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ABSTRACT 

The main purpose of this article is to raise awareness of the languages used 
by teachers in their course syllabi. With or without intention, teachers might be 
perceived as exercising their power over students via the information they write 
on their course syllabi. Power can be overtly performed through the teachers’ 
communication regarding what students will receive if they follow or do not 
follow the rules. A course syllabus with the presence of the teacher’s name and 
accompanied by the structure of a classroom can perform structural power over 
students. By giving positive information about the course and the teacher, the 
syllabus can grant the teacher identified power. With a well designed course 
syllabus, especially in terms of the language used, a teacher might be able to 
manage his/her classroom more effectively.  

 
บทคัดยอ 

บทความนี้มีวัตถุประสงคหลักเพื่อเพิ่มความตระหนักของภาษาที่อาจารยเลือกใช 
ในประมวลรายวิชา ไมวาจะตั้งใจหรือไมอาจารยผูสอนอาจจะถูกมองวาใชอํานาจเหนือ
นักศึกษาผานทางขอมูลที่เขียนลงในประมวลรายวิชา อํานาจอาจจะถูกใชอยางเปดเผย
โดยการที่อาจารยระบุวานักศึกษาจะไดรับผลอยางไรถาพวกเขาทําตามหรือไมทําตาม 
กฎขอบังคับของวิชา การที่ประมวลรายวิชาถูกนํามาใชในหองเรียนและมีช่ือของอาจารย
ผูสอนปรากฏอยูดวยนั้นอาจจะกอใหเกิดอํานาจที่มาจากโครงสรางของหองเรียน 
ประมวลรายวิชาอาจจะใหอํานาจแกอาจารยผูสอนเมื่อมีการใหขอมูลในเชิงบวกเกี่ยวกับ
วิชานั้นๆ หรืออาจารยผูสอน ดวยการออกแบบประมวลรายวิชาที่ดี โดย เฉพาะการเลือก 
ใชภาษา อาจารยอาจจะสามารถจัดการหองเรียนไดอยางมีประสิทธิภาพมากขึ้น 
 

INTRODUCTION 
In general, rhetoric involves the use of symbols 

for particular goals especially the goal of coor-
dinating human action (Hauser, 2002).  Based on this 
definition, I see a course syllabus is one kind of 
rhetorical work.  Teachers, as rhetors, intentionally 
select and use symbols to communicate with their 
students through their course syllabus.  In spite of the 
fact that the course syllabus mainly provides 
information about the course, it may perform other 
functions as well.  For instance, through course 
objectives, teachers might be able to establish them-
selves as credible in terms of how well they can 
educate their students.  Through classroom rules, the 
teachers might be able to gain compliance from their 
students even before they actually sit in the class-
room. Put differently, a course syllabus, as a rhe-
torical work, can reflect its rhetor’s credibility.  It  
can also have a persuasive effect on its readers. 
Ultimately, the point that I will argue is that a course 

syllabus can be used by the teachers to exercise 
power over students.  

 
RESEARCH ON COURSE SYLLABI 

Although course syllabi are typically used as a 
classroom-communicative medium between teachers 
and their students, they have not gained much 
attention from either communication or education 
scholars. Two main themes of research focus how-
ever can be drawn from the previous work on course 
syllabi. 

The first and perhaps the most popular theme is 
a focus on effective and good characteristics of 
course syllabi.  This theme tends to pay most of its 
attention to the teachers’ use of course syllabi.  This 
focus can be traced back to the work of Robert         
F. Mager (1962). He strongly believes that the 
instructional objectives can work as a guideline for 
both instructors and students. More specifically,       
if instructors can clearly define their instructional  
 



 

objectives and openly communicate them to their 
students, the instructors can efficiently and effectively 
measure their learners’ behaviors and performances 
and the students will know what learning activities 
they need to do to succeed the course.  Mager 
continues that good or meaningful course objectives 
are the ones that can communicate “a picture (of 
what a successful learner will be like) identical to the 
picture the writer [teacher] has in mind” (p.10).  

In effect, if a teacher or writer gives his/her 
meaningful course objectives to another teacher, the 
students will be taught and able to perform in the 
way that the writer wants them to be and do.  This 
also means that if another teacher misinterprets    
your course objectives, you have failed to create 
meaningful course objectives.  It is quite obvious that 
Mager (1962) tends to focus on the importance of 
instructional objectives on their measurability of  
both the teachers and students’ performances.  

