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ABSTRACT 

Higher education is rapidly changing, and instructors are striving to match the 

needs of 21st-century digital learners. There is a growing demand and shift from 

traditional classes to the online mode of instruction for most post-secondary learning 

institutions. Additionally, with the recent pandemic (COVID-19), post-secondary 

institutions had to transform and revise their courses to online and hybrid models. Higher 

education institutions struggled with limited knowledge, skills, and resources to design 

syllabi and implement online education courses to meet the needs of their students to 

attain quality education. 

The purpose of this study was to explore higher education faculty members' 

experiences in designing quality syllabi for online education. This study was grounded in 

the theoretical framework of Edmund Husserl's descriptive phenomenology through 

interviews. Data obtained from interviews were recorded and stored on a flash drive 

reserved only for this research. The researcher analyzed interviews by carefully listening, 

reviewing, and reading the lived experiences of each participant. Then the researcher 

transcribed recorded interviews into written text using the FTW Transcriber software. 

This helped the researcher get a deep and rich understanding of the phenomenon 

(designing a quality syllabus) through finding “significant statements” and determining 

the “themes” of each participant's experiences. 

  



 

xviii 

 

Findings indicated that this phenomenological study about higher education 

faculty members’ lived experiences in teaching and learning will help faculty and 

researchers to understand how to design a quality syllabus for online education that will 

satisfy the needs of diverse students. Ten themes emerged from the in-depth interviews 

conducted to gain insights into higher education faculty members’ lived experiences. 

These themes included: title section, course description, learner outcomes, course 

organization, course evaluation, course accessibility, course policies and calendar, 

academic integrity, professional behavior, and equal opportunity. These themes are the 

components required in a quality syllabus for an online course. These research results 

will contribute to efficient pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning in online 

education setting. 

Keywords: Higher Education Faculty; Quality Syllabus; Online Education; 

Phenomenological Study 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education is rapidly changing, and instructors are striving to match the 

needs of 21st-century digital learners to those changes. During the recent COVID-19 

pandemic, post-secondary institutions had to transform and revise their courses to online 

and hybrid models of learning. This change required instructors to identify innovative 

strategies for designing courses that promoted positive student learning experiences. 

Instructors had to design, create, and implement their courses online to facilitate and 

support quality education during pandemic lockdowns. Although course outcomes may 

vary, university instructors are expected to employ efficient processes that will assist 

them in planning and structuring their course syllabus in order to attain instructional 

goals (Burdina & Sasser, 2018). An efficient syllabus starts with understanding the kinds 

of students who will enroll in a course, figuring out what they already know and what to 

learn, and determining how to quantify their learning throughout a semester. 

A syllabus is an important part of online education because it sets the stage for 

teaching and learning throughout a semester (Lo, 2019). A syllabus gives an instructor 

and students a contract, an outline of what will be taught, based on best practices in 

teaching and learning (Gannon, 2018). Instructors are encouraged to prepare and plan 

ahead by defining what they expect from students by the end of a course. Tokatlı and 

Keşli (2009) explained that a course syllabus provides valuable information that 
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facilitates meaningful communication between students and faculty. Stewart (2014) 

suggested that a well-prepared syllabus answers students’ questions and comments 

beforehand and contributes to a productive classroom atmosphere in which students are 

engaged in class activities. 

This study explored the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in 

designing a quality syllabus for online education. The study focused on the phenomenon 

of designing a quality syllabus by using the descriptive phenomenological method of 

research. The goal of this study was to learn how to design an effective syllabus for 

online education through the lived experiences of seven higher education faculty 

members at a research university in the Midwest United States. For confidentiality 

purposes, I will use a pseudonym—Dissertation Research University (DRU)—as the 

name of the university (research location/data collection field) in my study. Results 

obtained from this study could be used to learn new ways to design a quality syllabus for 

online education. An example of a quality syllabus for an online course as suggested by 

study results was provided. Literature examined during this study included topics such as: 

preparation of designing a syllabus, goals and objectives, syllabus construction, instructor 

and student roles, assignments, assessments, grading, teaching methodologies and 

strategies, and motivational strategies. Faculty members could benefit from this research 

by integrating research findings into their syllabi designs for successful online education 

courses. 

Statement of the Problem 

There has been a growing demand and shift from traditional classes to the online 

mode of instruction for most post-secondary learning institutions. Also, due to COVID-
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19, many institutions have been mandated to completely move their courses online to 

avoid spread of the COVID-19 disease and follow the guidance of the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) here in the United States and other countries. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, about 23 countries closed their educational institutions 

for more than 41 weeks as they were not able to shift to online instruction (Elavarasan & 

Pugazhendhi, 2020; UNESCO, n.d.). However, for institutions able to alter their mode of 

instruction to online learning, some of them struggled with limited knowledge, skills, and 

resources to design syllabi and implement online education courses that met the needs of 

students to attain quality education; thus, accomplishing each course’s objectives. 

There have also been an increased number of instructors required to design online 

courses as demand for online learning has continued to increase. To that end, it is 

imperative to understand faculty members' experiences in designing a quality syllabus for 

online education. This study will help to address the literature gap in this area. 

Understanding these experiences will better prepare faculty members to design syllabi 

that will satisfy the needs of students and faculty members and ultimately generate 

positive online education experiences. 

Purpose of the Study 

Due to COVID-19, many institutions are restructuring their education to meet the 

social distancing requirements mandated by the World Health Organization (WHO; 

Elavarasan & Pugazhendhi, 2020). Institutions are moving from regular traditional 

classrooms to online and hybrid models of instruction. Thus, to have quality education 

available that is comparable in effectiveness to that of the conventional model of 

education, there is need to learn about aspects of faculty members' experiences that are 
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beneficial for delivery of online education. One of these aspects is designing a quality 

syllabus for an online education course. Consequently, the purpose of this study has been 

to explore and get an in-depth understanding of higher education faculty members' 

experiences in designing a quality syllabus for online education. 

Rationale 

There has been limited research conducted on faculty members' experiences in 

designing syllabi for online education courses (Wingo et al., 2017). Many researchers 

support learning and understanding about faculty members' experiences in designing 

syllabi that accommodate learning styles of all students (Baran & Correia, 2014). Hence, 

conducting a phenomenological study on higher education faculty members' lived 

experiences will help faculty and researchers to understand how to design an effective 

online syllabus that will satisfy the needs of students and their instructors. The descriptive 

phenomenological method of research used in this study will help to provide rich and 

detailed experiences of higher education faculty members regarding a phenomenon 

(designing syllabi for online courses), which will assist faculty in designing quality 

syllabi and implementing online courses successfully (Peoples, 2021). 

Research Questions 

1. From the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in teaching 

and learning, what types of information should be included in designing a 

quality syllabus for an online education course? 

2. What type of additional information is needed, if any, in a quality syllabus 

to meet the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) is taking an 

online education course? 
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Definitions of Terms 

Blackboard: Name of a company that developed a learning management system 

(Blackboard Learn) used by institutions to deliver online courses. 

CDC: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, a United States federal agency 

dealing with public health. 

COVID-19: “COVID-19 is a disease caused by a virus called SARS-CoV-2” (Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021a, Basics: What is COVID-19 

section, para. 1). “Older adults and people who have severe underlying medical 

conditions like heart or lung disease or diabetes seem to be at higher risk for 

developing more serious complications from COVID-19 illness” (CDC, 2021b, 

Watch for Symptoms section). 

DRU: Dissertation Research University—pseudonym of the university where I 

conducted my research. 

Epoché (or Bracketing): "Suspending your judgments to focus on the studied 

phenomenon. It is not about eliminating biases but suspending them or setting 

them aside" (Peoples, 2021, p. 30). 

Horizons: Present experiences an individual has with a phenomenon. In data analysis, 

horizons are clustered into themes and then organized into meaning units of a 

particular phenomenon. 

Internet: “A global computer network providing a variety of information and 

communication facilities, consisting of interconnected networks using 

standardized communication protocols” (Oxford Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, 

2006, para. 1). 
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Lived Experience: A detailed personal encounter with an event narrated by a person 

who lived through the event. 

Methodology: A process and procedure by which a researcher explores a specific 

research problem and seeks answers (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 

Online Course Materials: Academic materials such as documents, presentations, 

spreadsheets, and audio/video recordings that are designed and implemented for 

the purpose of online education. 

Online Learning: A mode of instruction that takes place through the use of the internet. 

Online learning is also called distance education because an online course can be 

accessed from different geographical zones as long as there is an internet 

connection. Online learning includes hybrid or blended learning, which is the 

combination of online and face-to-face instruction (Harasim, 2017). 

Phenomenology: A philosophy and a methodological approach to a study in order to 

understand lived experiences. There are two types of phenomenology: Edmund 

Husserl's descriptive phenomenology and Martin Heidegger's hermeneutic 

phenomenology. 

Phenomenological Reduction: “Intentional consciousness using the process of 

bracketing or epoché (suspending judgment to focus on the analysis of 

experience)” (Peoples, 2021, p. 32). 

UN: United Nations, an international intergovernmental organization formed in 1945 to 

maintain political and economic collaboration and peace among its 193 member 

countries. 

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 
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WHO: World Health Organization, United Nations specialized agency dealing with 

international public health. 

YouTube: An online flatform or website for free sharing of mostly videos and some 

audio files. 

Significance of the Study 

In online education, the foundation of a positive relationship between an 

instructor and students is creating a sense of presence (Lehman & Conceiçåo, 2011). 

Through findings of this descriptive phenomenology, faculty members will review the 

importance of presence in an online environment by understanding the components of a 

quality syllabus. This will help them design a syllabus that will promote positive learning 

in an online environment. In sum, this study will contribute to the field of teaching and 

learning as well as higher education, as it will help college instructors propose, design, 

and implement a rich syllabus for great online instruction. 

Overview of Research Methods 

Phenomenological interviews were used in this study. The researcher developed 

the study’s instrument to answer research questions. The researcher interviewed seven 

faculty members from a research institution in order to get deep and rich data for the 

study. There are no specific guidelines for determining the right sample size in 

phenomenological research (Johnson, n.d.). However, Morse (2000) recommended a 

minimum of six participants. Johnson (n.d.) added that other qualitative researchers such 

as Giorgi and Creswell suggested a range of three to nine participants. The researcher 

used the descriptive phenomenological approach to answer research questions and 
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understand the importance of designing a quality syllabus for online education through 

higher education faculty members’ lived experiences. 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study was the sample size. While seven participants were 

enough to reach “saturation” of data in the study, more participants could be added. 

Saturation refers to achieving a level of informational redundancy where no new 

information is uncovered in the study; therefore, additional data collection contributes 

nothing new to the study (Merriam, 1998; Gentles et al., 2015). One of the ways to lessen 

this limitation is by adding more participants. However, according to Moustakas (1994), 

Morse (2000), and Creswell (2014), seven participants are sufficient to carry out quality 

phenomenological research. 

Another limitation of the study is researcher bias. The researcher of this study 

used triangulation to develop a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. The 

researcher also used bracketing to reduce bias. The term “bracketing” and “epoche” was 

developed by Moustakas (1994) to minimize researcher bias and to test as well as 

increase validity. Bracketing is putting aside things unrelated to a study to focus solely on 

a topic and questions. According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.-a), epoche is “the 

methodological attitude of phenomenology in which one refrains from judging” (para. b). 

This means that researchers need to keep their preconceptions and biases separate from 

their data while carrying out their studies. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in the theoretical framework of Edmund Husserl’s 

descriptive phenomenology. Phenomenology is a philosophy and a methodological 
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approach to a study; methodology is a process and procedure by which a researcher 

explores a specific research problem and seeks answers (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Over the 

years, researchers have adopted different research methodologies such as 

phenomenology, ethnography, hermeneutic phenomenology, ontology, and epistemology. 

Outcomes of phenomenological research widen the mind, enhance thinking capacity, and 

allow researchers to see the future through an intentional understanding of lived 

experiences. This is despite the subjectivity and personal knowledge of individuals based 

on descriptive and interpretive phenomenology in perceiving an interpretation of events 

from participants’ points of view. 

Phenomenology serves as a philosophy and methodological inquiry that goes 

beyond knowing to include intellectual engagement to consciously interpret and 

understand humans. Heideggerian analysis of interpretive-hermeneutic phenomenology 

offers a broader analysis of human beings’ lived experiences (Laverty, 2003). Under the 

Heideggerian approach, bracketing operates as a granted assumption to describe the 

natural reflection of a phenomenon by gaining insights into human beings’ lived 

experiences, including the meaning they possess. Bracketing is the procedure of 

recognizing an individual’s assumptions about the nature of a phenomenon and grouping 

it as reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Phenomenology is a framework that is essential 

in educating individuals’ visions, defining their positions, broadening how they see the 

world, and analyzing lived experiences at a deeper level (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 

Phenomenological reduction is “intentional consciousness using the process of bracketing 

or epoché (suspending judgment to focus on the analysis of experience)” (Peoples, 2021, 

p. 32). 
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Summary 

This chapter presented an introduction and the background of the study, a 

statement of the problem, purpose of the study, rationale for the study, research 

questions, definitions of terms, significance of the study, limitations, theoretical 

framework, and overview of research methods. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Preliminary Considerations to Syllabus Design 

Before designing a syllabus, the Stanford Teaching Commons (2021) highlighted 

that an instructor should consider what core knowledge students should learn and 

remember from a course. Stanford’s Teaching Commons explained that instructors 

should provide on a syllabus essential ideas students should understand after taking a 

course, which involves theories, approaches, perspectives, and other broad themes in a 

course. Essential skills students should develop after taking a course should also be 

considered. Similarly, according to the Centre for Teaching Excellence (n.d.), designing a 

syllabus requires instructors to consider responding to the following questions: 

• Are the intended learning outcomes reasonable . . . ? 

• How well do my content and methods work to ensure that students can 

achieve the learning outcomes? . . . 

• Are the learning outcomes specific, attainable, and measurable? 

(Centre for Teaching Excellence, n.d.) 

These questions are categorized into five areas—intended learning outcomes, 

context, content, teaching methods, and assessment methods (Centre for Teaching 

Excellence, n.d.)—and are depicted in the model in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Model of the Components of Course Design 

 

Note. From “Principios Fundamentais para um Planeamento Curricular Eficaz” by D. E. 

Ellis, 2008, Pedagogia no ensino superior, 2, as cited in “Course Design: Questions to 

Consider” by Centre for Teaching Excellence, no date, University of Waterloo 

(https://uwaterloo.ca/centre-for-teaching-excellence/teaching-resources/teaching-

tips/planning-courses/course-design/questions-consider). Copyright 1992-2021 by the 

University of Waterloo. 

Figure 1 articulates that learning occurs as a successful outcome or pillar of 

successful course planning. A model such as that shown in Figure 1 may help instructors 

construct what students are supposed to learn in a course. Instructors should “take time to 

think about who you [they] will be teaching, how your [their] course fits within their 

https://uwaterloo.ca/centre-for-teaching-excellence/teaching-resources/teaching-tips/planning-courses/course-design/questions-consider
https://uwaterloo.ca/centre-for-teaching-excellence/teaching-resources/teaching-tips/planning-courses/course-design/questions-consider
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studies, and about the facilities and resources that you [they] have access to as an 

instructor” (Centre for Teaching Excellence, n.d., Contextual Issues section, para. 1). 

Knowing what resources will be used and where to find them will enable instructors to 

choose appropriate materials that will fit the needs of their courses. Assessments will 

evaluate students’ performances and attainments of courses. Teaching methods include 

lecturing, facilitating discussions, inviting in guest lecturers, and group discussions. 

Davis (2009) mentioned that each teaching method has its own advantages and 

disadvantages. 

