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The Graphic Syllabus and the Outcomes Map

An instructor’s topical organization is the basic framework of his or her course 
as well as the core of the syllabus. A syllabus refl ects the instructor’s own unique 
organization of the fi eld or specialty being taught, and his or her student learning 
objectives and outcomes provide the structure for student learning experiences 
and assessment activities. Yet students rarely read a text syllabus carefully. Even 
when they do, they lack the scholarly background to grasp the big picture of the 
course organization from the week-by-week topical listing and to understand the 
cumulative process by which they should acquire target knowledge and skills.

This book shows college instructors how to communicate their course 
organization to students in a graphic syllabus—a one-page diagram, fl owchart, 
or concept map of the topical organization—and an outcomes map—a one-page 
fl owchart of the sequence of student learning objectives and outcomes from the 
foundational through the mediating to the ultimate. It also documents the posi-
tive impact that graphics have on student learning and cautions readers about 
common errors in designing graphic syllabi. 

In addition to more than two dozen graphic syllabi from a variety of disciplines, 
this book provides information on: 

 • The limits of a text syllabus
 • How and why graphics enhance learning
 • Designing a graphic syllabus
 • Charting an outcomes map
 • How graphics benefi t course organization

The Author
Linda B. Nilson is founding director of the Offi ce of Teaching Effectiveness 
and Innovation at Clemson University.
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Preface

This book has been more than 25 years in the making. I first conceived of
hand-drawing a flowchart of my course organization around 1980, but I did-
n’t dare share the idea with a colleague. At the time, I was working at a Re-
search I university, a place where faculty didn’t talk about teaching and frankly
didn’t care what their colleagues did or didn’t do in their classes. It took many
years for the academic teaching ethos to start changing. Even in the early
1990s, it was still not completely acceptable for tenure-track faculty in re-
search universities to discuss their teaching challenges or innovations. But in
1994, several years after I had started directing teaching centers, I finally suffi-
ciently trusted someone with whom I could share my graphic syllabus idea.
That person was Dr. A. Darlene Panvini, currently an associate professor of bi-
ology at Belmont University, who was then my assistant director of the Center
for Teaching at Vanderbilt University. Not only did she instantly grasp the
benefits of the graphic syllabus, but she went right to the task of designing one
for her freshman seminar, Conservation Ecology. (Her creation is Figure 3.19
in this book.) She is the first person recognized in the Acknowledgments be-
cause her enthusiastic support gave me the courage to share the idea again and
deepened my scholarly interest in visuals as teaching tools.

One reason to look to graphics to enhance student learning is that text,
even though it remains the academic medium of choice, has had mixed suc-
cess in motivating student interest and teaching concepts and relationships.
Text worked quite well back when we used college as a social sifting and
sorting mechanism; the students who survived were created in our image
and knew how to learn from text. But text began to falter as soon as we
started using college to educate the broader society. To add to the challenge,
each successive student generation came to us having been raised with more
and more captivating visual media, such as large-screen television, special-
effects movies, surrealistic video games, and an increasingly animated web.
By now, these media have supplanted the book as a major form of entertain-
ment and as the predominant K–12 instructional tool. Chapter 1 in this
book details the limitations of text in today’s college population and argues
for a change of media. 

After I became interested in using graphics as teaching tools, I soon dis-
covered that a cadre of psychologists trained in cognition and learning had
already published a convincing body of research that supported the superi-
x
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ority of visuals for knowledge processing and memory. Chapter 2 summa-
rizes this literature, making a strong case in favor of using visuals to enhance
student learning. 

If this work was so new to me, how familiar could it be to other faculty
developers and faculty outside of psychology? Besides, haven’t we Homo sapi-
ens always depended more on our sight for survival than on any other sense?
We certainly wouldn’t have made it on our limited olfactory and auditory sen-
sitivities, as most other mammals did. Perhaps our heavily literate culture will
prove to be a short-term detour in the grander history of humankind. 

Chapters 3 and 4 are largely devoted to showcasing model graphic syllabi
and outcomes maps and recommending ways for you, the reader, to create
these graphics yourself. Among the how-to suggestions on designing a
graphic syllabus in Chapter 3 are five types of course organization that are
relatively easy to represent visually, along with graphic syllabus examples. The
how-to for an outcomes map simply extends the recommended way to design
a course, which is around student learning objectives. A comprehensive list of
objectives for a given course will include some that should be met early in the
term, others to be met at various times in the middle, and the most complex
ones to be achieved at the end. No doubt a few of the earlier objectives are
designed to prepare students to tackle later ones. So why not sequence and
flowchart all the objectives so students can see, in advance and as they
progress, the process of their learning? Maybe then they will realize why they
should bother to learn A, B, and C when all they are truly interested in is
mastering X, Y, and Z. 

Not surprisingly, these graphics enhance course organization, and Chap-
ter 5 demonstrates how they uncover gaps, sequencing errors, tangential top-
ics, and a general lack of flow in the ordering of course topics and learning
objectives. A topical organization and a course design that are cohesive, logi-
cally constructed, and transparent even to students are likely to result in greater
student learning, if for no other reason than that the students will find in these
an accurate, ready-made structure for them to process, organize, and store the
course material. Our minds retain only what they can file in a mental struc-
ture, and nothing provides structure like a memorable visual.