Similar to Mager (1962), Judith Grunert (1997) 
holds to a fixed meaning of course syllabi.  She 
argues that a good course syllabus should transfer its 
meaning to the students consistent with the intended 
meaning of a teacher.  Grunert provides guidelines to 
develop and effective course syllabus from planning 
to executing a learning-centered syllabus. 

Another study that focuses on how to effectively 
write a syllabus is done by Mary F. Smith and Nabil 
Y. Razzouk (1993).  Although they did not explicitly 
support the idea of fixed characteristics of good 
syllabi, Smith and Razzouk provide strategies to 
produce and use course syllabi.  For example, a good 
syllabus should be concise; more information (about 
the class) can be given to the students later; an 
instructor should review or discuss the content in the 
syllabus at the end of each class. 

In a more specific context, Michael H. Prosser 
(1975) promotes and exhibits effective strategies to 
teach an intercultural communication course via a 
course syllabus. Although Mager (1962) believes that 
a fixed meaning in course syllabi can be completely 
transferred to another teacher, Prosser (1975) con-
siders a course syllabus to be “tentative, personal, 
and not universally workable” (p. 242).  He also adds 
that teachers’ or writers’ biases can be perceived 
through a course syllabus. 

The second theme in the study on course syllabi 
is a focus on the use of course syllabi by students.   
In spite of the fact that most of the time this theme   
is implicit in the first theme, it deserves to be dis-
cussed separately.  Mager (1962) believes, through 
instructional objectives or course syllabi, the students 
know what they need to do and can evaluate their 
learning activities to succeed in the course.  

While Grunert (1997) emphasizes guidelines to 
develop an effective course syllabus, she also main-
tains that an effective course syllabus can shape the 
students’ learning behaviors and, ultimately, help 
them become effective learners.  In accordance with 
Mager (1962), Grunert (1997) believes that if teachers 
can clearly communicate evaluation criteria to their 

students, the students tend to be more active and 
responsible for learning and assessing their work. 

Smith and Razzouk (1993) believe that teachers 
use course syllabi to communicate general information 
about the course to their students.  Alternatively, 
students use course syllabi as a source of information 
to decide whether or not they should take a particular 
course.  To identify the real value of course syllabi  
to college students, Smith and Razzouk found that 
the students do not use the syllabus as it was 
intended.  According to the study, the students tend 
to refer to the syllabus when, for example, they want 
to know the due date of their projects or grading 
evaluation methods of the class.  Moreover, they 
cannot recall most of such important information as 
course objectives, evaluation procedures, and dis-
cussion topics.  

It is quite apparent that the previous literature on 
course syllabi discussed above pays attention to     
the influence and relationship between cognitive or 
knowledge-based content of a course syllabus and 
students’ learning and performances. The researchers 
argue that good or clearly stated course syllabi can 
enhance communication between teachers and their 
students.  That eventually can increase the quality of 
students’ performance. 

Based on the notion that attitudes can influence 
behavioral intention or overt behaviors (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1980), I am quite surprised that none of 
these works mention the rhetorical or symbolic 
language used in course syllabi which might affect 
students’ attitudes and their behaviors. A course 
syllabus, through its rhetorical function, can be used 
by a teacher as a tool to exercise his/her power     
over students. Although some might argue that the 
students might exercise their power by deciding not 
to take a particular course after reading its course 
syllabus, once the students decide not to take the 
course, they are no longer subjects of rhetorical 
power of a course syllabus.  In other words, they    
are no longer rhetorical audiences.  In the following 
section, I will discuss some literature relevant to    
the power residing in course syllabi that might be 
perceived and have influence over students. 
 

LEVELS OF POWER 
In 1959, Cartwright summarized the previous 

research on power. Cartwright argue there is an 
intense relationship between power and communi-
cation by asserting that, “Without communication 
there would be no group norms, group goals, or 
organized group action” (p. 7).  They also referred to 
the work done by Jenkins and Lippitt (1951) which 
confirms the power of teachers over their students 
when students are expected to be respectful, accept 
teachers’ authority, and be obedient.  In a more 
specific context of power in a classroom, Hurt, Scott, 
and McCroskey (1978) defined power as “a teacher’s 
ability to affect in some way the students’ well-being 
beyond the students’ own control (p. 124).  Similarly, 



 