Instructors should choose their teaching methods by considering their students’ 

needs, including principles of diversity and inclusion. Davis (2009) suggested that 

instructors should design a course with principles of universal design. She further 

explained that universal design is "based on the premise that barrier-free, inclusive design 

benefits everyone—those with and without a disability—and thereby eliminates or 

reduces the need for assistance and accommodation" (p. 4). Scholars have recommended 

that institutional constructs, curricula, and dominant philosophies in higher education 

need to be intensely entrenched in the value of diversity (Berman, 2018). This way, 

higher education institutions may become agents of positive change by designing syllabi 

that support equal educational opportunities for all. 

Course Goals and Objectives 

To establish course goals, instructors must employ needs assessments through “a 

systematic process for determining goals, identifying discrepancies between goals and the 

status quo, and establishing priorities for action” (Burton & Merrill, 1977, p. 21). This 

will help to determine what should be taught to students. Goals help students recognize 
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the purposes or outcomes instructors want students to achieve in courses. Goals relate 

directly to knowledge and skills and are sometimes broad in nature (Teachnology, n.d.). 

Similarly, course objectives identify skills instructors hope students will achieve through 

participating in the learning process. Objectives are tasks students are expected to 

perform and are based on student-centered learning outcomes. Objectives describe what 

instructors are looking for in students' performances and serve as essential parts of a 

lesson plan (Teachnology, n.d.). 

Both goals and objectives play tremendous roles in a syllabus design, helping 

students achieve learning outcomes (Stowell et al., 2018). Articulating learning 

objectives by aligning course objectives with assessments and instructional strategies will 

lead students to complete a course successfully (Eberly Center, n.d.-a). From a student's 

perspective, "a well-crafted set of course goals can provide a handy framework for 

organizing and synthesizing the material throughout the term" (Gannon, 2018, p. 1). In 

the “learning goals” section of a syllabus, instructors lay out promises and opportunities a 

course offers students (Bain, 2004). Strong course goals contribute significantly to 

students' performances in class and strengthen instructors' abilities to teach (Davis, 2009). 

This section of a syllabus describes goals for students, helping instructors to outsource 

their passion and goals for teaching (Burdina & Sasser, 2018). 

Through learning objectives, students develop knowledge on philosophical 

questions, terminology, theory and methodology, and historical context. This enables 

students to develop stronger critical thinking skills. An action verb should be used while 

creating and describing learning objectives for a syllabus to encourage students to 
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evaluate, analyze, create, and encourage them to approach their courses and learning in 

their patterns (Eberly Center, n.d.-a, Slattery & Carlson, 2010). 

Designing an Online Course Syllabus 

As indicated by Saquicela et al. (2018), a syllabus serves six purposes. A syllabus 

serves as the primary guide and introduction to a course to students. A syllabus sets the 

tone for a course—it motivates students to plan and achieve goals for the course and 

works as a planning tool for instructors. It structures students' work and distributes that 

work over a semester and helps faculty to plan and meet course goals on time. It is a 

contract between faculty and students—what students can expect from instructors and 

what instructors expect from students. Lastly, it serves as a portfolio for faculty. Students' 

success in a course can be determined by how well students’ performances match the 

instructor's expectations; therefore, a well-designed syllabus should be straightforward 

and transparent in terms of format and wording (Tokatlı & Keşli, 2009). 

Davis (2009) suggested that an effective syllabus should have the following: 

detailed information, a simple layout, course information, list of prerequisite courses, 

instructional technology requisite(s), an overview of the course's purpose, learning 

goals/objectives/outcomes, class activities, textbooks and other additional materials 

needed, assignments, exams, grade assessments, course policies and requirements, 

accommodations, and course calendar. According to the Eberly Center (n.d.-c) at 

Carnegie Mellon University, a syllabus usually includes the following components 

described in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Components Usually Found in a Syllabus 

Component Description of Component 

Title page 

Includes course number and title, number of units, semester 

and year, meeting times and location, instructor’s 

information—name, office, office hours, and way to contact 

the instructor. 

Course description 
Brief introduction to a course: scope, purpose, and how 

relevant the material to be taught is.. 

Course objectives Skills and knowledge students will gain at the end of a course. 

Course organization Explanation of the topical organization of a course. 

Materials 
Required textbooks, software, and supplies with information 

about where they can be obtained. 

Prerequisites 
Courses students need to have completed before taking this 

course. 

Course requirements 
What students will have to do in the course: assignments, 

exams, projects, performances, attendance, and participation. 

Evaluation and grading 

policy 

Explanation of grading policies, and what the final grade will 

be based on. 

Course policies and 

expectations 

Policies concerning attendance, participation, tardiness, 

academic integrity, missing homework/exams, and laptop use. 

Description of expected student behavior. 

Accommodations for 

students with disabilities 

List of acceptable accommodations for students with special 

needs. This could include policies, equipment or a statement of 

support.  

Course calendar 
A day-to-day breakdown of topics and assignments— 

readings, homework, project due-dates, etc. 

Note. Adapted from “Write the Syllabus,” by the Eberly Center, Teaching Excellence & 

Educational Innovation, n.d.-c, What’s in a Syllabus section 

(https://www.cmu.edu/teaching/designteach/design/syllabus/index.bak.html). Copyright 

2022 Carnegie Mellon University. 

Syllabus Design and Diversity 

Higher education has transformed immensely in recent decades. Nevertheless, 

some institutional issues persist in the areas of “social and historical context related to the 

https://www.cmu.edu/teaching/designteach/design/syllabus/index.bak.html
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intersection of race/ethnicity, low-income status and first-generation background in 

higher education” (Azizova & Felder, 2017, p. 154). Thus, instructors should design their 

syllabi to fit diverse students' needs (Davis, 2009). The role of college teachers in 

designing their syllabi is to support the success of every student (De Welde, 2017). Many 

minority students have not been performing well in their classrooms because of 

instructors' teaching styles and methodologies (Gupta et al., 2018). The issue is not so 

much why diversity is significant in designing an online course syllabus, “but how to 

achieve it” (Berman, 2018, para. 4). Davis' principle of universal design, which 

prioritizes diversity, can be a robust unifying force to the success of minority students 

(Davis 2009). Therefore, college teachers can benefit from the concept of universal 

design while creating and implementing their course materials.  

Student and Teacher Roles 

The role of an instructor is to make sure students accomplish learning objectives 

for a course. Therefore, an instructor should make sure students fully understand a course 

syllabus and its contents. Teachers promote a learner-centered course by making a 

“syllabus as well as class activities flexible” (Davis, 2009). Teachers answer questions 

and recognize students’ contributions so that students understand the direction and 

expectations of a course of education. Stewart (2014) underscored the role of faculty in 

creating communities of learners engaging in active and collaborative learning. A course 

should create a cooperative learning environment. Hence, an instructor should try to 

make sure students are familiar with the learning process in that course to enable students 

perform and attain desired results. An instructor should also learn effective teaching 

methods and determine how class goals can be made more meaningful. 
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An instructor should describe course expectations to students clearly. These 

course expectations include tracking students’ progress, attendance, academic honesty, 

due dates, and consequences for violating expectations. An instructor should use course 

objectives to direct development of assignments in order to assist students in meeting 

course goals. Stowell et al. (2018) explained that outlining expected and prohibited 

behaviors decreased students’ engagement in distracting behaviors. Stowell et al.’s 

conclusion suggests instructors should emphasize professional behaviors throughout a 

course. This allows an instructor to play some leadership roles. 

An instructor should facilitate class activities that will impart knowledge and 

practical skills by guiding students through a course in order to meet their needs and 

learning outcomes. Alutu (2006) implied guidance is a platform of service that helps 

students obtain the capacity for self-direction and brings about positive changes to a 

learner, faculty members and their teaching plans, the learning process and curriculum, 

and assessments of learning. One of the practical skills an instructor should convey to 

students is “critical thinking.” Critical thinking involves solving problems, calculating 

likelihoods, formulating inferences, and making decisions (Foo & Queck, 2019). Critical 

thinking is the cognitive skill that increases the probability of a student’s success in a 

course. Critical thinking will enable students to reason, be goal-directed, and maintain 

focus in a class. 

An instructor should empower students by giving them opportunities to 

contribute. One of the roles of students is to contribute to course structure. Students 

should be given opportunities to share their opinions respectfully with an instructor for 

possible course adjustments. It is vital to have a safe and respectful learning environment; 
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therefore, students should play a key role in promoting a positive learning environment 

and make a necessary contribution to collaborative learning. It is also the students' role to 

follow professional behavior and communication guidelines, as stated in a syllabus. 

Davis (2009) suggested students should be able to look through a syllabus to get a sense 

of who is teaching the course, things they will learn from the course, materials and 

resources required to participate in the course, whom they should contact if they need 

help, and things they should do to be successful in a course. Students’ responsibilities are 

to review a course syllabus, ask questions, obtain the necessary text(s) for a course, and 

come to class on time prepared to participate. Students should be alert to due dates of 

every assignment and every test and avoid being absent. Students are required to abide by 

the rules and regulations stated in a syllabus, as it serves as a contract between students 

and their teacher. Students should also be familiar with the expectations of their 

instructor(s). It is also a student’s responsibility to follow course guidelines and be 

familiar with grading criteria. Students are encouraged to take active roles in their 

learning and recognize that they are accountable for their success in a course (Davis, 

2009). If both students and instructors play their roles and responsibilities effectively, 

they will have a productive semester. 

Assignment, Assessment Design, and Grading 

In order to meet the goals and objectives of a course, various assignments are 

given to students. Banta and Palomba (2015) described assignments as lessons or tasks 

for students to reflect on what they learned in classrooms. Banta and Palomba further 

explained that assignments are used to evaluate students in courses and to determine their 

course grades. Assignments should be closely linked to learning objectives (Banta & 
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Palomba, 2015). Assignments help students apply concepts learned in a course. This 

encourages strategic learning and profound thinking, thus giving students the ability to 

think critically with concepts and information (Bain, 2004). 

The purpose of academic assessment is to help improve student preparation for 

graduation while accomplishing learner outcomes (Banta & Palomba, 2015). Further, 

including students’ assessments in online education contributes to a significant increase 

in the success of online education. Through assessment, instructors carefully examine 

students’ learning and find information on students’ knowledge and performance, 

students’ approaches to class assignments, and learning habits. Hence, instructors can 

utilize information on student performance in their classroom to solve some potential 

problems, such as student misconceptions (Banta & Palomba, 2015). 

According to Davis (2009) and Bain (2004), there are two types of assessments to 

examine students’ learning. These assessments are formative and summative. Formative 

assessments are assessments that evaluate how students are learning course material 

throughout a course. According to the Eberly Center (n.d.-b) at Carnegie Mellon 

University, formative assessment is used to determine what areas of a teacher’s methods 

might need improvement or what areas of learning a student may need help with. So, 

formative assessments are used to improve teaching and/or learning methods. Formative 

assessments usually have “low stakes”; they have little or no value as far as grading goes. 

A good example of formative assessment is a weekly quiz (Bain, 2004; Davis, 2009). 

Formative assessments can also have students: “draw a concept map in class to represent 

their understanding of a topic,” “submit one or two sentences identifying the main point 
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of a lecture,” or “turn in a research proposal for early feedback” (Eberly Center, n.d.-b, 

para. 2). 

Similarly, summative assessments evaluate how much students have learned 

throughout a course (Bain, 2004; Davis, 2009). The purpose of summative assessments is 

to measure level of knowledge gained from a course; summative assessments are “high 

stakes” assessments that affect final grades, and good examples include: mid-term exams, 

final exams, research papers, final projects, and other high point projects that contribute 

to a final grade (Eberly Center, n.d.-b). 

Irving (2020) agreed with Davis (2009) and Bain (2004) that formative 

assessments are quizzes and tests that evaluate how a student is learning course materials. 

Formative assessment supports classroom environments that allow students and 

instructors to assess learning practices. Irving added that formative assessments and 

feedback could be facilitated through technological means such as videography and 

online quizzes. This would improve communication skills among students through 

formative assessment practices. Like Davis, Bain, and the Eberly Center (n.d.-b), Irving 

felt summative assessments are quizzes and tests that evaluate how much a student 

learned throughout a course. So, Irving explained, summative assessments could be the 

final evaluations at the end of a course or semester. 

Steps involved in creating assessments encompass selecting rich instructional 

materials that present opportunities for student engagement and productive classroom 

discourse (Irving, 2020). For formative assessments, students can be evaluated on how 

they are learning course materials by taking quizzes at the end of every unit. Quizzes can 

consist of multiple-choice questions. For summative assessments, instructors can give a 



 

22 

final exam. Students should be tested on their overall understanding of a course at the end 

of a semester. A final exam should comprise all chapters covered in a course. Another 

summative assessment that could be given to students is a group presentation. This would 

allow students to share their course projects with their classes. This kind of summative 

assessment helps students apply what they have learned in a course in a practical fashion 

and builds communication skills. Both formative and summative assessments should help 

to fulfill student learner outcomes, as stated previously. 

Bain (2004) highlighted that examinations and grades are not incidental 

performances that come at the end of learning, but are a substantial part of education that 

influences how to assist and support students' learning. Each student's performance can 

be translated into a letter grade (Gray & Bunte, 2021; Sgan, 1970); grading motivates 

students to work harder to attain the highest grade they can (Gray & Bunte, 2021). 

Assigning letter grades usually follows a pattern based on number of points a 

student earns. For example, an instructor may decide to give a Grade “A” to students who 

demonstrate mastery of course material by scoring 90% to 100% of possible points in a 

class. Students who demonstrate a thorough understanding of a course by scoring 80% to 

89% of possible points might be given a grade letter of “B.” Letter “C” might be assigned 

to students who accomplish correct answers 70% to 79% of the time thus demonstrating a 

basic understanding of their course. Students who perform below average in a course 

might score 60% to 69% of possible points correctly.  This might be assigned a grade 

letter of “D.” Grade “F” is generally considered a failing grade and is often given to 

students who only earn 59% and below of possible points; students in this category 

demonstrate a poor understanding of a course. 
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Stanford Teaching Commons (2021) explained that both formative and 

summative assessments could sum up to 100% of possible points in a course. Instructors 

are encouraged to allow students to revise their works based on feedback they receive for 

formative assessments. However, for summative assessments, students might not be 

given an opportunity to re-write the assessment because it may be a final paper for their 

course, a mid-term exam, or a final exam. Both formative and summative assessments 

can help students synthesize and apply what they have learned throughout a course. 

Teaching Methodologies and Strategies 

Teaching method refers to the general principles of pedagogy and management 

strategies used for classroom instruction (Bain, 2004). There are many approaches to 

teaching. A teacher-centered approach and student-centered approach are good examples. 

A teacher-centered approach focuses on direct instruction, where a teacher has full or 

formal authority. On the other hand, a student-centered approach consists of inquiry-

based learning and cooperative learning, where a teacher serves as a facilitator. Focusing 

on a student-centered approach to learning, teachers and students play equally active 

roles in the learning process. Davis (2009) explained that combining modalities of 

communication such as visual, aural, and written communication contributes significantly 

to students' learning. Davis (2009) advised college teachers to help students participate in 

class discussions. Discussions keep students talking to each other on the same topic, and 

encourage students to think creatively and critically. 

Some examples of teaching methodologies and strategies that help students 

achieve goals and objectives for a course might be lectures with elements of kinesthetic 

learning, presentations, demonstrations, and reading. These teaching methodologies 
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facilitate students' learning and their overall understanding of material covered in a 

course. Teaching and assessments should be connected in a course because students' 

learning should continue to be measured throughout a course. Walker (2020) indicated 

that giving students the opportunity to move around during group activities boosts active 

participation. Therefore, it is beneficial to allow students to move around and participate 

in class discussions and speak with hands and gestures. This is important because when 

students are able to freely communicate their ideas and contribute to class discussions; 

this promotes a positive classroom atmosphere. Students also learn by participating in 

hands-on experiences. Covington (2007) explained that students who participate in 

hands-on type classrooms retain more information in their courses. One way of doing this 

is making arrangements for students to visit some key offices at an institution to learn 

more about departmental functions and other business areas. Another method might be 

using case studies as class activities. Role-playing and case studies help students to be 

successful in classrooms (Davis, 2009). When case studies are used as class activities, 

students can imagine themselves as educators. This helps students apply knowledge 

acquired in a course to the real world. 