Appendix A features more than two dozen memorable graphic syllabi for
an array of disciplines. The variety, creativity, and amount of knowledge
available just for the looking are astounding. This is the most entertaining
(and hopefully inspiring) part of the book. Information on affordable soft-
ware for electronically creating graphic syllabi and outcomes maps is pro-
vided in Appendix B. 

Preface xi
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Reading this book requires that you engage both hemispheres of your
brain. May you find it a refreshing and relaxing mental workout! If you are
motivated to try your creative hand at a graphic syllabus or outcomes map, I
would delight in your sharing the results with me. 

Linda B. Nilson
Clemson, South Carolina
February 2007
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1

The Limits of a Text Syllabus

By tradition, a syllabus is a text document. Over the years it has grown
from a compact one- to two-page schedule of course topics, assignments,

and tests to a five-page, ten-page, or longer laundry list of information re-
quired by institutions (e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act accommodations
and academic integrity policies), some accrediting agencies (e.g., student
learning objectives/outcomes), departments (e.g., number of office hours),
and students themselves (e.g., policies regarding grading, attendance, tardi-
ness, participation, late homework and papers, makeup tests, and the number
of minutes to wait for a late instructor). The syllabus checklist shown in Figure
1.1 lists the basic information that should appear in a syllabus.

In response to the current litigious trend, some instructors have started
putting a scheduling disclaimer at the end of the document. This provides
them with some flexibility to adjust course activities to the students’ back-
ground and progress and make allowances for illness, weather, power disrup-
tions, and the like. Item #44 on the syllabus checklist provides the following
legal caveat/disclaimer: “The above schedule, policies, procedures, and assign-
ments in this course are subject to change in the event of extenuating circum-
stances, by mutual agreement, and/or to ensure better student learning.” 

In the same spirit, I recommend inserting an additional caveat/disclaimer
after a list of student learning objectives/outcomes, as discussed in item #18 in
the syllabus checklist:

Students may vary in their competency levels on these abili-
ties. You can expect to acquire these abilities only if you
honor all course policies, attend classes regularly, complete
all assigned work in good faith and on time, and meet all
other course expectations of you as a student. 

It is probably just a matter of time before some student initiates a lawsuit be-
cause, for whatever reason, he or she hasn’t achieved the promised outcomes. 

1
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Figure 1.1

Syllabus Checklist

Basic Course Information

1. Course number, title, and credit hours

2. Classroom number and building

3. Days and hours of class meetings

4. URL of the course’s web site 

5. Required or recommended prerequisites, including permission of instructor

6. Breadth or major requirements the course fulfills

Section and Extra Sessions Information

7. Required or optional discussion sections or labs, with section/lab numbers

8. Name of teaching assistant

9. Classroom/lab room number and building 

10. Days and hours 

Information About Yourself

11. Your name and title (so students know how to address you)

12. Your office location, office phone, email address, and office hours

13. Your home phone and calling restrictions, such as “call before 10:00 p.m.”
(optional)

14. Relevant professional information about you, such as degrees and universities,
teaching experience, research areas, other universities where you’ve worked,
and relevant nonacademic experience 

Information About Course Support Staff (teaching assistants, technicians) 

15. For each staff member: office location, office phone, email address, and office
hours

16. For each staff member: home phone and home phone restrictions (or have your
teaching assistants develop their own syllabi)

Information About Course Coverage and Objectives

17. Course description, including “popular” topics the course does not cover

18. Your ultimate student learning objectives/outcomes—that is, what students will
be able to do by the end of the course—as well as your major mediating objec-
tives/outcomes. Add these caveats/disclaimers: “Students may vary in their com-
petency levels on these abilities. You can expect to acquire these abilities only if

2 The Graphic Syllabus and the Outcomes Map
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you honor all course policies, attend classes regularly, complete all assigned
work in good faith and on time, and meet all other course expectations of you as
a student.” 

Information on the Readings

19. Required and recommended books, articles, and the like with complete citations
(author/editor, title, date, edition, publisher, journal, etc.), as well as price and
where available

20. Existence of a course pack and where to purchase it

21. Why you chose the readings, at least the required ones

22. Where to find readings on reserve

23. Whether/where commercial lecture notes are available and how helpful they
may be

Other Required Course Materials

24. Any required materials such as software, special calculators, cleaning supplies,
safety equipment or clothes, art supplies, photography supplies, paper

25. Where to find/purchase them

26. Approximate costs

27. When they will be needed 

Course Requirements and Grading Standards

28. Grading system (percentages, points, curve, etc.)

29. Graded course requirements: 

• How many of what types of assignments 

• Number and types of quizzes and examinations 

• Group component of individuals’ grades, including peer evaluation procedures 

• Electronic communication

• Class participation 

• Lab and discussion section assignments

30. General standards/rubric by which you will grade papers, problem solutions,
other written work, electronic communication, and in-class participation (details
come later)

31. Study and assignment aids to be distributed, such as study guides, review ques-
tions, directions for writing papers, lists of possible paper/project topics

32. Percentage of the course grade (and/or number of points) for each course com-
ponent

The Limits of a Text Syllabus 3
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