McCroskey and Richmond (1983) describe the nature 
of power as: 
 an individual’s potential to have an effect      

on another person’s or group of persons’ be-
havior…the capacity to influence another 
person to do something he/she would not have 
done had he/she not been influenced… [and] 
an individual exhibits some type of change    
in his/her behavior, attitudes, beliefs, etc., as a 
result of influence from someone else. (p. 176) 

Communication then is a pool of sources of power. 
Therefore, communication channels such as course 
syllabi can be used by teachers to exercise their 
power over the students.  However, not everything 
written in a course syllabus communicates explicit 
power.  Some power may be easily observed, such  
as participation rules and grading criteria. Other 
power may be implicitly conveyed through choices 
of information provided, such as a teacher’s titles  
and their accessibility.  Levels of power range from 
the clearly observable to the implicitly sensible 
power in course syllabi. 
 
Overt Power 

The concept of power that is most consistent 
with overt levels of power are defined by French   
and Raven (1959).  They argue that the power or 
influence that an individual has over his/her inter-
actant(s) can come any of five bases of power: 
reward, coercive, legitimate, referent, and expert.  
The first two types of power are overt; the latter  
three are implicit.  As indicated by McCroskey and 
Richmond (1983), these concepts can be used to 
explain the overt power residing in the course syllabi. 

According to French and Raven (1959), “reward 
power is defined as power whose basis is the ability 
to reward” (p. 156).  This means the degree of reward 
power that A might have over B depends on B’s 
perception of the possibility that A can reward B. 
Therefore, whatever teachers communicate to their 
students regarding what they will receive or gain if 
they follow the rules of the syllabus can function     
as reward power basis.  For example, points of each 
assignment can function as reward power, because 
the students will receive the points if they comply. 

Coercive power is the opposite side of reward 
power.  It involves the ability of an individual to 
punish his/her interactant(s).  Hence, the degree of 
coercive power that A might have over B depends  
on B’s perception of the possibility that A can punish 
B.  Classroom rules such as potential point deduction 
for a student’s absence or failure to turn in assign-
ments clearly perform coercive power.  In a course 
syllabus, a teacher can threaten his/her students with 
the possibility that the students will receive the 
punishment if they do not comply. 

 
Structural Power 

Compared to the first level of power, structural 
power is less explicit.  A does not need to exercise 
power through punishment or reward to influence B. 

Rather, structural power limits B’s ability to act 
against A’s power, and, at the same time, promotes 
the power of A to gain compliance from B.  As long 
as A can create a situation where B is prevented     
from doing something that might go against A’s rule 
or preference, A has successfully exercised power 
(Bachrach & Baratz, 1963).  According to Clegg 
(1989), this can be seen as the limited power that  
one might have under a structure of an organization. 
A course syllabus, when situated within its school 
context, can perform structural power since the 
students, as members of this structure, have limited 
power to refuse or resist its power. 

Another concept of structural power is the 
legitimate basis of power proposed by French and 
Raven (1959).  Legitimate power is the power that   
is “assigned” (McCroskey & Richmond, 1983, p. 
177).  The degree of legitimate power that A might 
have over B depends on B’s perception of the right or 
legitimate role of A in demanding B to do or not to 
do something.  More specifically, French and Raven 
(1959) defined legitimate power as “power which 
stems from internalized values in P (person) which 
dictate that O (social agent) has legitimate right to 
influence P and that P has an obligation to accept  
this influence” (p. 159).  In a course syllabus, the 
presence of the teacher’s name, accompanied by    
the structure of a classroom where a teacher is the 
authority, grants the teacher legitimate power over 
the students.  
 
Internalized/Identified Power 

While the overt and structural levels of power 
are explicit in that a person must take some actions  
to gain compliance from his/her interactant(s), 
internalized power requires less action from the 
person.  Instead, the power is perceived through     
the processes of socialization and identification.  

There are three concepts that can be grouped 
into this implicit level of power.  The first one is 
Luke’s (1974) “radical” or “three-dimensional view 
of power.” Lukes proposes that power can be 
exercised “whether by individuals, or by groups, 
institutions, etc., and whether consciously or not”   
(p. 39).  In effect, power can be perceived by B even 
though A does not or did not intend to exercise his 
power over B.  Based on Lukes’s concept of power, 
Mumby (2001) explains that “power is exercised 
most effectively when social actors internalize and 
identify with the interests of dominant groups”       
(p. 589).  In the case of course syllabi, if the students 
identify themselves with the course or with the 
teacher, they tend to comply with anything appearing 
on the syllabus. 