An inquiry-based learning model should also be utilized in a course's lectures. 

This allows an instructor to serve as a supportive figure who provides guidance and 

support for students throughout their learning process. Instructors are advised to apply the 

concept of diversity and inclusion in their classrooms where every student has an equal 

opportunity to participate and learn in their classes. Instructors should facilitate and guide 

students, act as role models, and delegate students to have considerable autonomy in the 

learning process. 
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Walker (2020) described competent instructors as people who exhibit a number of 

characteristics, including learning to be well prepared to teach online, having a positive 

attitude towards online education, and setting high expectations that every student will 

succeed. Further, instructors should be creative and inventive in teaching, fair and just in 

their treatment of students and grades, approachable, have a personal touch, and develop 

a sense of belonging (Walker, 2020). 

General Motivational Strategies and Techniques for Students 

Davis (2009) elaborated that some students might be naturally enthusiastic about 

learning, while others need their instructors to “inspire, challenge, and stimulate them” 

(p. 279). Davis added that there is no single formula for motivating students, as there are 

many factors that contribute to motivation. Ryan and Deci (2000) explained that 

“motivation concerns energy, direction, persistence and equifinality—all aspects of 

activation and intention” (p. 69). This means that motivation is a catalyst, which causes a 

person to make desired choices and maintain direction until becoming successful. 

Students can be motivated in different ways. Davis (2009) explained there are four 

general strategies to motivate students in an online environment. These strategies suggest 

that instructors should be enthusiastic about their course, address students’ basic needs 

and desires, create opportunities for active participation, and hold realistic expectations. 

Davis noted that in order to maintain students’ motivation throughout a term, instructors 

are required to build on students’ strengths and interests, give choices, and increase 

difficulty of course materials as a semester advances. 

Whatever level of motivation students bring to a class can be transformed based 

on what happens in the class (Davis, 2009). One motivational technique that is important 
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is being able to provide consistent and early feedback that contributes to students’ beliefs 

that they can be successful in a course. This feedback will continue to encourage and give 

students hope as a semester goes by. Another motivational technique instructors should 

use is to give moderate tasks to students that are neither too easy nor too hard and then 

continue to increase the level of task difficulty as a semester progresses. By doing so, it 

will set realistic goals for students and motivate them to engage and be actively involved 

throughout a course. Setting realistic goals is giving students a reasonable amount of 

work (Burdina & Sasser, 2018). Additional motivational strategies that could be 

employed throughout a course are being able to “communicate personal interest in the 

students by calling them by name, initiating conversations with them before and after 

class, asking questions during class, and referring to ‘our’ class” (Davis, 2009, p. 279). 

Instructors should strive to foster intrinsic motivation in students to help students 

succeed and promote positive changes in their lives. Intrinsic motivation depends upon 

three needs being met as specified by self-determination theory. These three needs are 

competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000). According to Ryan and 

Deci, when these three needs are met, individuals experience higher self-motivation and 

mental health, but when these needs are not met, individuals do not feel so motivated or 

healthy. 

Instructors can help develop intrinsic motivation in their students by giving 

students challenging tasks, giving effective feedback on completed tasks, and avoiding 

demeaning evaluations (Ryan & Deci, 2000); this nurtures competence in students. 

Giving students a certain amount of autonomy in their tasks also fosters intrinsic 

motivation. Instructors can foster relatedness in students by providing a secure caring 
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environment. Applying Ryan and Deci’s ideas on relatedness suggests students who learn 

in an environment where they feel the teacher cares for them, where they feel safe and 

secure asking questions and getting feedback, fosters intrinsic motivation and adds to a 

student’s ability to succeed. 

According to Pekrun (2006), the control-value theory of achievement emotions is 

the idea that: 

Appraisals of control and values are central to the arousal of achievement 

emotions, including activity-related emotions such as enjoyment, frustration, and 

boredom experienced at learning, as well as outcome emotions such as joy, hope, 

pride, anxiety, hopelessness, shame, and anger relating to success or failure.  (p. 

315) 

If an activity lacks any incentive value, the result may be boredom. One incentive of a 

course is a student’s ability to attain a high grade in order to pass a class. Instructors 

should give a realistic amount of work in which students will be able to successfully 

carry out and earn an incentive value, like a passing grade. Assigning grades makes 

students realize the importance of a course. Similarly, instructors should avoid being 

highly strict and putting too much pressure on their students. In this regard, instructors 

might be flexible by providing multiple assignment options for a class’s activities, yet 

moderately strict in making students follow a classroom’s rules. 

Conclusions 

Designing a syllabus involves considering the articulation of learning outcomes 

that will contribute to a successful course planning experience for college teachers 

(Davis, 2009). A quality syllabus aims to recognize the purposes or outcomes an 
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instructor wants students to achieve in a course. A course syllabus presents vital learning 

tools and formulates the goals or general education covered in a course and outlines 

teacher expectations and students' responsibilities for their success in an online course 

(Lo, 2019). Assessment techniques of learner outcomes could include written homework, 

objective exams, quizzes, and projects. Class presentations could be through lectures, 

demonstrations and presentations, and reading and writing assignments. Students' final 

performance grades could be translated into letter grades. The skills discussed in this 

dissertation could be used by college teachers in their careers and beyond, thus serving as 

a lifelong learning experience. 

Summary 

Chapter II discussed preliminary considerations to syllabus design, course goals 

and objectives, designing an online course syllabus, syllabus design and diversity, student 

and teacher roles, assignment-assessment design-and- grading, teaching methodologies 

and strategies, general motivational strategies and techniques for students, and 

conclusions.  Chapter III covered research design.  Chapter IV presented results of the 

data analysis, and Chapter V presented a discussion of results, implications, and 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Study Synopsis 

This descriptive phenomenological study aimed to explore and understand the 

lived experiences of higher education faculty members in designing a quality syllabus for 

an online course. Conducting a phenomenological study about higher education faculty 

members' lived experiences may help faculty and researchers understand how to design a 

quality syllabus for online education that fits the needs of students and their instructors. 

This study used a qualitative design approach consisting of in-depth interviews 

from a sample size of seven participants to answer research questions. A survey 

instrument was developed by the researcher using open-ended questions to guide 

interview sessions. The researcher sought and received approval from the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at the University of North Dakota (Appendix A) before conducting 

the research since the study involved human subjects. Research participants were 

informed of their rights through both an informed consent form they had to sign 

(Appendix B) and verbal confirmation of measures taken to ensure the protection of their 

privacy. 

Research Questions 

The primary research questions for this study were: 
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1. From the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in teaching 

and learning, what types of information should be included in designing a 

quality syllabus for an online education course? 

2. What type of additional information is needed, if any, in a quality syllabus to meet 

the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) is taking an online 

education course? 

Sampling Method 

The researcher used a purposeful or criteria sampling technique to recruit 

participants who were able to provide in-depth and detailed information about the 

phenomenon of designing a quality syllabus for online education. Peoples (2021) 

suggested that a researcher generate qualifying criteria each participant must meet in 

order to be part of a study. This allows a researcher to have detailed information on a 

study’s phenomenon from participants’ experiences. 

Population and Sample Size 

To reach saturation, an ideal number of participants' depends upon the nature of a 

topic, a study design, and quality of a study’s data (Peoples, 2021). Hence, in this study, a 

sample size of seven individuals participating in in-depth interviews would give 

satisfactory results (Creswell, 2014). At the time of this study, there were no specific 

guidelines for determining the right sample size in phenomenological research (Johnson, 

n.d.). However, Morse (1994) recommended a minimum of six participants. Johnson 

added that other qualitative researchers set a range at three to nine participants. The 

quality of data plays a tremendous role in a phenomenological study. 
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The study population consisted of faculty who taught online courses for a 

minimum of 2 years. All eligible participants met the following inclusion criteria: 

• Was a full-time faculty member from a research institution who taught 

online courses for at least two consecutive years. 

• Taught either graduate or undergraduate online courses to students earning 

college credits, not pre-college or professional courses. 

• Had a doctorate in the field the participant was teaching in. 

• Had experience working with a diverse group of students. 

The sample size of the researcher’s participants who met the criteria above was seven. 

Selecting Research Participants 

Information about this study was sent by email (Appendix C), to faculty members 

who met the study's criteria for being eligible to participate in the study. The email 

encompassed a detailed explanation of the study, which included purpose, benefits, and 

deadlines. Faculty members who were interested in participating in this study were 

requested to reach out to the researcher via email or phone. Faculty members who 

contacted the researcher were screened to make sure they met the criteria for eligibility to 

participate in the research. An interview was scheduled with eligible participants at their 

convenience for a maximum of 60 minutes. Interviews were recorded with permission 

from each participant. 

Data Collection 

Data collection in this research occurred through Zoom, an online video 

conferencing platform. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, and each interview 
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was one-on-one. This gave research participants an opportunity to narrate their lived 

experiences in teaching and learning that contributed to designing a quality syllabus. The 

researcher asked survey questions with follow-up probing questions when needed in 

order to obtain deep and rich data for the study. 

The survey instrument (Appendix D) was developed by the researcher using 

open-ended questions. The initial draft of the instrument was shared with the researcher’s 

advisor and dissertation chair for errors and suggestions. The researcher also worked with 

the University of North Dakota writing center and some phenomenological research 

method experts to assess the suitability and validity of the instrument. Demographic 

questions (Appendix E) were asked during the interview in order to get to know the 

participants and to make sure that they met research criteria. The semi-structured type of 

interview used in this research was classified into background questions and questions 

related to designing a syllabus for online education courses. 

In a phenomenological data collection study, interviews, physical artifacts, 

archival records, and observations are mostly used in order to have quality and reliable 

data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Due to COVID-19 restrictions, this study utilized an 

online platform with the use of the internet to obtain data. The name of the online 

platform used in this research was Zoom. Each interview was transcribed, and data from 

interviews analyzed using line-by-line coding. Figure 2 illustrates the step-by-step 

process of this research study. 
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Figure 2 

The Research Process 

 

Data Analysis – Thematic Analysis of Lived Experiences 

Data obtained from interviews were recorded and stored on a flash drive reserved 

for this research only. The researcher analyzed each interview by carefully reading, 

reviewing, and listening to the lived experiences of each participant. Then the researcher 

transcribed each recorded interview into written text using the FTW Transcriber software. 

Research data were analyzed using a thematic analysis of lived experiences of 

participants to understand the meaning of the “designing a quality syllabus” phenomenon. 

According to Sundler et al. (2019): 

The goal of the thematic analysis is to achieve an understanding of patterns of 

meanings from data on lived experiences (i.e., informants' descriptions of 

experiences related to the research question in, e.g., interviews or narratives). The 

analysis begins with data that needs to be textual and aims to organize meanings 

found in the data into patterns and, finally, themes. While conducting the analysis, 
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the researcher strives to understand meanings embedded in experiences and 

describe these meanings textually. (p. 376) 

Therefore, the researcher followed the summary of thematic analysis in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 

Summary of Thematic Analysis Adopted by Sundler et al. (2019) 

 

Note. From “Qualitative Thematic Analysis Based on Descriptive Phenomenology,” by 

A. J. Sundler, E. Lindberg, C. Nilsson, and L. Palmér, 2019, Nursing Open, 6, p. 4 

(https://doi. org/10.1002/nop2.275). Copyright 2019 by the authors. Nursing Open 

published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 

To analyze data for this study, the researcher used the concept of bracketing and 

collected data from higher education faculty members who had experienced designing a 
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quality syllabus. The transcribed interview data was analyzed line-by-line in order to find significant statements, codes, 

categories, and finally, themes. An example of data analysis used in this study is illustrated in Figure 4. 

Figure 4 

Sample of Data Analysis by Yusuf Marafa 
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Figure 4 shows how a transcribed interview may be analyzed line-by-line in order to find 

significant statements, codes, categories, and finally, a theme. This is how the 

researcher’s deep and rich data was analyzed. 

Trustworthiness, Creditability, and Dependability 

Trustworthiness, credibility, and dependability were accomplished in this study 

through members checks and debriefing of results. According to Chowdhury (2015), the 

quality of phenomenological research is not measured by a single method. Therefore, 

validity and reliability are the backbones of phenomenological research. These help 

researchers learn about the authenticity of their phenomenological studies, which involve 

trustworthiness, creditability, confirmability, transferability, and dependability (Peoples, 

2021). Trustworthiness is a state in which a reader comes to believe a researcher has 

ethically, rigorously, and correctly collected and analyzed their data (Hesse-Biber & 

Leavy, 2011). This contributes to producing an ethical and credible interpretation of a set 

of data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Credibility describes how accurately a researcher 

presents participants' experiences and can be achieved through the use of triangulation. 

Dependability makes researchers provide a detailed account of their research process; 

whereby similar results can be presented if a study is carried out by a different researcher 

(Chowdhury, 2015). 

Bracketing was used in this research study to set aside any prior knowledge the 

researcher had in order to gain trustworthiness. The researcher recorded interviews used 

in the research to get the exact words used by participants. Interview transcripts were 

reviewed multiple times to ensure validity. Transcripts from recorded interviews and 

research findings were returned to participants for their review and approval to ensure 
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credibility and confirmability of participants’ words. Thematic analysis of lived 

experiences was used to analyze data gathered in the research and followed a qualitative 

research process, as shown in Figures 2, 3, and 4. This process aims to ensure 

dependability of data and results. 

History of Phenomenology (Philosophy and Methodology) 

Phenomenology serves as a philosophy and methodological inquiry, which goes 

beyond knowing to include intellectual engagement to interpret and understand humans 

consciously. According to Qutoshi (2018), a historical reflection of phenomenology, as 

presented by Husserl, describes the concept as a science aimed at understanding human 

beings deeply by gazing at a phenomenon. Merriam-Webster (n.d.-b) has defined a 

phenomenon as "an observable fact or event" (“Full Definition” section, para. 1). On the 

other hand, Heideggerian analysis of interpretive-hermeneutic phenomenology offers a 

broader analysis of the lived experiences of human beings (Laverty, 2003). Under the 

Heideggerian approach, bracketing operates as a granted assumption to describe the 

natural reflection of a phenomenon by gaining insights into human beings' lived 

experiences, including the meaning they possess. Bracketing is the procedure of 

recognizing an individual's assumptions about the nature of a phenomenon and grouping 

it as reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Under phenomenology, data collection and analysis occur to illuminate particular 

experiences used in identifying phenomena perceived by participants in specific 

situations. Phenomenological outcomes include broadening researchers' minds, 

enhancing thinking, understanding participants' futures, and defining the purpose of a 

researcher's study using experiences lived by participants (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 
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Nonetheless, the subjectivity and personalized views of researchers in the perception and 

interpretation of phenomena based on participants' points of view represent the center of 

all phenomenological studies; hence, its extensive use in social sciences. Qutoshi (2018) 

asserted that phenomenology acts as a theoretical guideline for researchers to 

comprehend phenomena subjectively at every level when using phenomenology as a 

philosophy. This subjective approach helps researchers understand a subject around a 

specific event and encourages researchers to understand phenomenology from historical 

and philosophical perspectives. According to Fochtman (2008), philosophers like Plato, 

Socrates, and Aristotle presented the phenomenological roots of understanding human 

beings. Wojnar and Swanson (2007) described Edmond Husserl as the most successful 

German philosopher to link phenomenology to studying lived experiences of human 

beings based on a conscious level of comprehension. Similarly, Heidegger, who worked 

with Husserl and was informally trained by Husserl in phenomenology (Laverty, 2003), 

developed interpretive-hermeneutic phenomenology, adding to its descriptive nature to 

offer a broader understanding of lived experiences studied as key to understanding 

phenomena using consciousness (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Phenomenology is a framework that is imperative in educating individuals' 

visions, defining their positions, broadening how they see the world, and analyzing lived 

experiences at a deeper level (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). These factors reveal the features of 

both a philosophy and a method of inquiry. Sloan and Bowe noted it is impossible to 

explain phenomenology using a single style, thus making it hard to establish a univocal 

interpretation of phenomenology. For instance, the Husserlian phenomenological 

perspective is pegged on a descriptive analysis of invariant elements of phenomena as 
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they are linked to consciousness. Conventionally, Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) defined 

phenomenology as a descriptive scientific method because of concrete descriptions of 

experienced events from daily lives of participants used in this type of study. This 

concrete description is accomplished by allowing a researcher to engage in analyzing the 

structure of a phenomenon. Therefore, through the Husserlian framework, classical 

phenomenological research tries to search for realities and does not pursue truth 

presented as a manifestation of phenomena. Husserl's transcendental framework focuses 

more on describing the invariant phenomena elements as they appear from a conscious 

point of view (Mortari & Tarozzi, 2010). 

