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We all craft a syllabus for each class, but honestly what is a syllabus and for whom is it
written? I hope to expand our vision. The quick and typical answer is: A syllabus is a plan for
how we hope to engage students with content and practices of our field of study. Of course, a
syllabus is a covenant of learning between teacher and student about the outcomes students
might expect from the class. Yet syllabi have many other audiences, and their construction is a
daunting task.

Over the last two years, I have reviewed nearly a hundred introductory syllabi in my field
(Christian religious education). By completing a content analysis of them, I hoped to discover
what is at the heart of our shared discipline. I learned that two emphases usually guide classes
in my field: attention to the art of teaching and to the congregation as a context for learning. I
thank the colleagues who entrusted me with their commitments. As I read them, I was in awe
of the quality of teaching. I honor their integrity.

Despite this, many of these colleagues expressed anxiety with the way we often think of syllabi.
They offered a challenge: We need to make a difference! That means, they said, we need to
significantly change the way we construct classes. Above all else, they argued, syllabi are a
plan for a journey that impacts lives and the wider world. That is not an overstatement. Person
after person told me that “business as usual” could no longer be the case. Classes had to
change! The COVID pandemic, the rush of classes online, the inequities revealed, the Black
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Lives Matter movement, and the continuing violence in the public square against people of
color revealed challenges that have redirected the whole class-planning process.

We write syllabi for students. We make our expectations and our commitments clear. We write
syllabi for our colleagues, often following a prescribed form, to demonstrate how a class fits
into a school’s curriculum. Moreover, we write our syllabi for colleagues in our guilds to show
how each of us stands within the traditions of a field of study.

But my colleagues told me that syllabi need to be more – much more. They have a wider
audience and impact. Syllabi are a concrete and sacred expression of our vocation of teaching.
They embody hopes for the future. Syllabi are our efforts to connect students, fields of study, a
curriculum, and outcomes that make a difference in the world. Through our teaching, we want
to influence the ways students live their vocations and interact with the wider worlds of
church, faith, ministry, and public service they touch.

We each make choices. We include some foci and ignore others. We emphasize some practices
of learning – reading, study, analysis, creative projects, oral presentations, or written papers,
to name a few. We seek to embody the wisdom and practices of a field of study. But more!
From wherever we are located, from the wisdom of academic traditions in which we are
embedded, and from faithful efforts to live a vocation, we join with our students on a journey.
We choose what we will emphasize. We choose who we will serve. We choose what difference
we will make.

It is obvious, isn’t it? A syllabus is a concrete reflection of our hope to make a difference.
Syllabi are filled with our passion for our field, with the liveliness of the worlds our students
inhabit, and with our best efforts of teaching. Teaching is not the replication of what we did
before, nor honestly what the authorities in our fields say it is. Teaching is our calling, and the
syllabi, our promises. 

By reviewing over a hundred syllabi, I saw similarities that define a discipline, I saw practices
of good teaching, I saw colleagues struggling, but I also saw a passion to make a difference in
a world that needs teachers and great traditions of hope and wisdom. Just as books and
articles shape dialogue and influence policy, even more so do syllabi. Teaching cannot be
“business as usual.” What difference do you hope to make?
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