The second and third internalized/identified 
concepts of power are from the French and Raven’s 
(1968) bases of power: referent and expert power. 
Similar to Lukes’s (1974) concept of power, French 
and Raven (1968) define referent power as the power 
gained when social actors try to avoid discomfort by 
identifying themselves to the reference group.  They 



 

specifically assert that, “the greater attraction, the 
greater identification, and consequently the greater 
the referent power” (p. 163).  In a classroom context, 
McCroskey and Richmond (1983) also argue that 
“the stronger the student’s attraction to and iden-
tification with the teacher, the stronger the teacher’s 
referent power” (p. 177).  Course syllabi, with some 
positive information about the teacher and the course, 
can enact referent power as well. 

The third concept in this level of power is expert 
power.  According to French and Raven (1968), the 
strength of expert power depends on the “knowledge 
or perception” that a person attributes to social actors 
(p. 163).  McCroskey and Richmond (1983) applied 
this type of power to a classroom and found that 
“expert power stems from the student perceiving    
the teacher to be competent and knowledgeable in 
specific areas” (p. 177).  Unlike legitimate power, 
expert power is not explicitly observable.  Similar to 
referent power, in the course syllabi, less action is 
needed from the teacher to exercise the expert power; 
it mostly depends on the perception of the students. 
For example, the title or even name of the instructor 
can display expert power to the students. 
 

A CLOSE TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF COURSE 
SYLLABI 

The two course syllabi that I have chosen to 
analyze in this article are drawn from the School of 
Communication Studies from one of the Midwest 
universities in U.S.A. One of them belongs to Public 
Speaking, a class where multiple teachers teach 
multiple sections of the class and each teacher must 
conform to one version of a course syllabus.  Another 
one is used in Cross-cultural Communication, a 
course where one teacher teaches the course and has 
more freedom to create and design the syllabus.  I am 
going to go through each section of both course 
syllabi and find out levels of power communicated 
from the teachers to their students. 
 
Public Speaking Course Syllabus 

In the first section, there are two main 
components: the name of the course and general 
information about the teacher.  What makes those 
components more specific is that this section also 
indicates the name of the school, the teaching quarter 
of the class, and shows the logo and the name of    
the university. In addition to the ownership, another 
rhetorical function that the first section performs      
is pathetic. The teacher provides her contact infor-
mation and office hours.  She also adds that “I am 
also available by appointment.” All of this infor-
mation shows the readers, students, an availability 
and accessibility of the teacher.  In other words, this 
information can communicate the teacher’s attention 
and thoughtfulness to the students.  

In regards to the levels of power, the concept of 
ownership and pathos can communicate two different 
levels of power.  The presence of the teacher’s name 

along with the name of the school and the university 
can emphasize the structure of the organization in 
which the syllabus is working.  Consequently, it can 
support and perform structural power.  The students, 
as members of the school/university structure, have 
limited abilities to refuse or resist its power. The 
contact information for the teacher can also com-
municate an internalized/identified level of power. 
Put differently, through the message that the teacher 
pays attention and is thoughtful; the syllabus can 
create positive attitudes towards the teacher and 
encourage the students to identify themselves with 
the teacher. In effect, the internalized/identified 
power is exercised. 

The second section indicates the required 
textbooks.  Instead of only listing the names and 
details of the textbooks, the teacher also adds a 
sentence that reads “The textbook is required and 
necessary for successful completion of the course.” 
The word “required” is used to create a sense of 
being forced while the word “necessary” is used to 
convey a sense of encouragement.  Since the world 
“required” has quite a strong meaning, the word 
“necessary” might be used to soften the meaning of 
“required,” but still strong enough to encourage     
the students to buy the textbooks. Whether it is 
“required” or “necessary,” this section of the course 
syllabus obviously tries to perform an overt level     
of power.  The course syllabus does communicate 
reward power; to succeed in the course the students 
need to have the textbooks. 