Descriptive Phenomenology by Edmund Husserl 

Husserl was referred to as the father of phenomenology, which is not surprising 

considering his initial work on mathematics focusing on calculus variations. However, 

Husserl changed interest, choosing to study philosophy as influenced by Franz Brentano, 

shifting attention to phenomenology using both an objective and subjective approach, and 

later focusing on pure phenomenology to establish a universal foundation of philosophy 

and science (Qutoshi, 2018). In his descriptive analysis, Husserl criticized psychology as 

a science because of introduced natural science methods to explain human issues. Husserl 

indicated that such an approach ignored the essential fact that psychology is associated 

with living subjects that respond to their own perceptions of the meanings of stimuli and 

do not just react automatically to external stimuli (Qutoshi, 2018). Therefore, researchers 

choosing to analyze external physical stimuli isolated and correlated with other specific 

responses, miss significant variables, and ignore contextual analysis instead of focusing 

on artificial attributes (Laverty, 2003). 
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Descriptive inquiry reveals that "the world" is lived by each individual, and there 

is no one interpretation of the world, of reality, but many interpretations. Descriptive 

inquiry concentrates on individual experience. Phenomenology focuses on the lived 

experiences of human beings and their perceived surroundings. These lived experiences 

represent what individuals experience pre-reflectively, without the need for 

categorization or conceptualization. According to Qutoshi (2018), in most cases, a lived 

experience includes what people take for granted or things viewed as common sense. 

Phenomena focus on re-examining experiences taken for granted and uncover forgotten 

meanings. Husserl believed this was a promise for new science because the methodology 

allowed for the discovery of a realm shown as an absolute certainty from real experiences 

(Cohen et al., 2018). It is, therefore, a phenomenological method that reaches true 

meaning by penetrating deeper into reality, according to Husserl. 

With the focus on consciousness, Husserl believed minds and objects happen 

within the experience, thus moving away from mind-body dualism (Qutoshi, 2018). 

Qutoshi's descriptive phenomenology views consciousness as a co-constituted dialogue 

between an individual and their world. Similarly, it has been possible to access 

consciousness structures through direct grasping of a phenomenon instead of the usual 

generalization and induction (Qutoshi, 2018). Laverty (2003) defined grasping as an 

intentional process guided by human intentions and not the usual mechanistic causation. 

Similarly, descriptive phenomenology regards intentionality as a process that directs a 

mind towards study objects. A starting point includes building an individual's knowledge 

of reality and directing one's focus to describe particular realities (Qutoshi, 2018). The 

process allows one to come face to face with key structures of consciousness, essences 
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that make an object identifiable as a specific experience different and unique from others 

(Laverty, 2003). 

Different authors describe phenomenological reduction, also known as bracketing, 

as the main element of consciousness to achieve contact with essences. Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) defined bracketing as the process of identifying an individual's 

presuppositions about the nature of a phenomenon and grouping it as reality. According 

to Husserl, it is not a good idea to ignore theories, presumptions, and presuppositions. 

Husserl believed in intentional analysis (studying experiential processes or how 

individuals experience a phenomenon) and eidetic analysis (how "intuition of essences" 

adds meaning to an individual's experience of a phenomenon; Qutoshi, 2018). Qutoshi 

challenged researchers to expand their comprehension of bracketing beyond suspension 

of an understanding to cultivate doubt that aids oneself in a work at hand. Despite Husserl 

not denying the uniqueness of this stance and potentiality to criticism, he still supported it 

as a viable pursuit (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). The solution includes understanding the 

bracketing process, which is three-fold, by including exemplary intuition, imagining 

variation, and synthesizing essence. 

According to Laverty (2003), exemplary intuition represents a process where a 

“researcher chooses a phenomena [sic] and holds it in his/her imagination” 

(Phenomenology: Edmund Husserl section, para. 7). The next step involves developing 

examples of similar experiences using an imaginative variation of the phenomenon being 

studied followed by integration of the variations by synthesizing the essences of interest. 

Accordingly, the free variation allows a researcher to describe the invariant and essential 

structures of the phenomenon without which it would not be recognized (Laverty, 2003). 
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Qutoshi (2018) stated that intentional analysis values concrete experiences as it describes 

how they are constructed. Husserl's purpose took the approach to include a desire to 

observe phenomena as utilizing intuitive seeing. This is to show a pure and intrinsic 

character of conscious experience using a careful description. 

Epistemology and Ontology 

Phenomenology is a philosophy as well as a methodological approach. Maxwell 

(2013) also explained that phenomenology is a qualitative research design that is flexible 

rather than fixed and should be a reflexive process that is operative through every stage. 

Maxwell further explained that phenomenology as a method should involve "the 

activities of collecting and analyzing data, developing and modifying theory, elaborating 

or refocusing the research questions, and identifying and addressing validity" (p. 2). 

Smith (2013) elaborated: 

The discipline of phenomenology forms one basic field in philosophy among 

others. How is phenomenology distinguished from, and related to, other fields in 

philosophy? 

Traditionally, philosophy includes at least four core fields or disciplines: 

ontology, epistemology, ethics, and logic. Suppose phenomenology joins that list. 

Consider then these elementary definitions of field: 

• Ontology is the study of beings or their being—what is. 

• Epistemology is the study of knowledge—how we know. 

• Logic is the study of valid reasoning—how to reason. 
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• Ethics is the study of right and wrong—how we should act. 

• Phenomenology is the study of our experience—how we experience. 

(Smith, 2013, “5. Phenomenology and Ontology, . . .” section, paras. 1-2) 

This information shows that there is a link between phenomenology, 

epistemology, and ontology and describes how these philosophical disciplines differ from 

one another. Narh (2013) argued that the philosophical frameworks of ontology and 

epistemology are fundamental to all science. Narh further explained, "Ontology is basic 

to all meaning in reality and knowledge construction. Ontology refers to what is out there 

to know. It has to do with whether something exists as real (realism) or as perceived 

(subjectivism)" (p. 2). Therefore, no science can occur without ontology, as ontology is a 

theory of existence that is concerned with the nature of reality (Lee, 2012). According to 

modern epistemology, phenomenology contributes to the definition of phenomena on 

which knowledge claims rest (Smith, 2013). Narh claimed that epistemology is the theory 

of knowledge that is entrenched in theory, methodology, and method; thus, explaining 

and understanding how humans learn what they already know and other knowledge about 

reality. In a qualitative research study, focal epistemological questions include what type 

of knowledge researchers believe will be attained and what features the knowledge will 

have (Narh, 2013). This shows that epistemology contributes to an understanding of how 

human beings can acquire and utilize knowledge. 
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Methodological Issues 

Creswell and Guetterman (2019) explained that the phenomenological approach 

to collecting data is more than deciding whether to do observations or interview subjects. 

Creswell and Guetterman highlighted five processes of collecting phenomenological data. 

These five processes are: identification of participants and sites, gaining access to 

participants and sites, determining types of data to be collected, developing data 

collection instruments, and administering data collection processes in an ethical manner 

(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). However, in carrying out qualitative research in 

phenomenology, there are two methodological issues that can contribute to the failure of 

a study. These two issues constitute authenticity and validity threats to a study. Maxwell 

(2013) stated that researcher bias and reactivity are the major validity threats to 

qualitative data as well as methodological issues in qualitative research. These 

methodological issues mostly happen during the sampling stage of a study. Creswell and 

Guetterman (2019) called qualitative sampling "purposeful sampling" and explained it as 

the ability of "researchers [to] intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or 

understand the central phenomenon" (p. 204). According to Robson and McCartan 

(2016), validity is the accuracy of a result based on a realistic perspective. 

Maxwell (2013) highlighted researcher bias as a threat to validity. Researcher bias 

can occur during the selection of data to accommodate an examiner's preconceived 

knowledge of their study or existing information. Maxwell further explained that 

reactivity is a researcher's influence on the individuals or setting studied. An example of 

these two issues is that researchers include fake data in their study that will fit their idea 
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or conclusion and have a significant influence on answers given by participants of the 

study. 

Eliminating these issues in a study will enable researchers to avoid negative 

consequences. Creswell (2014) stated, "Validity in qualitative research is not the result of 

indifference, but of integrity" (p. 124). Therefore, one of the ways to eliminate validity 

threats is by having researchers utilize a genuine gatekeeper. A gatekeeper may be a 

teacher or group leader who has an official role at the site of a study; they can officially 

provide entrance to a research site and contribute to a study by locating subjects 

(potential participants) and places (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Roulston (2010) also 

recommended using an Institutional Review Board (IRB) and following ethical research 

standards. How do you validate the accuracy of your findings? Creswell and Guetterman 

(2019) noted: 

Throughout the process of data collection and analysis, you need to make sure 

that your findings and interpretations are accurate. Validating findings means that 

the researcher determines the accuracy and credibility of the findings through the 

strategies such as member checking or triangulation. Triangulation is the process 

of corroborating evidence from different individuals, types of data or methods of 

data collection in descriptions and themes. Member checking is a process in 

which the researcher asks one or more participants in the study to check the 

accuracy of the account. (p. 261) 

This information highlights a tangible process of eliminating methodological 

issues through validating study data and findings. Accurate information will help 

researchers to synthesize and critically analyze their studies and to maintain accuracy. 
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Creswell (2014) also emphasized that researchers are expected to review and examine 

methods, procedures, and conclusions for bias in order to avoid methodological issues, 

thus following the standard of validity and reliability of research. This enables 

researchers to eradicate methodological issues of validity and reliability in their research. 

Conclusions 

This descriptive phenomenological research aimed to understand the lived 

experiences of higher education faculty members in designing a quality syllabus for 

online education. The research answered the questions: 

1. From the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in teaching 

and learning, what types of information should be included in designing a 

quality syllabus for an online education course? 

2. What type of additional information is needed, if any, in a quality syllabus 

to meet the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) is taking an 

online education course?” 

The sample size of this study was seven. An instrument was developed by the researcher 

using open-ended questions to understand deep and rich information from participants. 

The researcher received approval for this study from the University of North Dakota’s 

Institutional Review Board prior to conducting the research. 

Phenomenology represents a way of thinking about knowledge, with this project 

focusing on philosophical and methodological viewpoints to explain what people know 

and how they know it. After reviewing literature relevant to this study, the researcher 

concluded phenomenology represents a methodological place in social science, essential 

in understanding human phenomena at a deep and conscious level to comprehend lived 
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experiences. The most significant factor of phenomenology includes understanding lived 

experiences of individuals depending on and in relation to a phenomenon under study. 

Summary 

Chapter III discussed the overall research design of this study. The chapter 

explained the following: study synopsis, research questions, population and sample size, 

sampling method, selecting research participants, trustworthiness-creditability-and-

dependability, phenomenological background, history of phenomenology (philosophy 

and methodology), descriptive phenomenology by Edmund Husserl, epistemology and 

ontology, methodological issues, and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

This descriptive phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of higher 

education faculty members in designing a quality syllabus for an online course. This 

research would assist faculty to learn ways to design a quality syllabus for online courses. 

In-depth interviews from a sample size of seven faculty members, who met the research 

criteria, was used to answer the research questions. 

In this chapter, the purpose of this study and research questions were reviewed 

and answered. The demographic data of the participants was provided. The process of 

data collection and analysis strategies was explained, and in-depth review of findings was 

analyzed and presented using thematic analysis of lived experience. The analysis of 

interview data produced significant statements that were converted into codes and further 

chucked into categories and emerged into themes. 

Purpose and Setting of Research 

This study aimed to get an in-depth understanding of higher education faculty 

members' experiences in designing a quality syllabus for online education. The rationale 

for conducting this study was that there has been limited research conducted to learn 

about faculty members' experiences in designing syllabi for online education. Hence, 

conducting a phenomenological study about higher education faculty members' lived 
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experiences would help faculty and researchers understand how to design an effective 

online syllabus that will fit the needs of students and their instructors. 

Information about this study was sent by email to faculty members who met the 

study's criteria for being eligible to participate in the study. The email consisted of a 

detailed explanation of the study, which included purpose, benefits, and deadlines. 

Faculty members interested in participating in this study were requested to reach out to 

the researcher via email or phone. Faculty members who contacted the researcher were 

screened to make sure they met criteria for eligibility to participate in the research. An 

interview was scheduled with eligible participants at their convenience for a maximum of 

60 minutes. Interviews were recorded with permission from each participant. 

Data collection in this research occurred through Zoom, an online video 

conferencing platform. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, and each interview 

was one-on-one. This gave research participants an opportunity to narrate their lived 

experiences in teaching and learning that contributed to designing a quality syllabus. The 

researcher asked survey questions with follow-up probing questions when needed in 

order to obtain deep and rich data for the study. 

The following research questions were addressed: 

1. From the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in teaching 

and learning, what types of information should be included in designing a 

quality syllabus for an online education course? 

2. What type of additional information is needed, if any, in a quality syllabus 

to meet the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) is taking an 

online education course? 
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Demographic Information 

This section explains demographic information of the study’s participants and 

their years of experience teaching online courses. Pseudonyms were given to the seven 

participants to abide by IRB research ethics. These names are Emily, Sam, Nura, Auwal, 

TJ, Christelle, and Suhaila. Three participants were male, while four were female. The 

research participants’ ages ranged from 28-62 years old. Table 2 illustrates participants’ 

demographics reported during interviews. 

Table 2 

Summary of Participants’ Demographic Information 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Gender Age Range Race Highest 

Degree 

Earned 

Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Emily Female 18-30 White/Caucasian Doctorate 5 

Sam Female 40 & Above Asian American Doctorate 8 

Nura Male 40 & Above White/Caucasian Doctorate 7 

Auwal Male 30-40 White/Caucasian Doctorate 15 

TJ Male 30-40 African 

American 

Doctorate 10 

Christelle Female 40 & Above White/Caucasian Doctorate 25 

Suhaila Female 18-30 American Indian Doctorate 5 

 

Emily 

A White/Caucasian female who was within the age range of 18-30 years, Emily 

had a Ph.D. in elementary education with 5 years teaching experience in a higher 

education field. Emily was a full-time faculty member from a research institution and had 

taught online courses for 3 consecutive years. She mainly taught undergraduate online 
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courses to students in a teacher education program at DRU. All the courses she taught for 

the past 5 years were credits courses. Emily had experience working with a diverse group 

of students in a higher education setting. Emily’s background and experiences made her 

an ideal candidate for this study based on the criteria assigned. Emily answered the semi-

structured interview questions for this study and did a “member check” review of her 

responses to interview questions to support validity. 

Sam 

At the time of her interview, Sam was an Asian American female who was within 

the age range of 40 years and above. Sam had an Ed.D. in Educational Leadership with 8 

years teaching experience in the field of higher education. Sam was a full-time faculty 

member from a research institution and had taught online courses for 8 consecutive years. 

She mainly taught undergraduate online courses to students from an education leadership 

program at DRU. All the courses she taught for the past 8 years during spring and fall 

semesters were credits courses. However, she taught seminar and professional courses in 

the summer. Sam had experience working with a diverse group of students in a higher 

education setting. Sam was originally from South Korea, and she first lived in New York 

City for more than 10 years after her arrival to the United States. Sam answered semi-

structured interview questions for the study and did a member check review of her 

responses to interview questions to support validity. 

