative!personnel!to!manually!
post!the!documents!on!departmental!websites.!That!task!would!have!been!significantly!more!
onerous! than! the!one"click!automated!upload!operation! that!we!envision! for! the!potential!
repository.!

COST!OF!SOFTWARE!DEVELOPMENT!

Until! a! feasibility! study! is! completed,! cost! cannot! be! accurately! gauged.! !While! the! new!
PennInTouch! is!most!welcome,! the! balance!of! ISC! projects! has! recently! tipped! in! favor! of!
faculty! and! the! larger! University! community:! Course! Problem! Notices,! online! grading,!
UPennAlert,!online!course!evaluations,!etc.!

COMPATIBILITY!WITH!NEW!COURSE!SELECTION!TOOL!

The!Repository!would!be!designed! to! integrate!with! the!new! PennInTouch,! as! a! link! from!
individual!course!listings!(see!Appendix).!!The!capability!to!link!externally!to!a!syllabus!was!built!
into!the!system,!but!without!a!coexisting!Repository!to!facilitate!easy!upload!and!storage,!that!
capability!will!remain!underutilized.!!
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Online Syllabi Proposal 7 
Background: 8 
 9 
There are over 2,000 courses available for undergraduate students at the University of 10 
Pennsylvania, most of which have a short description of the course and its goals. Most of 11 
these courses do not include an online link or alternate method of obtaining course 12 
syllabi, which state specific texts, readings and assignments to give students a better 13 
understanding of the course as a whole. There is an understanding that it would be 14 
difficult to require all professors to finalize course syllabi during advanced registration, 15 
which is approximately three months before the semester beginning. However, even a 16 
tentative or past syllabus would be helpful as a general idea of the assignments. The 17 
Student Committee on Undergraduate Education (SCUE) recently passed a Policy Paper  18 
ÒSyllabi Online.Ó1  19 
 20 
Body: 21 
 22 
Recognizing the use of online syllabi in aiding undergraduate students in their abilities to 23 
understand the aims and descriptions of future courses;  24 
 25 
Acknowledging that it would be difficult to require all professors to prepare finalized 26 
course syllabi by the time of advanced registration;  27 
 28 
Understanding that tentative or past syllabi would still be of great help to students when 29 
registering for courses;  30 
 31 
Supporting the recent SCUE Policy Paper ÒSyllabi Online;Ó 32 
 33 
Enactment Clause: 34 
 35 
The Undergraduate Assembly, 36 
 37 

1. Encourages university professors to prepare tentative syllabi by advanced 38 
registration, and finalized course syllabi by add/drop periods. 39 

2. Encourages the university to further investigate the implementation of a 40 
system to centralize full course descriptions and syllabi.  41 

3. Urges the university to set up a system to archive old course syllabi.  42 
4. Endorses the proposed actions stated in SCUEÕs Policy Paper on ÒSyllabi 43 

Online.Ó  44 

                                                 
1 Please refer to the attached SCUE Policy Paper: Syllabi Online.  
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Editorial | What's the delay?

Penn hasn't done enough to make syllabi available online for students

By: Opinion Board

Posted: 4/7/08

Nearly two years ago, we urged the University to develop an online system for professors to post their syllabi. 

We're still waiting.

To be fair, some departments and schools have gotten on board with the idea, offering repositories on their Web sites
where professors can post past syllabi. 

But administrators have still failed to develop a University-wide, searchable database for students. 

The benefits of such a site are obvious. Most classes - even new ones - have some sort of syllabus that communicates
the nuts and bolts of the course. 

Students can make more informed registration decisions when they know what a class will focus on or what final 
projects or exams it will require. This, in turn, means less frantic class-shopping during the add/drop period. 

And as we pointed out in 2006, many of Penn's peer institutions - like Princeton and Harvard - already make syllabi 
available online in centralized databases. The University has only fallen further behind over the past two years.

The syllabi already exist. The technology already exists. All that's needed is the University's effort to make a 
two-year dream for students into a reality. 

Considering Penn's dismal record with online technology, we're not holding our breath.

© Copyright 2008 The Daily Pennsylvanian
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Editorial | Let there be syllabi
Online database should allow students to access syllabi from upcoming 
courses

By: Opinion Board

Posted: 11/20/06

Picking classes isn't easy.

In many cases, the only information given about a class is a brief sentence or two in the Course Register. In other
cases, syllabi are available, but only after a hard-fought effort to track down a professor. And, in the worst cases, no 
syllabus can uncovered at all.

This lack of information creates enormous problems for students trying to decide what classes to take. 

Penn students should not be relegated to making their enrollment decisions solely based on course titles and scores in
the Penn Course Review (or only based on the course title, if the class is new). Syllabi contain information vital to a 
class, from the reading list whether the class' final is a test or an essay. This turns add/drop into a massive shuffle, 
where students can finally figure out their classes once they have access to a syllabus.

And the most shameful part about the situation is how incredibly easy it is to fix.