The third section details the course description 
and objectives.  Not only does this section tell the 
students what to expect from the course, it also 
names roles and responsibilities for the teacher and 
students.  In the first sentence, “The purpose of this 
class is to teach you theories and skills,” shows that 
the teacher is responsible and taking a role of 
teaching both theories and skills of public speaking 
to the students.  This sentence implicitly indicates     
a passive-learner role for students.  A message 
indicating a more active role, however, is also found 
here: “After completing this course, you should have 
accomplished the following objectives.” According 
to this sentence, the students have a responsibility to 
achieve the course objectives set by the teacher. At 
first glance, the information in this section seems to 
communicate overt power.  However, neither reward 
nor punishment is mentioned to make the students 
responsible for achieving those course objectives. 
Since the students know that the course objectives 
are specified by the teacher who is the authority in a 
course structure, it is more likely that this section of 
the course syllabus exercises structural power. 

The fourth section, an attendance policy, com-
municates two levels of power: overt and structural 
power.  The first sentence points out that “regular 
attendance and participation is required.” The teacher 
expects the students not only to be present, but also 
to engage actively in classroom activities.  Again, the 
word “required” is used here and conveys that “it is a 



 

must” for the students to participate in the classroom. 
The rest of this section, however, emphasizes the 
importance of attendance.  Specifically, it clarifies 
the word “regular” by indicating, “Missing more than 
2 days will result in your grade.” An overt level of 
power, coercive power in this case, is exercised       
by indicating the punishment that the students will 
receive if they miss classes. 

The following sentences in this section focus   
on reasons acceptable and unacceptable for class 
absences.  This emphasis shows the importance of 
attendance policy over participation of the course. 
When the syllabus states, “We excuse absences if 
they are for documented university sponsored travel 
or dire personal emergencies,” this might give the 
impression that the teacher gives priority to academic 
over personal reasons.  This priority is confirmed in 
the last sentence when personal emergencies are 
specifically described, while academic reasons need 
not to be elaborated.  The syllabus states, “Meeting 
for other classes, work excuses, catching rides home 
and many other personal reasons for missing class 
are not considered excused absences.” The teacher   
is the one who sets the rules and judges what are 
excused absences and what are not.  Although there 
is no punishment or reward specified, these rules    
are powerful enough to be followed by the students.  
This section of the course syllabus communicates 
structural power, in this case legitimate power, to 
students.  

Overt and structural power can also be observed 
in the fifth section when it describes late work and 
incomplete grade policy. Such sentences as, 
“Accepted late work not resulting from a documented 
emergency is subject to a mandatory 10% late 
penalty for each day it is late,” and “Not showing up 
for speeches on days assigned will result in losing 10 
points for that speech,” overtly communicate 
coercive power where punishments are to be 
expected for late work submission and absenteeism. 
Another message in this section that exercises overt 
power or coercive power can be seen from the 
following sentences. 

Because of time constraints in the class 
there is no guarantee that you can make up 
an oral presentation even if you have a 
documented personal emergency. Make-up 
presentations must be delivered during a 
regular scheduled meeting of your class. 

Even though earlier the section describes all the rules 
and penalty that would be applied with the students 
for late work submission or make-up or not showing 
up, these sentences imply that late work submission 
or make-up presentation is usually impossible.  Put 
differently, the impossibility to do make-up presenta-
tions can function as a potential punishment. 

In the same section, it also designates the 
conditions for late work excuses.  The syllabus states, 
“Our policy is to ‘NOT’ accept late work except in 
cases of documented personal emergencies.” The 
phrase “documented personal emergencies” is defined 

specifically as a “written documentation from a third 
party of your (the students’) emergency,” not from 
the students themselves.  Furthermore, “personal 
emergencies” are narrowly defined by indicating, 
“We do not consider work-related absences, work    
in other classes, or meetings with other professors a 
personal emergency.” These sentences show that the 
teachers of this course are the ones who create the 
rules and policy.  They are also the ones who institute 
exceptions. Although the students might have some 
opportunity to negotiate, late work, make-up pre-
sentation, or other personal emergencies are solely 
under the teacher’s consideration.  These messages 
derive their structural/legitimate power from the 
authority of the course over its students. 

The eighth section gives details about course 
assignments and grades.  All the assignments, exams, 
possible points, and the grading scale used in this 
course are listed in detail.  Giving details of the 
points for each assignment and exam convey three 
messages to the students.  First, it can communicate 
to the students that each assignment is worth doing 
and will be carefully graded. Second, if each assign-
ment has possible points, a student’s failure to 
complete those assignments means the students will 
lose their points.  Third, since each assignment has 
different points, this message can convey the level   
of importance of each assignment, which might 
influence the amount and quality of attention that   
the students will put into their work.  These three 
messages can communicate overt power to the 
students. The reward of getting the scores if the 
assignments are completed, the punishment of losing 
the points if the students fail to complete them, and 
the different points for different assignments convey 
rewarding and punishing aspects. 