Nura 

A White/Caucasian male who was within the age range of 40 years and above, 

Nura had a Ph.D. in reading education with 7 years teaching experience in a higher 

education field.  Nura was a full-time faculty member from a research institution and had 
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taught online courses for 7 consecutive years. He mainly taught undergraduate online 

courses to students from a teacher education program at DRU. All the courses he taught 

for the past 7 years were credits courses. Nura had experience working with a diverse 

group of students in a higher education setting. Nura’s background and experiences made 

him an ideal candidate for this study based on the criteria assigned. Nura answered the 

semi-structured interview questions for the study and did a member check review of his 

responses to interview questions to support validity. 

Auwal 

A White/Caucasian male who was within the age range of 30-40 years, Auwal 

had a Ph.D. in teaching and learning with 15 years teaching experience in a higher 

education field. Auwal was a full-time faculty member from a research institution and 

had taught online courses for 10 consecutive years. Auwal was the director for the Ph.D. 

program at his department and he mainly taught graduate research methods courses 

online to masters and doctoral candidates at DRU’s College of Education. All the courses 

he taught for the past 15 years were credits courses. Auwal had experience working with 

a diverse group of students in a higher education setting. Auwal’s background and 

experiences made him an ideal candidate for this study based on the criteria assigned. 

Auwal answered the semi-structured interview questions for the study and did a member 

check review of his responses to interview questions to improve validity for the study. 

TJ 

At the time of his interview, TJ was an African American male who was within 

the age range of 30-40 years. TJ had an Ed.D. in education administration and planning 

with 10 years teaching experience in the field of higher education.  TJ was a full-time 
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faculty member from a research institution and had taught online courses for 10 

consecutive years. He mainly taught graduate online courses to students from the Doctor 

of Education (Ed.D.) program at DRU. All the courses he taught for the past 10 years 

during spring and fall semesters were credits courses. TJ had experience working with a 

diverse group of students in a higher education setting. TJ answered the semi-structured 

interview questions for this study and did a member check review of his responses to 

interview questions to support validity. 

Christelle 

A White/Caucasian female who was within the age range of 40 years and above, 

Christelle had a Ph.D. in counseling psychology with 25 years teaching experience in a 

higher education field.  Christelle was a full-time faculty member from a research 

institution and had taught online courses for more than a decade. She taught both 

undergraduate and graduate online courses at DRU. All the courses she taught for the 

past 25 years were credits courses that would lead to obtaining a degree or certificate. 

Christelle had experience working with a diverse group of students in a higher education 

setting and served as chair in different projects/groups organized by DRU. Christelle’s 

background and experiences made her an ideal candidate for this study based on the 

criteria assigned. Christelle answered the semi-structured interview questions for the 

study and did a member check review of her responses to interview questions to support 

validity. 

Suhaila 

At the time of her interview, Suhaila was an American Indian female from 

Hawaii, in the United States, who was within the age range of 18-30 years old. Suhaila 
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had a Ph.D. in public health education with 5 years teaching experience in the field of 

higher education.  Suhaila was a full-time faculty member from a research institution and 

had taught online courses for 5 consecutive years. She mainly taught undergraduate 

online courses to students from DRU. All the courses she taught for the past 5 years 

during spring and fall semesters were credits courses. Suhaila had experience working 

with a diverse group of students in a higher education setting. Suhaila was a native of the 

Turtle Mountain tribe, but was living closer to where she taught at the time of this study. 

Suhaila answered the semi-structured interview questions for this study and did a member 

check review of her responses to interview questions to support validity. 

All participants met the following criteria prior to conducting their live 

interviews: 

1. Was a full-time faculty member from a research institution who taught 

online courses for at least two consecutive years. 

2. Taught either graduate or undergraduate online courses to students earning 

college credits, not pre-college or professional courses. 

3. Had a doctorate in the field the participant was teaching in. 

4. Had experience working with a diverse group of students. 

Thematic Analysis of Lived Experiences from Interviews 

Detailed interviews of seven participants were conducted to explore the lived 

experiences of higher education faculty members in designing a quality syllabus for 

online courses. Transcripts generated from interviews were analyzed in order to 

understand patterns of meanings in the data obtained from lived experiences of higher 

education faculty members. This helped the researcher get a deep and rich understanding 
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of the phenomenon (designing a quality syllabus) through finding “significant 

statements” and determining “themes” of each participant's experiences. 

Research Question 1 

The researcher used thematic analysis to address the primary research question for 

this study: From the lived experiences of higher education faculty members in teaching 

and learning, what types of information should be included in designing a quality 

syllabus for an online education course? By applying this approach, the transcribed 

interview data was analyzed line-by-line and significant statements were identified and 

extracted, then assigned codes. The codes were then grouped into categories, and then 

seven themes emerged from those categories. Table 3 shows codes, categories, and 

themes that emerged from data pertaining to Research Question 1. 

Table 3 

Codes, Categories, and Themes Pertaining to Research Question 1 

Codes Categories Themes 

• Name of the college/university Institution's 

information 

Title section 

• Address and contact information 

• Course name and number 

Course information 

• Course units 

• Semester and year 

• Beginning and end dates for the 

course 

• Location and mode of 

instruction 

• Prerequisites 

• Name of the instructor 

Instructor’s 

information 

• Office location 

• Office hours 

• Instructor's mode of contact 

• Response and email policy 
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Codes Categories Themes 

• Brief information about the 

course 
Course introduction 

Course description • What the course is about 

• Scope and purpose 

• Textbook Materials 

• Knowledge students will gain at 

the end of a course. 
Goals and objectives Learner outcomes  

• Skills students will gain at the 

end of a course 

• Topical organization of a course Lectures and delivery Course organization 

• Formative and summative Assessment 
Course evaluation 

• Letter grade Grading 

• Access to Microsoft Word 

Technological 

requirement 
Course accessibility 

• Using email with attachments 

• Downloading and installing 

software 

• Uploading files 

• Viewing presentation software. 

• Familiar with Learning 

Management System (LMS) 

• Accommodate students with 

disability 

Accommodation for 

disability  

• Policies concerning attendance 

Policy 

Course policies and 

calendar 

• Policies concerning 

participation and missing 

assignments 

• A day-to-day breakdown of 

topics  

Calendar • Assignment due dates 

• Reading and other class 

activities 

 

The researcher used themes as a guideline for types of information needed for developing 

a quality syllabus. Figure 5 shows a graphical representation of the types of information 

needed in a quality syllabus that address Research Question 1, based on results of the 

themes that emerged from the researcher’s data analysis. 
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Figure 5 

How Themes Show Data to Include in a Quality Syllabus – Research Question 1 

 



 

58 

Relationship Between Research Question 1 and Themes 

Theme 1: Title Section 

The first theme that emerged in this research was the “title section.” The title 

section of a syllabus is located at the top of the syllabus. All participants explained a title 

section is the first thing readers review when reading a syllabus. TJ stated, “It gives a 

reader an idea of what the content of the syllabus will be . . . would I be interested in 

continuing reviewing the syllabus or no?” Sam added, “[An] institutional name in the 

syllabus also grabs the attention of a reader, being the reader a student who will be taking 

the course, teacher, or anyone.” 

Categories of data under the title section of a syllabus include the following: 

institution’s information, course information, and instructor’s information. Emily, Sam, 

Nura, Auwal, TJ, Christelle, and Suhaila explained that an institution's information in a 

syllabus should consist of the institution's official name, not acronyms or abbreviated 

forms of the name. It should also contain the logo of an institution. Auwal and Nura 

added that an “institution’s logo represents the culture of an institution, and it should be 

included at the top of each page . . . especially if the institution has a sports team. Suhaila 

recommended inserting both logo and other syllabus’ title section information on every 

syllabus page. However, Christelle and Emily argued that the insertion of both logo and 

other syllabus’ title information should only be on the first page of a syllabus in order to 

minimize space, as a quality syllabus should be “concise and clear” because unnecessary 

information and spacing would lead students to feel uninterested in a course. The address 

and contact information of the institution should be included in the first page (title page 
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or title section) of a quality syllabus. Figure 6 shows one possible pattern of a title section 

of a syllabus and information to be included in that section. 

Figure 6 

Information to be Included in the Title Section of a Syllabus 

 

All the participants shared that course information should include the course name 

and number, course units, semester and year, beginning and end dates for the course, 

location and mode of instruction, and prerequisites. Suhaila explained that besides the full 

name of a course, a quality syllabus should also contain an alphabetical course code and 

number. She gave an example: 

A syllabus for Multicultural Education course should include the course or 

departmental code followed by the number. I mean, it should have TL 433. This 
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way, the students or readers will know the course comes from which department, 

and it would be easy to identify the course using course, the institution’s course 

catalog. 

TJ shared that providing information on a course unit will help students understand the 

course load and the hours they need to study. He also added that some instructors forget 

to update the semester in their syllabus, and it is “very important to update the year and 

the semester of a course on a syllabus in order to avoid confusion.” Students might think 

they were being given outdated information. 

Sam discussed that adding beginning and end dates of a course would help 

students know the exact dates for their course and plan accordingly. Emily emphasized 

the significance of adding a mode of instruction to a syllabus. She explained, “Adding 

mode of instruction of a course in a syllabus will be just like a confirmation of a course 

delivery method as indicated on the Campus Connection.” Campus Connection is a 

learning management system (LMS) where a student views and registers for a course. 

Including mode of instruction on a syllabus also helps students be well informed and be 

prepared for the course delivery method. 

Participants also felt a syllabus should list prerequisites for a course. A 

prerequisite is a course that is required before you can take or register for another course. 

Prerequisite guidelines differ from school to school. The reason why schools require 

prerequisites is to help students be successful in a course they will be taking, a course that 

may need students having prior knowledge or experience in the subject. For instance, 

Sam stated, “It is important to learn a basic knowledge of something prior to entering the 

actual course . . . that is why students take Biology 1 before proceeding to Biology 2.” 
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Like Sam, all participants described their experience with adding a prerequisite course in 

their course syllabus as positive and recommended other instructors do so also. 

Instructor's information is the last category in the “Title section” theme. All 

participants described their experience adding instructor’s information in a syllabus as 

positive. Information on an instructor should contain the following: an instructor's name, 

who will be teaching the course and his/her title; class and office location, office hours, 

instructor’s mode of contact, and response and email policy. Nura highlighted that 

knowing the name of the instructor gives students an opportunity to search and find 

reviews about an instructor and learn a bit more about him/her. He also added that 

building positive learning relationships among instructors and students will aid 

tremendously in making students comfortable learning from their instructors. Therefore, a 

teacher’s name and title should be included while designing a quality syllabus. 

Unlike Nura, Auwal felt since this research addresses a syllabus specifically for 

an online course, physical classroom information should not be added to the syllabus, but 

the type of LMS to be used for a course should be included. This way, students will get to 

know how they will access course materials for their online course. 

Office location and office hours should be included in a quality syllabus, as 

explained by Sam. This gives students an opportunity to contact their instructor if they 

have any questions or concerns with course materials or activities. Similarly, TJ shared 

that an “instructor should explain the preferred mode of communication, be it an email or 

phone.” If an instructor has more than one way of communicating, this gives students 

flexibility in communicating with their instructor. TJ also added that letting students 

know when an instructor will respond to their email will give them peace of mind even if 
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they do not receive a response right away. However, instructors should make sure they 

honor their policy. Sam gave an example of email policy as: 

I will respond to emails within 48 hours when I have internet access. 

Please include the course code, student’s name, and short phrase 

describing the reason for the email in the subject line of every email—

for example, TL 499 Yusuf Marafa: Discussion Board Assignment 

#5. This will allow me to know that you are from this class, and I will 

give a special priority to the email. Students should not use all caps in 

any message unless they are emphasizing something. A capitalized 

message is considered shouting. Professional behavior is highly 

regarded and recommended in this course. 

Theme 2: Course Description 

The meaningful categories relating to Research Question 1 in this theme were 

“course introduction” and “course materials.” A course description is a preliminary 

review of the substantial areas of a course. All research participants narrated that a course 

description of a quality syllabus for online courses consists of a brief introduction to a 

course. As explained by Sam, this introduction includes the scope and purpose of a 

course. TJ added that a course description should also describe the relevant material to be 

taught in a course. Like TJ, Auwal wholeheartedly supported the idea that a quality 

syllabus for an online course should have a course description which he felt is a brief 

statement that explains the subject matter, approach, and applicability of the course to 

students who enrolled in the course. Students who enroll in a course will learn more 

about their course in a course description in order to know what to expect throughout the 
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year. Suhaila explained that one of the benefits of a course description is, “If a student 

wants to transfer to a different university, especially transferring to pursue a graduate 

degree, many universities require course description[s] in order to know the content of 

the course that the student wants to transfer and get credit for.” In addition, not only do 

students who enroll in a course benefit from preliminary information about the course, 

but many researchers, students, or faculty use course descriptions to compile course lists 

for enrollment and other academic endeavors. A course name might be the same on 

various lists, but their descriptions may differ from school to school due to institutional 

policy and purpose. 

While a quality syllabus for online education requires a course introduction that 

contains a description of course content, Christelle added that describing “course 

materials would guide students to know what type of book they will be using in the 

course and the resources that will be available to them throughout the semester.” All 

participants explained that course materials are the resources students will access to guide 

and support their learning. Some instructors prefer to have a structured textbook or any 

scholarly materials that require purchase, while others prefer to use open education 

resources, such as posting a textbook and other resources that do not require purchase. 

This choice differs from course to course and from instructor to instructor. Sam stated, “I 

like to give multiple textbook options, rather than using one single textbook for the entire 

semester.” Participants advised college instructors to write on syllabi where students will 

get access to needed course materials (e.g., the school library, online purchase, or the 

school bookstore). Figure 7 presents a graphical representation of information to be 

included in the “course description” section of a syllabus. 
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Figure 7 

Information to be Included in the Course Description Section of a Syllabus 

 

Theme 3: Learner Outcomes 

The theme, “learner outcomes” focuses on one category, “course goals and 

objectives.” Codes to this theme are the “knowledge students will gain at the end of a 

course” and the “skills students will gain at the end of a course.” This section of a 

syllabus establishes what a learner will be able to know or do upon successful completion 

of a course. Emily stressed that course goals and objectives are established in different 

ways and could be based on a course’s culture and policies. TJ added that course goals 

are general information directly connected to a program’s goals and describes a practical 

purpose for a course. Sam explained that course goals are core competencies students are 

expected to know after taking a course. TJ stated that some institutions like Western 

Governors University use core competencies instead of course goals and there is not any 

difference between them as each course goal represents and sets a clear direction for a 
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course. Suhaila and Christelle emphasized that course goals describe general learning 

outcomes for a course and should be straightforward and clear in a simple language. It is 

very important to align course goals with the overall purpose of a program. Course goals 

are not measurable. 

Auwal explained that course objectives are more specific than goals and address 

achievable and measurable skills students are expected to acquire. He added that a course 

objective describes knowledge and attitudes students are required to learn after taking a 

course. All research participants agreed that course objectives are specific terms that are 

measurable and explain in-detail what each and every student is supposed to gain by the 

end of a course. 

Sam stressed that course goals and objectives help students recognize the 

purposes of a course as well as the outcomes a teacher aims for students to achieve by the 

end of a course. Course goals and objectives should be well organized, straightforward, 

and clear. TJ stated: 

I always like to emphasize using blooms taxonomy action verb . . . good examples 

of blooms taxonomy action verb are judge, recommend, critique, choose, 

compare, conclude, contrast, defend, describe, discriminate, estimate, justify, 

appraise, argue, assess, attach, explain, judge, justify, interpret, relate, predict, 

rate, select, summarize, support, value, evaluate, and many more. . . . Course 

objectives should be broken down into modules or units, which will contain more 

details of specific learning activities. 