No matter what class a students ends up in, the teacher will have a syllabus to distribute. Every class' professor 
eventually produces a syllabus, they just aren't making them available online. And most aren't making them available
early.

With the technology easily available, Penn should develop an online database to allow teachers (even low-tech ones) 
to easily post syllabi.

And, as Gabe Kopin - president of the Student Committee on Undergraduate Education - pointed out in a column on 
this page, Penn is years behind many of its Ivy League peers, such as Princeton and Harvard universities. Many other
schools have created a online database of course syllabi. His organization recently released a proposal that urged the 
University to create such a database.

Administrators should listen to SCUE and start requiring teachers to post syllabi - and post them early.

© Copyright 2008 The Daily Pennsylvanian
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Guest Opinion | Profs should post syllabi online
Access to online syllabi will allow students to make informed decisions 
before enrolling - it just takes a little effort from profs

By: Gabe Kopin

Posted: 11/17/06

Advance registration ended this week. Though students picked from thousands of course offerings, in most cases they
were left to rely on scant descriptions to find out what professors planned to cover.

Undergraduates compared courses by viewing rankings on Penn Course Review, asking advice from friends and 
checking lists of requirements. These resources alone are not adequate. Imagine if students could access an online 
syllabus that included a reading list, an outline of concepts covered, major assignments and course expectations - all 
before registration begins. 

The Student Committee on Undergraduate Education, the academic branch of student government, is working to make 
this a reality. Today, every College, Engineering and Nursing professor, in addition to the provost and the four 
undergraduate deans, received a copy of SCUE's proposal to place all course syllabi online prior to each semester's 
advance-registration period.

We believe that students should be given as much information as possible to help them complete the course-registration
process. Access to online syllabi before registration will enable all students to make more-informed course selections. 
Also, by shedding light on lesser-known areas of the course catalog, undergraduates may be more likely to pursue the 
academic "road less traveled." Furthermore, online syllabi will help new students - both incoming freshmen and 
transfers - better anticipate the content and workload of classes at Penn. 

From a professor's perspective, students will sign up for classes fully aware of the coursework and class expectations, 
likely reducing the roster shuffling that typically takes place at the beginning of each semester. 

This will decrease confusion and catch-up work for students, and will enable professors to delve into substantive 
material in the first or second lecture, rather than spending more time than necessary on an overview of the course. 
Posting syllabi online is a win-win situation for students and faculty alike. Wharton faculty are already required to post 
syllabi on their departmental Web sites, and SCUE's proposal asks the other three undergraduate schools to do the 
same. 

In fact, many of Penn's peer institutions have already increased accessibility to course materials. Harvard University's 
course register is a centralized listing of courses by department with direct links to the course Web site or syllabus.

Princeton University's Web site features a brief syllabus for every course, complete with course objectives, reading list, 
major assignments and basic expectations. In a radical move, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has opened its 
entire curriculum to the public through the OpenCourseWare project - imagine Blackboard or WebCafe opened freely 
to the world.

Even a small step toward greater transparency would be a refreshing change. Posting syllabi online would demonstrate 
the University's commitment to increasing access, as articulated in President Gutmann's Penn Compact. In the near 
future, SCUE hopes to continue working with the administration to improve accessibility by creating a centralized and 
searchable database of all course information, complete with syllabi, course ratings, curricular requirements and video 
interviews with faculty.
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SCUE continually engages with the administration, faculty and the student body to improve the quality, content and 
organization of the educational resources that Penn undergraduates depend upon to make the most of their education. 
Penn Course Review, for example, is one such resource.

For several years, the student-run Web site has lacked the qualitative reviews that add perspective and meaning to the 
numerical survey data. SCUE tackled the problem head-on, bringing students and administrators together to 
constructively address the problem. SCUE is proud to report that, as of next semester, the student-run PCR Editorial 
Board will be writing qualitative course reviews for the first time since 2001.

Students: For these initiatives to succeed, we need your help. Ask your professors to submit their syllabi for posting on 
departmental Web sites. Take an extra minute or two to fill out the handwritten "Comments" box at the bottom of the 
Course Review form you will receive in class at the end of the semester.

Your comments will be the basis for the detailed reviews coming soon on Penn Course Review. Posting syllabi online 
and improving Penn Course Review will dramatically improve the way that Penn students register for courses. 

Gabe Kopin is an Engineering junior from Highland Park, Ill., and chairman of the Student Committee on 
Undergraduate Education. His e-mail address is gkopin@seas.upenn.edu.

© Copyright 2008 The Daily Pennsylvanian


	syllabi online.pdf
	syllabi_mockup.pdf
	Online Syllabi Proposal.pdf
	The Daily Pennsylvanian - Editorial _ What's the delay_.pdf
	The Daily Pennsylvanian - Editorial _ Let there be syllabi.pdf
	The Daily Pennsylvanian - Guest Opinion _ Profs should post s...pdf