The last section of the course syllabus is a 
tentative schedule of the class.  Even though the 
heading of the section indicates that it is a tentative 
schedule, there is a table indicating weeks, days, 
dates, months, topics, and assignments of the study 
for the whole quarter.  The information in the table 
creates a picture of a fixed and rigid agenda while  
the word “tentative” in the heading creates a picture 
of an unsettled calendar.  Each component is used   
by the teacher to perform different communicative 
functions.  The table, with the fixed and rigid agenda, 
can work as a rule or order to control the students’ 
study schedule. At the same time, it can create 
expectations from the students on what they will 
learn or do as scheduled.  The word “tentative” in the 
heading minimizes the exactness of the class and the 
expectations from the students.  It also can give the 
teacher space for making changes.  The fixity of the 
table is used to control the students, while the 
flexibility of the heading is used to accommodate the 
teacher.  Whether it is the fixity or flexibility of the 
course schedule, the teacher has power over the 
students. This kind of power does not need the 
presence of reward or punishment, it is power that 
stems from a structure of the course where the 



 

teacher has the authority that affects or controls the 
students.  

 
Cross-cultural Communication Course Syllabus 

Similar to the syllabus of Public Speaking, the 
first section of this course syllabus contains specific 
information of the course including the course code, 
course name, and the teaching quarter.  Interestingly, 
it also has a cartoon positioned under the course 
information.  Two sheep are looking at each other. 
One of them says, “Sometimes I worry I’m a wolf 
dressed as me.” The picture draws attention of        
the students and encourages them to interpret the 
meaning of the cartoon.  The absence of the answer 
or the interpretation of the cartoon might convey the 
message that there is no such absolute interpretation. 
In other words, different people, especially those 
from different cultures, perceive different meaning  
in this cartoon. 

Two levels of power can be drawn from the   
first section of this course syllabus.  The fixed and 
rigid meaning of the course information can perform 
structural power over the students. To be more 
specific, the course code clearly indicates that this 
course belongs to the School of Communication 
Studies.  This ownership information can support and 
communicate structural power of the teacher and the 
course syllabus in which the students are influenced 
by the structure of the organization and the course. 
The second level of power is derived from the 
cartoon.  Most of the time cartoons are used to relax 
viewers. Therefore, it is possible that the students 
may perceive that the teacher is a relaxed person.  
The positive attitudes that the students have toward 
the teacher can make them identify themselves with 
the teacher and encourage them to comply with 
whatever the teacher will say.  Internalized/identified 
power is being exercised in this section of the course 
syllabus.  

The second section is the information about the 
teacher. The thoughtfulness of the teacher of this 
course can be seen from the contact information 
listed in this section. The ethos of the teacher can be 
seen from the titles that he added after his name 
(“Professor and Presidential Research Scholar”). 
Moreover, his own name is also another important 
part in establishing his credibility. The teacher’s 
name is not a standard American name, but he 
teaches a Cross-cultural Communication Course in 
America.  This might implicitly communicate that he 
is appropriate, knowledgeable, and expert to teach 
this specific course.  The presence of both ethos and 
pathos of the teacher performs internalized/identified 
power. Credibility and thoughtfulness can create per-
ception of expert and referent power respectively. 
Both levels of power encourage the students to have 
greater attraction toward and greater identification 
with the teacher, and consequently to comply with 
whatever the teacher may tell them to do.  

Whereas the syllabus of Public Speaking course 
uses the word “objectives,” the teacher of this course 

uses the word “purpose” in its fifth section. At first 
glance, these two words seem to have a similar 
meaning.  However, by using the word “purpose,” 
the teacher tends to have more responsibility than the 
students do.  For example, the teacher writes, “The 
purpose of this course is to provide you…” and “The 
more general purpose of this course is to help you…” 
Obviously, the teacher is a provider and helper for 
his students.  The only time when he talks about the 
students’ responsibility in this section is shown when 
he says, “We focus on…” Still the responsibility does 
not rest solely on the students, but, because of the 
word “we,” also on the teacher. Although this section 
does not use threatening or demanding words to 
influence students, it communicates another implicit 
type of power, internalized/identified power.  Since 
the teacher seems to be less demanding, it is possible 
that the students have more positive attitudes toward 
the teacher, have a greater referent to their teacher, 
and, therefore, comply with the teacher’s class 
policy. 