All participants shared their lived experiences regarding designing course goals 

and objectives were positive and highlighted that course objectives should translate a 
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course goal into specific outcomes for students in order to break down complex lessons. 

Sam added that breaking down a goal into specific objectives helps students understand 

expectations clearly that they need to meet in order to pass a course and master 

competencies the course provides. A course objective should be measurable, 

understandable, and attainable within a given amount of time. Ideally, objectives should 

aim at what students should be able to know or do as a result of their learning experience. 

Figure 8 shows information to be included in a “learner outcomes” section of a syllabus. 

Figure 8 

Information to be Included in the Learner Outcomes Section of a Syllabus 

 

Theme 4: Course Organization 

All participants described course organization as an explanation of the topical 

organization of a course. Course organization focuses on how instructors present and 

deliver lectures to students. Auwal stated that course organization includes administrative 

tasks by instructors that are part of learning. He added that these tasks include weekly 

modules, organization of group work, scheduling of activities, and assignment due dates. 

Christelle narrated that creating a clear and consistent course structure improves 

students’ learning experiences, especially in an online educational setting. Suhaila 

complained that students who take online courses become anxious and panicked when 
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they are unable to find content materials due to a lack of organization. She added that 

many students drop from online courses because of a lack of clear activities and course 

content, especially during the first week of a course. All participants advised and 

emphasized that those instructors who are teaching online courses should create a well-

organized syllabus and be very clear in written descriptions of weekly class activities. 

Emily added that instructors should organize course activities into modules and lessons. 

It is always good to break down course topics into smaller learning steps. This will make 

students learn faster and appreciate their learning. 

Overall, participants shared that a well-structured online course offers students 

coherent course navigation. It also increases motivation and the ability of students to 

easily find content materials, assignments, and assessments for a course. Figure 9 

presents a graphical representation of information to be included in the “course 

organization” section of a syllabus. 

Figure 9 

Information to be Included in the Course Organization Section of a Syllabus 

 

Theme 5: Course Evaluation 

Categories that make up the “course evaluation” theme are “assessment” and 

“grading.” Codes for the assessment category consist of “formative” and “summative,” 
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while the code for the “grading” category is “letter grades.” A course evaluation section 

of a syllabus defines types of methods by which a learner will be assessed. TJ stated, 

“Online students should be aware of both formative and summative assessments for a 

course.” He added that course evaluation is a great way to learn about students’ 

understandings. Suhail advised instructors to design a syllabus to ensure their course 

evaluation section reflects course competencies and objectives. She added that it is 

important to ensure each course objective has a minimum of one assessment method. 

An assessment is commonly known as a grading procedure. Auwal mentioned 

that a quality syllabus should have a clear list describing all assessments that measure 

students’ learning in a course. All participants agreed that assignments should be given to 

students to meet the goals and objectives of a course and help students reflect on what 

they have learned. Christelle emphasized that to evaluate students in online courses and 

determine their course grades, both formative and summative assessments that are closely 

linked to learning objectives should be given to students. 

All the participants explained formative assessments evaluate how students are 

learning course material throughout a course, while summative assessments assess how 

much students have learned throughout a course. They all gave examples of formative 

assessments as being weekly quizzes or discussion board activities, while summative 

assessments were bigger assessments like a midterm exam, midterm research paper, a 

final exam, or a final research paper handed in at the end of a course. 

Nura explained a course grade plays a huge role in students’ learning activities. 

He stated, “It is the extrinsic reward after learning is completed. Therefore, instructors 

should be very clear in their grading policy and criteria.” Emily added that grades should 
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normally be in compliance with a college policy or catalog and gave an example of 

grades as letters (A, B, C, D, F) to indicate students’ performance. Participants narrated 

that instructors should include how grades are calculated in their syllabus and list any 

other information relevant to grading, such as if extra credit will or will not be given. 

Participants also added that formative and summative assessments should equal 

100% of possible points in a course. They gave an example of a standard grading scale 

(see Figure 10) and explained that Grade “A” is supposed to be given to students who 

demonstrate mastery of course material by scoring 90% to 100% of possible points in a 

class. Students who demonstrate a thorough understanding of a course by scoring 80% to 

89% of possible points might be given a grade letter of “B.” Letter “C” might be assigned 

to students who accomplish correct answers 70% to 79% of the time demonstrating a 

basic understanding of their course. Students who perform below average in a course 

might score 60% to 69% of possible points or a Grade “D.” Grade “F” is generally 

considered a failing grade and is often given to students who only earn 59% or below of 

possible points; students in this category demonstrate a poor understanding of a course. 

Figure 10 

Standard Grading Scale 
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Figure 11 presents a graphical representation of information to be included in the “course 

evaluation” section of a syllabus. 

Figure 11 

Information to be Included in the Course Evaluation Section of a Syllabus 

 

Theme 6: Course Accessibility 

“Technological requirements” is the first category that contributed to Theme 6, and was 

derived from the following codes: access to Microsoft Word, using email with attachments, 

downloading and installing software, uploading files, viewing presentation software, and 

familiar with learning management system (LMS). Creating an accessible eLearning 

environment provides students with equal opportunities to learn. Sam stressed that 

without accessible content, most students who register for an online course would not be 

able to comprehend what is being taught. 

All participants emphasized that every online course requires internet access. 

Therefore, Sam added that both instructor and students should make sure to have reliable 
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internet access in order to successfully complete a course and have a positive experience. 

Sam, Auwal, and Nura stated that students who don’t have access to faster internet should 

make arrangements with their instructor to use a computer lab on their college campus or 

at a school/public library. Christelle mentioned that instructors should remind students to 

have a webcam and a headset or microphone in case there are proctored exams. Emily 

strongly suggested instructors should write clear technological requirements in their 

syllabus for online courses. This makes students aware of the technology needed to be 

successful in a course, she explained. TJ recommended both instructors and students 

should own a laptop because, according to TJ, a “campus computer lab or library has 

hours limitation[s].” Suhaila said the following information should be added to a syllabus 

by an instructor for an online course: 

In order to easily navigate this course and be successful, students should be 

competent in: 

1. Basic computer skills, 

2. Sending/receiving e-mails, 

3. Using a web browser, 

4. Finding resources through search engines, 

5. Downloading and installing software, 

6. Using a word processing and presentation software, 

7. Navigating the learning management system, and 

8. Familiarity with a variety of file formats and being able to scan and print 

documents. 
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All participants suggested adding substantive information on a quality syllabus for the 

online course to accommodate students with disabilities who register for the course. They 

encouraged having clear statements regarding the course and institutional support for students 

with disabilities. Sam expressed that it is important to provide additional or outside resources for 

students with disabilities who register for an online course. She suggested adding not only an 

institution’s contact information, but the state contact information as well. Like Sam, TJ also 

explained that having a variety of resources for students with disabilities will tremendously 

support a student’s success in an online course. All participants highly recommended using 

accessible file formats while posting documents on an LMS and felt file formats to be used 

should be stated on a quality syllabus for an online course. Figure 12 presents a graphical 

representation of information to be included in the “course accessibility” section of a 

syllabus. 

Figure 12 

Information to be Included in the Course Accessibility Section of a Syllabus 
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Theme 7: Course Policies and Calendar 

This theme comprised two categories, “policy” and “calendar.” The policy category 

consisted of two codes: “policies concerning attendance” and “policies concerning 

participation and missing assignments.” The calendar category consisted of: “a day-to-day 

breakdown of topics,” “assignment due dates,” and “reading and other class activities.” 

All participants explained in some way that course policy on a quality syllabus should 

include policies on late assignments, incomplete assignments, and revisions. A quality syllabus 

should also have an attendance policy and important dates. Since the syllabus in this research 

study focused solely on online courses, an attendance policy is not necessary unless an instructor 

wants to track the number of logins of students who have registered for an online course. Suhaila 

mentioned that course policies are policies pertaining to attendance, participation, 

tardiness, missing assignments, and exams. She added that in a quality syllabus, policies 

on class attendance and participation in discussion boards are given to encourage active 

participation and discussion. Auwal shared that an instructor’s role for an online 

discussion board is to serve as a moderator. He stated that course policy should be clearly 

stated on a syllabus for students to understand. 

Nura explained it is important to add a course calendar to a quality syllabus for an 

online course because a course calendar clearly states what a student may expect during 

the course. A course calendar consists of the activities, quizzes, and assignments or 

exams for the course. Emily stated that a course calendar helps students to prepare in 

advance for what they are to learn. It also helps them balance their study schedule with 

other courses they are taking concurrently. Students would be able to balance personal 

activities and coursework through the help of a course calendar, she added. 
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Sam shared that a course calendar should have lecture topics for each week. 

Auwal mentioned course topics could be subcategorized by lecture hour or by week. A 

topic should be clearly descriptive for students to understand what will be taught so they 

may best prepare ahead. TJ narrated that a quality syllabus for an online course should 

have detailed assignments and due dates in the course calendar section of a syllabus. He 

enlightened that a course calendar should include a schedule of all assignments for 

lectures and due dates for projects and presentations. He continued to share his lived 

experience of designing a quality syllabus by stating that a course calendar should also 

include reading pages students are expected to read for a week or for a discussion board 

session or class session via Zoom. Emily emphasized including days in which classes are 

not going to be held or holidays. Figure 13 presents a graphical representation of 

information to be included in the “course policies and calendar” section of a syllabus. 

Figure 13 

Information to be Included in the Course Policies and Calendar Section of a Syllabus 
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Research Question 2 

Thematic analysis was also used to analyze the second research question for this 

study: What type of additional information is needed, if any, in a quality syllabus to meet 

the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) is taking an online education 

course? In this approach, transcribed interview data were analyzed to identify significant 

statements, codes, categories, and themes. Table 4 shows codes, categories, and three 

themes that emerged from those categories for this research question. 

Table 4 

Codes, Categories, and Themes Pertaining to Research Question 2 

Codes Categories Themes 

• Handing in homework copied 

from another student 

Academic dishonesty 
Academic integrity 

• Giving one's work to another 

student 

• Looking at another student's 

test/exam 

• Claiming authorship Plagiarism 

• Students are always expected to 

act professionally 
Student behavior 

Professional 

behavior  • Safe place to express ideas and 

opinions 

• Notice of nondiscrimination 
Student support Equal opportunity 

• Reporting sexual violence 

 

The researcher used themes as a guideline for types of information needed for developing 

a quality syllabus. Figure 14 shows a graphical representation of the types of information 

needed in a quality syllabus to address Research Question 2, based on results of the 

themes that emerged from the researcher’s data analysis. 
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Figure 14 

How Themes Show Data to Include in a Quality Syllabus – Research Question 2 

 

Relationship Between Research Question 2 and Themes 

Theme 8: Academic Integrity 

During her interview, Christelle enlightened that honesty, integrity, and personal 

responsibility are vital instruments and great ways to be a successful student in an online 

course. Sam added that not only does honesty, integrity and personal responsibility help a 
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student be successful but maintaining these tendencies help students be phenomenal 

characters and successful in life. Therefore, in Suhaila’s and TJ’s opinion, instructors 

should emphasize that students are expected to exhibit academic honesty in all aspects of 

a course. Nura explained that instructors should encourage students by letting them know 

that students that work on their own and submit their best work are highly unlikely to be 

involved in academic dishonesty. 

Suhaila stated: 

Academic dishonesty includes, but isn’t limited to: violating clearly stated rules 

for taking an exam or completing assignments; claiming another’s work or 

modifying someone’s work as yours; buying or attempting to purchase papers or 

projects for a course from someone; fabricating information or citations; 

knowingly assisting others in committing acts of academic dishonesty; looking at 

other students’ test/exams answers; submitting [the] same work in more than one 

course without the permission of the instructors for the courses. Academic 

dishonesty is a serious offense. Sanctions for academic dishonesty are usually 

assigned by the academic review board and may include failure of the assignment, 

failure in the course, or suspension from the college. . . . Therefore, instructors 

should state the consequences of academic dishonesty clearly in their syllabus for 

online courses. 

Emily explained that plagiarism means using words or ideas from another person 

without citing that person and not putting quotation marks around any borrowed words. 

TJ also stated it is important for students to learn how to cite their works correctly. He 

emphasized that instructors should state what kind of citation they require for their 
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courses in a syllabus. All participants agreed that a failing grade for an entire course 

should be given to students who intentionally and directly plagiarize. Auwal shared that 

each institution has its own plagiarism policy and that policy should be followed when 

finding a student in the act of plagiarizing. Figure 15 presents a graphical representation 

of information to be included in the “academic integrity” section of a syllabus. 

Figure 15 

Information to be Included in the Academic Integrity Section of a Syllabus 

 

Theme 9: Professional Behavior 

The category to this theme is “student behavior.” Codes include “students are 

always expected to act professionally,” and “safe place to express ideas and opinions.” 

All participants explained that professional behaviors are expected for classroom 

interactions. They also added that students are always expected to act professionally and 

responsibly. As explained by participants, professional behavior includes but is not 

limited to communicating with an instructor when a late arrival or absence is anticipated, 
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arriving on time, and treating instructors and other students with courtesy and respect. A 

classroom (be it on location or online) should be a safe place to express ideas and 

opinions. All students are always expected to exercise self-discipline and respect the 

rights of others. Behaviors that obstruct academic freedom and fail to demonstrate mutual 

respect are not acceptable. Students who are disruptive, obnoxious, or otherwise act in an 

inappropriate manner should be removed from a class immediately. 

Suhaila encouraged students should study as much as possible until they master 

the content of a course. Students must be transparent in their work and take responsibility 

for all decisions they make. Students should exhibit objectivity and apply independence 

of mind in making decisions. TJ also advised students to always dress appropriately for 

their surroundings, especially during Zoom or in-person class sessions. Participants 

recommended writing a professional behavior section on a syllabus for online courses so 

students who register for the course will be familiar with how they are expected to act. 

Auwal stated that students are supposed to act respectfully, especially while posting 

assignments or class activities on a discussion board. Figure 16 presents a graphical 

representation of information to be included in the “professional behavior” section of a 

syllabus. 

Figure 16 

Information to be Included in the Professional Behavior Section of a Syllabus 
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Theme 10: Equal Opportunity 

Participants explained that a quality syllabus should include an equal opportunity 

section. Sam added that the whole syllabus should reflect being equal, fair, and just, 

especially when diverse students are registered for a course. Christelle stated there are 

many variables that determine whether or not students are being given equal 

opportunities in a course. Nura recommended giving students multiple textbook options 

to be used in a course. This gives equal learning opportunities for students and flexibility, 

he added. Emily mentioned that it is important to determine whether a student has equal 

access or not. She stressed that equal access guarantees every student has an equal 

opportunity to participate in all aspects of a course. Sam highlighted, “This leads to equal 

educational opportunities which are providing the same resources, opportunities, and 

treatment for each student.” 

TJ stated, “I recently read, ‘Notice of nondiscrimination and reporting sexual 

violence’ from Northland which I think every instructor should include in their syllabus 

in order to promote accountability and positive learning.” He stressed that no person 

should be discriminated against because of race, age, religion, gender, disability, national 

origin, sexual orientation, veteran’s status, marital status, and political affiliation. Equal 

opportunity and access to resources should be available to everyone. He added that if a 

student has experienced sexual violence, such as sexual assault, domestic violence, dating 

violence or stalking, or sex-based harassment, that student should contact the school 

administration immediately. Figure 17 presents a graphical representation of information 

to be included in the “equal opportunity” section of a syllabus. 
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Figure 17 

Information to be Included in the Equal Opportunity Section of a Syllabus 

 

Summary 

Chapter IV explained the purpose of this study, and research questions were 

reviewed and answered. Some demographic data on participants was provided. The 

process of data collection and analysis strategies was explained, and an in-depth review 

of findings was analyzed and presented using thematic analysis of lived experiences of 

participants. The analysis of interview data produced significant statements that were 

converted into codes, codes were grouped into categories, and categories analyzed for 

emerging themes. Ten themes emerged from the in-depth interviews conducted to gain 

insights into higher education faculty members’ lived experiences. These themes 

included: title section, course description, learner outcomes, course organization, course 

evaluation, course accessibility, course policies and calendar, academic integrity, 

professional behavior, and equal opportunity.  Based on respondents’ lived experiences 

and perceptions, these themes comprise the components required in a quality syllabus for 

an online education course. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This descriptive phenomenological study explored lived experiences of higher 

education faculty members in designing a quality syllabus for an online course. This 

research can assist faculty to learn ways to design a quality syllabus for online courses. 

In this chapter, the researcher discusses results from interviews conducted in order 

to learn more about lived experiences of higher education faculty members regarding 

designing a quality syllabus for online learning. The chapter also discusses research 

limitations and suggestions for future study. The analysis of interview data produced 

significant statements that were converted into codes and further organized into 

categories that showed 10 themes that emerged from the data. The discussions relate 

research findings to the literature review. 

A syllabus can be defined as a written narrative document that contains all the 

necessary information a student needs about a specific academic course or class. It 

comprises what would be taught in a course; when it would be taught; and teacher 

expectations, student responsibilities, and potential learning outcomes. In short, it is an 

overview of the curriculum of a class. The quality of a syllabus is a fairly reliable 

indicator of the quality of teaching and learning that will take place in a course 

(Woolcock, 2006). Figure 18 presents a graphical representation of information to 

include in a quality syllabus based on results of this study. 
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Figure 18 

What to Include in a Quality Syllabus for an Online Education Course 
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Discussion of Research Findings 

This research found that a quality syllabus for online education should comprise a 

minimum of 10 components: title section, course description, learner outcomes, course 

organization, course evaluation, course accessibility, course policies and calendar, 

academic integrity, professional behavior, and equal opportunity. These components will 

contribute to successful pedagogical approaches and teaching delivery. This research also 

supported and aligned with the literature presented in Chapter II with the addition of 

“professional behavior” and “equal opportunity” components that have been learned from 

data received from this study through the lived experiences of participants, all higher 

education faculty members. 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asked, “From the lived experiences of higher education 

faculty members in teaching and learning, what types of information should be included 

in designing a quality syllabus for an online education course?” The themes below 

answered Research Question 1. The researcher used thematic analysis of participants' 

lived experiences by reviewing transcripts from interviews. Significant statements were 

identified from the interviews and codes were assigned to the statements, and then codes 

were arranged into categories, and seven themes emerged from those categories. 

Theme 1: Title Section 

As indicated in this research, a “title section” is the first component to be included 

in a quality syllabus. The title section theme of this study contained 3 categories and 13 

codes from interview data. All participants explained that a title section is one of the most 

critical components of a quality syllabus as it clearly defines basic information about a 
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course. The three categories in this theme (the title section) were “institution’s 

information,” “course information,” and “instructor’s information.” These three pieces of 

information are vital as they give students a clear direction for a course. 

Previous research explained that an institution’s information describes all 

essential details of an institution, including its logos and location, as it will indicate that 

the syllabus is from a particular institution (Davis, 2009). Similarly, course information 

gives details about a course, such as when the course starts or ends, how many lessons 

would be in it, and how many minutes per lesson. This information in a syllabus is crucial 

because it assists students in preparing and planning ahead for a course’s activities and 

assignments (Habanek, 2005). The last category of a title section of a syllabus is 

“instructor's information." Research shows students are more satisfied and feel more 

accommodated when syllabi contain instructor information (Covington, 2007). Walker 

(2020) suggested an instructor’s name should be clearly stated in a quality syllabus for 

online courses. There may be several times when a student may need their instructor's 

help or guidance. Therefore, as explained in Chapter IV, an instructor's email, office 

location, office phone number, and office hours should be present in a quality syllabus. 

Instructor information makes students feel connected to their course and feel they are 

being taken care of regarding the course (Parkes & Harris, 2002). Consequently, a quality 

syllabus is required to have a title section as it would result in higher productivity and 

better performance in a course. 

Theme 2: Course Description 

“Course description” describes and explains a course’s contents; it was the second 

theme that emerged from this research. This theme contained two categories: "course 
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introduction" and "materials." Participants suggested that a course introduction gives an 

introductory analysis to students regarding what the course will be. This is a necessary 

component of a quality syllabus since a course description provides students with a brief 

idea about what a course is all about. Moreover, in this theme, participants believed a 

course description gives an instructor the opportunity to let students know the scope and 

purpose of a course. 

Previous research also found that it has been necessary to have a course 

description in a quality syllabus by detailing the scope and purpose of a course (Smith & 

Razzouk, 1993). Smith and Razzouk also added that the scope of a course discusses about 

how "in demand" a course's knowledge is in the outside market, and the purpose of a 

course explains the reason why a course is significant and should be studied. Another 

researcher also added that the scope of a course lets students realize that whatever they 

will be learning in a course would contribute to attaining skills needed for a particular job 

(Foo & Queck, 2019). Similarly, this research found that knowing the purpose of a course 

makes students know the exact information to be covered in the course, reason for the 

course, and helps tremendously to keep students focused on learning. Ryan and Deci 

(2000) explored those students who know the purpose of studying a course feel more 

motivated while studying, as they know exactly where and how the knowledge will help 

them. 

The second category in this theme is "materials." Most participants explained that 

course materials refer to readings, textbooks, journals, and educational videos and audios 

that would be needed for a course’s activities. The researcher also found that instructors 

who described needed course materials in a syllabus tended to produce significant results 
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at the end of a course. This may have been because when students read a syllabus before 

a lecture, they can prepare themselves ahead of time by learning from materials posted. 

By knowing a course description and having the needed materials ahead of time, students 

can be more prepared to learn from the course (Gray & Bunte, 2021). This will indeed 

help them score better and be brighter students. 

Theme 3: Learner Outcomes 

An outcome, in general, may be defined as "the result" or "a consequence" of 

something. Likewise, in quality syllabi, a "learner outcome" basically is what the learner 

would learn or know by the end of a course. A student must know desired learner 

outcomes to decipher how much to study and what to study (Njogu, 2012). Participants 

indicated that knowing the desired outcomes of a course motivates students to study more 

as they know beforehand what they should be learning throughout a course. This theme 

has one category and two codes, and the category is "goals and objectives." From 

previous research, Irving (2020) observed that students who knew a course's goals and 

objectives studied harder, more specifically, and with more interest. Goals and objectives 

are crucial to a quality syllabus because they give students a driving force. Objectives 

indicate what to study to reach a goal. The goal acts as a sort of "target" for students. 

Previous studies have proven that students who are given "targets'' to complete 

assignments tend to successfully complete homework as they consider it a healthy 

competition (Banta & Palomba, 2015). This improves their performance academically, 

and they end up getting better grades. Therefore, it is imperative to add goals and 

objectives to quality syllabi. 
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One of the codes in this theme talks about the "skills" students will gain by the 

end of a course. After knowing desired outcomes, students may be driven towards 

finishing a course so they can exhibit those sets of skills. This explains that course goals 

and objectives are linked to professional standards and are required to be written in 

quality syllabi. 

Theme 4: Course Organization 

The fourth theme that emerged from this study that stressed the component to be 

included in a quality syllabus is "course organization.” Organization is the act of setting 

things in order; in a way where expectations and assignments are organized, 

straightforward, and clear. This study indicated that course organization in a quality 

syllabus refers to writing course topics in an organized manner so students can have a 

clear image of what they will be learning This eliminates ambiguities and makes it crystal 

clear to students how they will be taught. This theme has one category, "lectures and 

delivery," and one code, "topical organization of a course." Evertsz (1991) suggested that 

students can prepare for their exams better if their syllabus is divided into topical 

modules. The author added that students could cross-check chapters in a textbook with 

information provided in a syllabus to better prepare for assignments or lectures coming 

up, leading to better outcomes or higher grades. 

From one interview, Christelle narrated that creating a clear and consistent course 

structure improves students’ learning experiences, especially in an online educational 

setting. Therefore, the topical organization of a course plays a vital role in a quality 

syllabus. Information to be included in the topical organization of a course might look 

something like this: Lecture/Module 1 (will cover one specific topic), Lecture/Module 2 
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(will cover another topic), and so on. This allows students to know in advance how their 

course will be broken down lecture by lecture. This information should be included in a 

good quality syllabus because it lets students prepare for lectures in advance. Therefore, 

including lectures and the topics to be covered in each lecture in syllabi can significantly 

improve a student’s ability to master course materials (Matejka & Kurke, 1994). 

Theme 5: Course Evaluation 

“Course evaluation” is the fifth component (theme) required to be included in a 

quality syllabus. This theme contains two categories and two codes. The two categories 

are "assessment" and "grading," whereas the two codes are "formative and summative" 

and "letter grades," respectively. From the literature explored in this research, a syllabus 

sets forth course requirements for a class and what students expect to learn, and also, 

what grades students might obtain. Therefore, evaluating a course means forming a 

judgment on the course taught based on a student's experience. After forming a judgment 

based on real marks and class participation, an instructor awards a student a letter grade, 

which depicts their overall performance (Grade A being the highest grade and Grade F 

being the lowest). 

This theme was supported by Nunan (1988), who discovered that letter grades are 

an integral part of a quality syllabus because they explained to students how their overall 

performance in the course would be translated. Adding course evaluation in a syllabus 

will help students know “which exams would have more weightage?” and “How much 

percentage of weightage does attendance have?” Therefore, including a grading system 

on a syllabus is imperative because students will know the method by which they will be 

evaluated. 
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Banta and Palomba (2015) argued assignments should be lessons or tasks 

designed so students reflect on what they learned in classrooms. Banta and Palomba 

further explained that assignments are used to evaluate students in courses and determine 

their course grades. Assignments should be closely linked to learning objectives. 

Moreover, according to Davis (2009) and Bain (2004), there are two types of assessments 

to examine students’ learning. These assessments are formative and summative. 

Formative assessments are assessments that evaluate how students are learning course 

material throughout a course. Nura explained a course grade plays a huge role in 

students’ learning activities. He stated, “It is the extrinsic reward after learning is 

completed. This leads to hardworking, thriving, and successful completion of the course.” 

Theme 6: Course Accessibility 

“Course accessibility” was the sixth theme discovered in this research required to 

be included in a quality syllabus. It contained two categories with seven codes from the 

interview data. Course accessibility is one of the salient components of a quality syllabus 

for an online course, where students need to be familiar with how to access all course 

materials and instructions or “technological requirements” (one category of course 

accessibility) of a course. In today's world, education has been upgraded in many ways. 

Teachers no longer teach students by textbooks alone; instead, they use multimedia, live 

problem-solving, and high-tech personal computers. As every student does not have 

immediate access to these items, they need to be informed in advance so they can arrange 

access to the required materials (Council of Ontario Universities, n.d.). This may consist 

of students having access to Microsoft Word, sending emails, downloading images, and 

logging onto an LMS portal. Including a course accessibility theme in a syllabus, all 
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faculty members should demonstrate their willingness to provide reasonable 

accommodations for their courses. This eliminates the chances of students being worried 

about the accessibility of course materials. As supported by Smith and Razzouk (1993), 

students who are not familiar with how to obtain or use technological requirements of a 

course can learn the basics of needed skills before taking the course. 

The second category of the theme of "course accessibility" is "accommodation for 

disability." This category contains one code: to "accommodate students with a disability." 

Students of all abilities and backgrounds want inclusive classrooms where peers convey 

respect to all classmates including disabled classmates. Therefore, for those students with 

disabilities, a classroom setting may present certain challenges that need accommodation 

and consideration. An instructor needs to create an all-inclusive environment in their 

class so no student feels left out in any regard. This theme must be added to a quality 

syllabus for online courses to meet the needs of diverse students. 

Theme 7: Course Policies and Calendar 

Maintaining decorum in class is a big responsibility for an instructor, and the first 

step towards doing so is by informing students about class policies. This theme has two 

categories and five codes. As revealed from this research, course policies and a calendar 

should be required to be included in a quality syllabus. Participants explained that course 

policies define and set clear rules and procedures for a course. Course policies describe 

the rewards, penalties, as well as consequences for certain behaviors of students in a 

course. Most participants explained that course policies discuss class discipline, 

submissions of assignments, and attendance. Banta and Palomba (2015) underscored that 

it is imperative for a faculty instructor to state their late assignment policy clearly. This is 
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essential information for students because they will understand how late assignments will 

affect their grades. Bain (2004) added that stating defined and clear policies in a quality 

syllabus would help students be more responsible. 

The second category included in this theme was "calendar." Including a calendar 

in a syllabus will break down day-to-day activities of how a course will be carried out. 

Flowerdew (2005) explained that academic calendars serve as great tracking tools for 

measuring progress and ensuring successful implementation of activities. All participants 

agreed that an academic calendar serves to keep students and instructors reminded of key 

dates throughout an academic semester and year. This way, students can prepare for each 

upcoming day and hopefully understand a lecture even better in class. Moreover, an 

academic calendar acts like a "student planner." It helps students organize and balance 

course activities and be aware of upcoming due dates (Rabbini & Gakuen, 2002). 

Consequently, this leads to students being better at academics and better at organizing 

their time, prioritizing different lectures, learning management, and gaining 

responsibilities. This also adds to a personality groom for a student because students are 

learning multiple sets of skills that may help them in their professional and personal lives. 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 asked, "What type of additional information is needed, if 

any, in a quality syllabus to meet the needs of students when a diverse group (of students) 

is taking an online education course?" The themes below answered Research Question 2. 

Three themes emerged from a thematic analysis of lived experiences of participants' data. 

The researcher reviewed transcripts of interviews and identified significant statements. 

Statements were assigned codes, and codes were arranged into categories, and categories 
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into emergent themes. The three themes that emerged were academic integrity, 

professional behavior, and equal opportunity. These represent the additional information 

to be included in a quality syllabus for online education. The researcher of this study 

reviewed more than 100 syllabi from different post-secondary institutions across the 

globe, and the researcher found the following information. Out of 100 syllabi, the 

maximum number that addressed academic integrity was 49, only 20 syllabi addressed 

professional behavior expectations, and 30 syllabi discussed equal opportunity policy. 

Therefore, this research shows that it is wholeheartedly significant to include academic 

integrity, professional behavior, and equal opportunity in a quality syllabus for online 

education.   

Some instructors who already include these three themes in their syllabi might 

argue that research question number two has not added a unique component to an online 

course syllabus. However, the data and analysis presented came directly from the 

participants’ interviews, which validated the themes that emerged using the research 

process (fig. 2) and thematic analysis (Fig. 3). Amida (2021) conducted and supported the 

data analysis process used in this research and explained that thematic analysis of 

participants’ data provides effective ways to understand and learn about the meanings of 

a particular phenomenon.   

Overall, the results found in research question two represented academic integrity, 

professional behavior, and equal opportunity as the three unique components that could 

be added to a quality syllabus for online courses in order to meet the needs of diverse 

students.    
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Theme 8: Academic Integrity 

From the interviews in this research, academic integrity consists of two categories 

and four codes. The eighth theme of what to include in a quality syllabus, as indicated in 

this research, is "academic integrity." Academic integrity is what keeps the academic 

system alive. Participants agreed that academic integrity has been recognized as 

fundamental to the work of a whole academic community, including students, teachers, 

researchers, coordinators, and administrators. Academic integrity leads to high self-

esteem, which helps students develop negative attitudes towards plagiarism and other 

poor academic behaviors (Amida et al., 2021). Being honest, responsible, and fair are 

strong ethics in academia. Some participants gave examples of academic dishonesty such 

as cheating on homework, giving homework to someone to copy, and cheating during an 

exam. 

The second category under the theme of academic integrity was "plagiarism." 

Plagiarism is definitely an infraction. Students need to be aware of this beforehand, that 

copying down someone else's work without giving credit to them and claiming 

authorship is absolutely unacceptable. Stewart (2014) supported this theme and added 

that including a description of plagiarism in a quality syllabus is proven to positively 

impact students’ learning growth and development. The purpose of adding a description 

of plagiarism to a syllabus is to ensure that students do their own work so a teacher can 

know what each student understands. 