The next section talks about the required text-
books. Instead of heading this section “Required 
Textbooks” as the first course syllabus does, the 
teacher writes “Readings” as the heading.  The teacher 
tries indirectly to tell his students that the specified 
textbooks are required and should be read by using 
phrases, such as “Our required textbook is” and 
“Readings should be done.” In short, the textbooks 
are required or demanded; readings are encouraged. 
Students might conform to this demanding or 
encouraging technique because of the structural power 
of the teacher and course syllabus.  Specifically, the 
teacher is the one who has the authority and rules the 
class, he has the legitimate power to set the rules and 
the students are required to follow them.  

The sixth section is a learning philosophy, a 
section which is not included in the first syllabus. 
Even though the teacher says it is a learning philo-
sophy, the words still represent the responsibility     
of the teacher.  The teacher writes, “This course is 
designed to provide an active learning experience, 
encourage reflection, and to spur critical thinking 
(and action) about intercultural relationships.” Similar 
to the purpose of the course, the teacher is respon-
sible and is the one who will “provide,” “encourage,” 
and “spur” the students.  This section is exercising 
internalized/identified power through the positive 
image of the teacher.  The teacher may try to create 
the impression of being less demanding so that the 
students will comply with his course policy.  

Assignments and grading system are discussed 
in the seventh section.  What distinguishes the con- 
tent of this section from the first course syllabus is 
that the teacher gives the criteria of his grading      
and gives a definition for each grade earned.  For 
instance, his criteria are meeting the deadline, 
following the given procedures, and originality of 
thinking.  The grades are defined that A represents 
“awesome,” B represents “better” than competent, 
and C represents “competent or average” work.  Both 



 

the criteria and definitions help the teacher turn the 
abstract nature of grading into a concrete one.  This 
concrete nature, at the same time, can communicate 
to the students that those grades are achievable if 
they strictly follow the criteria.  Also, the words 
“awesome,” “better,” and “competent” are bolded 
and underlined.  This font style may convey that 
these are the three grades    that the teachers 
encourage his students to work for. Regarding the 
late assignment policy, the teacher does provide his 
students a freedom to submit late work, but under the 
condition that they will lose some points. He also 
mentions that there might be   an exception, but he 
prefers not to have one.  The teacher uses a flexible 
and soft tone of writing.  This tone is also noticeable 
in most phrases in this   section such as: “When you 
choose to submit late assignment, please know you 
will lose 20 points” and “requests for exceptions are 
not usually entertained.” 

Three levels of power can be seen in this section. 
The grading criteria describe what the students      
will gain if they complete the assignments and what    
they will lose if they fail to achieve them, clearly 
communicate overt power.  When the teacher defines 
each grade, he is setting the course rules based on 
structural power. Once more, the teacher uses flexi-
ble and soft tone styles of writing to create a 
demanding image so that the students will be 
attracted to him, identify themselves with him, and 
eventually, comply with his rules.  

The next section talks about the attendance and 
participation policy.  In this section, overt power, 
especially coercive power, is exercised to control   
the students’ behavior.  Specifically, the teacher gives 
reasons why the students should not miss the class: 

More than one absence (without a valid 
excuse) may result in dropping a grade (note 
100 points are earmarked for attendance/ 
participation/sharing).  If you choose not to 
come to class, you automatically forfeit        
the right to make your “learning notes” from 
that day.  Also, note that various “graded” 
activities…have an in-class component. 

The students are warned about what will happen       
if they miss class.  It is this punishment from the 
teacher that controls the students’ behavior. 

While the first syllabus uses the word “tentative” 
for the class schedule and has some exceptions 
written in the section, the class schedule in this 
course syllabus is fixed and rigid.  It indicates weeks, 
dates, readings, class activities, as well as assignment 
due dates, exams, and an exam room.  Just as the 
structural level of power used in other sections, no 
punishment or reward is present in this section.  The 
students, however, are expected to follow the class 
schedule since it is specified by the teacher, or the 
authority of the course structure. 