Academic integrity allows students and staff freedom to build new ideas, 

knowledge, and creative works while respecting and acknowledging the work of others 

(Amida et al., 2021). The purpose of writing about this theme in a quality syllabus is to 
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draw attention of students to the consequences of not being academically integral and 

honest. Since a syllabus serves as a contract between a student and a teacher, students 

must abide by the academic integrity policies mentioned in the syllabus (Gannon, 2018). 

Theme 9: Professional Behavior 

The ninth theme that emerged from the data of information to be included in a 

quality syllabus was "professional behavior." This theme had one category and two 

codes. The category was "student behavior," derived from codes that emphasized 

"students are always expected to act professionally" and formally. However, students also 

should know that their classroom is a "safe space to express ideas and opinions” (the 

second code in this category). A quality syllabus needs to include professional behavior 

because a description of what constitutes professional behavior informs students on how 

to communicate and behave in a class. This theme teaches students appropriate behavior 

to maintain in a classroom. If there are clear boundaries, students can develop positive 

behaviors and auras in their classes (Maguire et al., 2010). When students are well 

behaved, they emit respectful vibes towards each other. While talking respectfully and 

maturely, students are welcome to speak about anything they like since a classroom 

would be a safe space to discuss things. Creating a safe space for every student to share 

and learn lectures motivates and increases their interest in academics. 

Merrett and Wheldall (1993) supported the idea that adding a professional 

behavior section in a quality syllabus would help students to contribute freely to a course 

and attain a sense of belonging. Most participants shared that students would be 

connected and enjoy the course more. This helps students develop further interests in a 

course and strive for excellence. Writing a professional behavior section in a syllabus is 
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important because reading a description of required behavior would instantly boost a 

student's interest in a course. 

Theme 10: Equal Opportunity 

“Equal opportunity” was the last theme that emerged from this research data, and 

it is vital to include it in a quality syllabus. Equal opportunity is the act of giving 

everyone an equal chance, regardless of their color, gender, background, or academic 

performance. This research found that adding an equal opportunities component to a 

quality syllabus is quite important. This makes students who register for the course 

understand that their instructor is ready to ensure all students have equality of opportunity 

in terms of access and potential outcomes (Ghorpade & Lackritz, 1998). 

Regardless of a student’s background, each and every student should have an 

equal chance to participate in class activities. Suhaila shared that “…equal opportunity 

recognizes and celebrates our similarities and our differences as individuals and groups.” 

Like Suhaila, a previous study supported this idea and added that equal opportunity 

recognizes that all individuals have an intrinsic right to be nurtured in such a way as they 

are able to reach their full potential (Didham, 1990). This supported the idea that a 

"notice of nondiscrimination" is vital to include while designing a quality syllabus. 

However, telling them we (teachers) support equal opportunity makes them feel much 

better and safer. A second code talks about the policy for reporting "sexual harassment." 

This is very important for students to know so they understand an instructor would fully 

help in taking action against a harasser. This makes students feel safe and protected. This 

is why sexual harassment or violence information and how to report it is essential for 

students to know. 
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Additional Information 

This study recommends that a quality syllabus for online education should include 

course rules, straightforward and clear, so students who enroll in a course will fully 

understand what is expected of them and what is expected to happen during a semester. A 

quality syllabus for online courses should also contain a substantive description of 

appropriate procedures and course policies. Students who enroll in a course should abide 

by course policy and follow guidelines provided in a course syllabus. 

A quality syllabus for online education should contain what will be covered in a course, 

the course level, and credit units. A quality syllabus benefits students who register for a 

course at the time of instruction and can be used for accreditation and transfer 

equivalency. It could be used to evaluate an instructor and program development. These 

all help students become more effective learners in a course. An example of different 

sections of a quality syllabus follows (see Appendix F for a more complete sample): 

 

Example – Course Evaluation 

Students’ performance objectives and exams will be translated into points and the 

points into letter grades. A = 90 – 100% (mastery of the course), B = 80 – 89% (thorough 

understanding of the course), C = 70 – 79% (basic understanding of the course), D = 60 – 

69% (below average understanding), and F = 59% and below (poor understanding of the 

course). If there are any questions or clarifications concerning assignments or grades 

received, it is a student’s responsibility to make inquiries before their instructor posts the 

final grades (Davis, 2009). Students should make inquiries before final grades are posted 

because final grades often cannot be changed after posting. 
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Make-up assignments/tests will be given only in cases of emergency when 

students have a valid excuse for missing an assignment/test, and when they contact the 

instructor before an exam is given. All assignments should be placed in a “dropbox.” 

Spelling and grammar will be graded, and assignments will receive reduced points for 

spelling and grammar errors. Students are strongly encouraged to turn in homework as 

soon as possible, so that they may receive feedback on it before the unit tests, and to 

avoid the possibility of missing a deadline. Tests and quizzes will be given based on the 

topics studied. Students are expected to attend and participate in all class periods. Class 

participation is integral to students’ learning in their classroom. If a class is missed for 

any reason, it is the student’s responsibility to make up content missed. In the event of an 

emergency situation, students must notify their instructor if they will miss classes. 

Texting, emailing, chatting, and web browsing are not allowed during class lectures. 

Example – Minimal Technical Requirements for a Course 

Access to Microsoft Word, using email with attachments, creating and submitting 

files in word processing program formats, copying and pasting, downloading and 

installing software, uploading files, and viewing presentation software. 

Example – Accommodation of Disabilities 

Students with a disability that might affect their performance in class are strongly 

encouraged to contact the instructor at the beginning of the course. Accommodations can 

be set up through the Academic Success Center, Room #000. They will provide the 

necessary documentation that needs to be given to an instructor for accommodations to 

take place. Tutors for this course are available for all students at no cost. Please, contact 

the Academic Success Center in room #000 for this service as well. 
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Example – Academic Dishonesty 

Students are required to follow the institution’s academic dishonesty policy. 

Violation of this policy will result in a zero on an assignment/exam/paper on which the 

violation occurred and will be reported to the Dean of Academic Affairs. 

Example violations include: Handing in homework copied from another student, 

giving one’s work to another student, looking at another student’s test during an 

examination, giving answers to another student during an examination, and claiming 

authorship of work that is not your own. 

Example – Notice of Nondiscrimination and Reporting Sexual Violence 

No person shall be discriminated against because of race, age, religion, gender, 

disability, national origin, sexual orientation, veteran’s status, marital status, or political 

affiliation. Equal opportunity and access to resources shall be available to everyone. If a 

student has experienced sexual violence, such as sexual assault, domestic violence, dating 

violence or stalking, or sex-based harassment, please contact our Community Violence 

Intervention Center. 

Example – Professional Behavior 

Students are always expected to act professionally. Professional behavior includes 

but is not limited to: arriving on time to class, communicating with the instructor when a 

late arrival or absence is anticipated, and treating the instructor and other students with 

courtesy and respect. The classroom should be a safe place to express ideas and opinions. 

All students are always expected to exercise self-discipline and respect the rights of 

others. Behaviors that obstruct academic freedom and fail to demonstrate mutual respect 

are not acceptable. Students who are disruptive, obnoxious, or otherwise act in an 
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inappropriate manner will be removed from the class immediately. 

Example – Communication 

Email is regarded as a professional means of communication. Therefore, proper 

sentence structure, capitalization, and punctuation are required. Please include the course 

code and your (student’s) name in the subject line of every email—example: TL 499 

Yusuf Marafa. Students should not use all caps in any message unless they are 

emphasizing something. A capitalized message is considered shouting! 

Example – Course Schedule 

Attached (Appendix G) is a course calendar indicating dates for assignments and 

tests. The schedule is subject to change at the decision of the instructor. Students are 

encouraged to check their college email account daily as it will be the primary means of 

contact between the instructor and students outside the classroom. 

 

This syllabus helps convey to students a sense of support for their learning and 

well-being by providing information on academics, counseling, resources, and statements 

of support. It also serves as a transparent way of inviting students to seek guidance and 

support when needed. 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study was the sample size. While seven participants were 

enough to reach “saturation” of data in the study, more participant could be added. 

Saturation refers to achieving a level of informational redundancy where no new 

information is uncovered in the study; therefore, additional data collection contributes 

nothing new to the study (Merriam, 1998; Gentles et al., 2015). One of the ways to lessen 
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this limitation is by adding more participants. However, according to Morse (2000) and 

Creswell (2014), seven participants are sufficient to carry out quality phenomenological 

research. 

Another limitation of the study is researcher bias. The researcher of this study 

used triangulation to develop a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. The 

researcher also used bracketing to reduce bias. The term “bracketing” and “epoche” was 

developed by Moustakas (1994) to minimize researcher bias and to test as well as 

increase validity. Bracketing is putting aside things unrelated to a study to focus solely on 

a topic and questions. According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.-a), epoche is “the 

methodological attitude of phenomenology in which one refrains from judging” (para. b). 

This means that researchers need to keep their preconceptions and biases separate from 

their data while carrying out their studies. 

Future Research 

This descriptive phenomenological study explored and described the lived 

experiences of higher education faculty members’ experiences in designing quality 

syllabi for online courses. Both research findings and the literature review provided great 

insights on information that should be included in quality syllabi for online education 

courses and “other additional information” needed in quality syllabi when a diverse group 

of students are taking a course. However, there is a need to use other research methods, 

such as quantitative research methods or mixed methods, to look at a research topic from 

different angles, in this case for more insight into designing a quality syllabus for online 

learning.  



 

102 

While seven participants should be enough to reach saturation of data, future 

research could add more participants from diverse backgrounds that were not 

appropriately represented in this investigation. 

Findings of this study provided descriptive data that can be used to guide future 

areas of research. Expanding this research may lead other researchers to formulate a new 

understanding of what is required in designing a quality syllabus for online education. 

Future studies may repeat this research while sampling for a more inclusive range of 

ages, genders, and years of teaching in online teaching. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to explore higher education faculty members' lived 

experiences when designing quality syllabi for online education. This study is grounded 

in the theoretical framework of Edmund Husserl's descriptive phenomenology through 

interviews. This helped the researcher get a deep and rich understanding of the 

phenomenon (designing a quality syllabus) by identifying significant statements in 

interview transcripts, assigning codes to significant statements, grouping codes into 

categories, and then determining themes (inherent in categories) of each participant's 

experiences. 

Findings showed that this phenomenological study about higher education faculty 

members’ lived experiences in teaching and learning will help faculty and researchers to 

understand how to design a quality syllabus for online education that will fit the needs of 

diverse students. This research supported and aligned with the literature presented in 

Chapter II. Ten themes emerged from in-depth interviews conducted to gain insights into 

higher education faculty members’ lived experiences. These themes included: title 
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section, course description, learner outcomes, course organization, course evaluation, 

course accessibility, course policies and calendar, academic integrity, professional 

behavior, and equal opportunity. These themes form the components required in a quality 

syllabus for an online education course. These research results will contribute to efficient 

pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning in online education. 

It is important to note that the initial title for this dissertation research that the 

UND IRB office approved was Efficient Pedagogical Approach to Teaching and 

Learning: A Phenomenological Inquiry of Higher Education Faculty Members' 

Experiences in Designing a Quality Syllabus for Online Education (Appendix Ai), and 

the sample size was six. However, some committee members made observations to 

concise the research topic to Higher Education Faculty Members' Experiences in 

Designing a Quality Syllabus for Online Education (Appendix A) and increased the 

number of research participants to seven. Therefore, to abide by the research ethics, 

another IRB was requested to apply the committee member's observations/suggesions in 

the study. Thus, both IRB approvals were presented in Appendix A and Ai.  
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Appendix A 

Approval for Study – Institutional Review Board 
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Appendix Ai 

Initial Approval for Study – Institutional Review Board 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Form
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Appendix C 

Email Introducing Study to Potential Participants 

Dear Esteemed Faculty Members, 

My name is Yusuf Adam Marafa, and I am a doctoral candidate with the 

Department of Teaching, Learning and Professional Practice. I am currently working on 

my dissertation research, and I would be more than happy to learn from your experiences 

in teaching and learning regarding designing a quality syllabus for online education. 

Therefore, I am writing to invite you to participate in the research, “Higher Education 

Faculty Members’ Experiences in Designing a Quality Syllabus for Online Education.” 

You can find some information about the research below, and I will follow up with a 

corresponding email about the research. 

I sincerely thank you for your outstanding contribution to academia. 

Thank you, 

Yusuf Adam Marafa, Ph.D.c 

 

 

Research Information 

 

Higher education is rapidly changing, and instructors are striving to match the 

needs of 21st-century digital learners. There is a growing demand and shift from 

traditional classes to the online mode of instruction for most post-secondary learning 

institutions. Additionally, with the recent pandemic (COVID-19), post-secondary 

institutions had to transform and revise their courses to online and hybrid models. Higher 

education institutions struggled with limited knowledge, skills, and resources to design 

syllabi and implement online education courses to meet the needs of their students to 

attain quality education. 

The purpose of this study was to explore higher education faculty members' 

experiences in designing quality syllabi for online education. This study is grounded in 

the theoretical framework of Edmund Husserl's descriptive phenomenology through 

interviews. Data obtained from interviews will be recorded and stored on a flash drive 

reserved only for this research. The researcher will analyze interviews by carefully 

reviewing, reading, and listening to the lived experiences of each participant. Then the 

researcher will transcribe recorded interviews into written text by using the FTW 

Transcriber software. This will help the researcher get a deep and rich understanding of 

the phenomenon (designing a quality syllabus) through finding “significant statements” 

and determining the “themes” of each participant's experiences. 

This phenomenological study about higher education faculty members’ lived 

experiences in teaching and learning will help faculty and researchers to understand how 

to design a quality syllabus for online education that will fit the needs of students and 

instructors. Research results will contribute to efficient pedagogical approaches to 

teaching and learning in online education. 
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Appendix D 

Survey Instrument 

Background Questions 

1. Could you please tell me what higher education degrees you have and describe 

your past teaching experiences? 

2. How long have you been a teacher? 

3. Could you describe why you chose to pursue a career in teaching at the higher 

education level? 

4. What do you believe to be the essential skill sets and knowledge required to 

become a successful educator/instructor in higher education? 

5. Do you prefer to teach online or face-to-face or do you prefer a hybrid method of 

teaching (partly face-to-face and partly online)? Why? 

Questions Related to Designing a Syllabus for Online Education 

6. What is your definition of a quality syllabus for online education? 

7. What preliminary considerations should a teacher focus on before designing a 

quality syllabus for online education? 

8. What types of information should be included in a quality syllabus? 

9. Do you know what is meant by a diversified syllabus for online education? 

9a. If yes, what is your definition of a diversified syllabus for online 

education? 

9b. If no, a “diversified syllabus” means the syllabus allows students many 

optional ways or methods to learn material because individual students 

connect to information in unique ways (Peabody, 2021). 



 

113 

10. Do you think having a diversified syllabus is important for online education? 

10a. Why or why not? 

11. What are your perceptions of teachers’ (and students’) roles and responsibilities in 

designing and following a syllabus for an online education course? 

12. How do you determine the kind of assessment design you will use in an online 

education course? 

13. Should a description of that assessment design be included in a syllabus? 

14. How do you determine the grading system you will use for an online education 

course? 

15. Should you include a description of that grading system in a course’s syllabus? 

16. What teaching methodologies and/or strategies should be described in a syllabus 

for an online education course? 

17. What motivational strategies would you employ in designing an online education 

course? 

18. Would you include a description of motivational strategies in your syllabus? 

19. What are the technological requirements that need to be available for online 

education? 

20. Should a description of technological requirements of a course be included in a 

quality syllabus? 

21. How can a quality syllabus contribute to student learning in online education? 
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Appendix E 

Demographic Questions 
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Appendix F 

Syllabus Sample as Implemented by Research Findings 
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Appendix G 

Course Calendar Sample as Implemented by Research Findings 
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