Even though the teacher talks about grading and 
criteria of each assignment in the earlier section,    
the teacher spends the rest of the course syllabus 
explaining how to work on each class assignment    

as well as the possible grade for each assignment.  
Each page is used for a separate assignment.  
Describing how to do each assignment in detail can 
communicate two messages to the students.  The first 
message is that the teacher expects the students to 
follow his instructions.  This interpretation can lead 
to a second message that, if the students fail to 
comply with his procedures, the students will have 
lower grades. With the reward and punishment 
mentioned in this section, it is apparent that the 
teacher is exercising overt power. 

Additionally, the teacher describes these assign-
ments in ways which can influence the way his 
students interpret his message.  To be more specific, 
different choices of words can perform different 
levels of power.  For example, when the teacher tries 
to give some spaces or freedom for the students; 
“should,” “feel free,” “you believe,” “in your 
opinion,” and “could be” are used in the sentences. 
With these choices, the teacher again tries to create 
an impression on the students that he is not a 
demanding or dictating instructor.  The students then 
are attracted to him, identify themselves with him, 
and comply with his rules.  On the other hand, when 
he tries to communicate his requirements, words as 
“must,” “need,” “be prepared,” or other font styles 
(i.e., bolded or underlined or both) are added into   
the sentences.  These choices of words are more 
forceful than the first set, yet the teacher does not 
threaten or coerce his students. He is using legitimate 
and structural power to gain compliance from the 
students.  
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
From the above analysis and comparison be-

tween the two course syllabi, it is not my intention to 
judge whether which one is better or more effective 
than another. Rather, I would like to show that a 
course syllabus, as one of the instructional media, 
can perform many rhetorical functions.  As shown 
earlier, the two course syllabi as well as the teachers 
who teach those courses can be interpreted and 
perceived in different ways.  A course syllabus can 
provide general information about the course, i.e., 
course objectives, grading, assignments, textbooks, 
classroom rules.  However, if we look at a course 
syllabus through a more complicated and implicit 
view, it is clear that a single course syllabus, 
especially the ones that the writer has more freedom 
to create it, can do more than just provide informa-
tion about one specific course.  For instance, it can 
communicate to its audience about the credibility and 
thoughtfulness of the teacher through his/her name, 
title, and contact information.  When the teacher 
explains and gives a reason(s) why the students should 
not miss the class or why the course is important, 
logical reason is communicated to the students.  The 
presence and absence of something can convey a 
particular meaning to the students.  The absence of 
some forceful or demanding words, such as “need” 



 

and “must,” might be interpreted by the audience that 
the teacher does not take that matter as seriously as 
when he/she uses it.  On the other hand, the presence 
of some font styles (i.e., bolded, italic, underlined) and 
punctuation (such as an exclamation mark) can mean 
that the teacher is calling attention to that particular 
issue and requires his students to act accordingly. 

The rhetorical messages in syllabi can function 
as a tool for the teachers to exercise power over the 
students.  When teachers inform students about the 
reward that they will gain if they follow the rules     
or the punishment if they do not, the teachers are 
exercising overt or explicit power.  In other situations, 
when the teachers discuss the classroom or assign-
ment rules without mentioning the possible reward  
or punishment and still expect the students to comply 
with the rules, they are exercising structural power. 
The teachers use power that is legitimate or “assigned” 
as the authority of the classroom to control their 
students’ behaviors.  The internalized/identified level 
of power is also present when the teachers encourage 
students to be attracted to them, identify with them, 
and, therefore, comply with whatever they say.    
When teachers show that they are not demanding       
or they are expert on particular subjects, they are 
performing internalized/identified power to influence 
their students’ behavior. 

Some might argue that most students do not   
pay much attention to a course syllabus.  With that 
belief in mind, the syllabus can be disregarded and 
not carefully written.  A course syllabus that is full        
of demanding or threatening message, for example, 
would not be harmful or affect anything if students 
do not read it.  On the contrary, students can be dis-
couraged and possibly decide not to take the course 
even if it is the one they are very interested in.    
Since we know that rhetoric can affect human action, 
teachers, as rhetors, should be aware of those effects 
and be more careful of what they communicate    
with their students.  As in the case of power, with or 
without the intention of the teachers, different levels 
of power can be perceived by the students.  That 
might affect the students’ attitudes toward the class     
and the teacher and might eventually influence the 
effectiveness of the classroom management of the 
teacher. 
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