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SYLLABUS REVIEW GUIDE 
FOR EQUITY-MINDED PRACTICE 

 
 

What is syllabus review? 
Syllabus review is an inquiry tool for promoting racial/ethnic 
equity and equity-minded practice. To achieve this goal, the 
syllabus review process promotes faculty inquiry into 
teaching approaches and practices, especially how they 
affect African American, Latinx, Native American, Pacific 
Islander, and other racially/ ethnically minoritized students; 
facilitates a self-assessment of these teaching approaches 
and practices from a racial/ethnic equity lens; and allows 
faculty to consider changes that result in more equitable 
teaching approaches and practice. 

What is in the guide? 
The Syllabus Review Guide is comprised of six parts that 
provide the conceptual knowledge and practical know-how 
to conduct equity-minded self-reflection on an essential 
document in academic life: the syllabus. Throughout the 
Guide are examples that illustrate the ideas motivating 
syllabus review, as well opportunities to practice inquiry and 
to reflect on how to change your syllabi—and your teaching 
more generally—so are more equity-minded.     

01. What is the rationale for doing syllabus 
review? p. 2 
 

02. Do I know my syllabus?                          p. 6 
 

03. Who does my syllabus serve?             p. 7 
 

04. How does my syllabus demonstrate 
equity for racially minoritized students? p. 14 
 

05. What will I do now? p. 23 
 

06. Additional resources & Appendices p. 25 
 

Established in 1999, the 
mission of the Center for 
Urban Education (CUE) is 
to lead socially conscious 
research and develop tools 
for institutions of higher 
education to produce 
equity in outcomes.  
CUE is committed to 
closing racial/ethnic equity 
gaps and improving 
student outcomes in 
higher education.  
cue.usc.edu 
@CENTER4URBANED    
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01. What is the rationale for doing syllabus review? 
 
Why focus on course syllabi? 
Syllabi are a key feature of every academic course, documents that serve multiple purposes. 
Most often, syllabi are seen as contracts between students and the instructor and as records of 
what courses cover and how student outcomes and performance are evaluated for 
accountability purposes (Parkes & Harris, 2002). Syllabi, however, are also learning tools that 
can help students develop effective learning practices and strategies and communication 
devices that share how teaching will be approached (Grunnert, 1997; Parkes & Harris, 2002). 
Although syllabi are not documents of what actually happens in the classroom, that they serve 
these varied purposes makes them rich sources of information about teaching as a practice. 
 
An article in Science (October 18, 2017) about San Francisco State University assistant professor 
of chemistry Alegra Eroy-Reveles speaks to how a course syllabus can be more than a contract. 
 

Building	a	supportive	learning	culture	takes	many	forms.	Sometimes	it	means	
encouraging	other	professors	to	emulate	what	their	colleagues	are	already	doing	to	
engage	and	nurture	students.	At	a	recent	orientation	for	new	faculty	members,	
Eroy-Reveles	read	aloud	from	a	syllabus	in	which	math	professor	professor	
Federico	Ardila	promises	students	will	be	“challenged	and	supported”	as	they	
“build	[a]	rich	experience	together.”	He	asks	them	to	“take	an	active,	critical,	
patient,	and	generous	role	in	your	own	learning	and	that	of	your	classmates.”	Some	
of	the	new	faculty	members	were	stunned.	“They	were	like,	‘Oh	my	God,	you	can	
write	that	in	your	syllabus?’”	Eroy-Reveles	says.	“We’re	telling	everyone	it’s	OK	to	
come	from	behind	that	screen	to	say,	‘I’m	a	person	and	I	want	this	to	be	joyful	and	
meaningful.’”	

 
 

 

	
For	information	on	how	syllabi	affect	students	and	racially	minoritized	
students	in	particular,	see	The	syllabus:	A	tool	that	shapes	students’	
academic	experiences	(Roberts,	2016),	which	is	included	in	the	Additional	
Resources	section	of	the	Guide.	
	
For	information	on	Professor	Alegra	Eroy-Reveles:	
http://www.sciencemag.org/careers/2017/10/chicana-chemist-paying-
it-forward-support-students-underrepresented-groups	
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Why inquire into syllabi? 
Teaching is a core practice of college faulty, yet inquiry and self-reflection are rarely routine 
and often occur in an unstructured manner. Syllabus review is an opportunity for structured 
inquiry and reflection, providing a safe space to assess aspects of teaching as reflected in 
syllabi, for example, course goals, class norms and rules, expectations for and evaluations of 
student learning, and forms of assistance and support.  
 
As artifacts of practice that capture how faculty see the course, what they assume students 
should be able to accomplish, and what they will do to advance student learning, inquiry into 
syllabi has the potential to reveal the assumptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs that shape 
teaching. In addition, examining the content and language of a syllabus can help make explicit 
who it is written for (e.g., students, faculty, institution), and thus, who it—and by extension, the 
faculty who created and uses it—serves. 
 
	

 

	
In	Part	3,	faculty	will	learn	more	about	the	audiences	their	syllabi	serve	
and	how	the	different	purposes	of	syllabi	can	be	racialized.	The	inquiry	
exercise	in	Part	3	will	help	faculty	reflect	on	their	agency	to	use	syllabi	in	
ways	that	serve	students	in	general	and	racially/ethnically	minoritized	
students	in	particular.	
	

 
 
What do syllabi have to do with racial/ethnic equity? 
With few exceptions (historically black colleges and universities being the most notable), higher 
education institutions were founded and designed to serve white students, particularly those 
who are male, middle- to upper-class, heterosexual, able-bodied, and Christian. Despite the 
increasing diversity of the American college student population, many of higher education’s 
policies and practices have not been reconfigured to equitably support, affirm, and validate 
students from racially/ethnically minoritized groups.  
 
As artifacts of practice, syllabi can reinforce and reproduce the norms and rules that generally 
align with the experience of white students, or syllabi can counter those norms and rules. For 
racially/ethnically minoritized students who have experienced exclusion, marginalization, 
discrimination, and oppression in educational settings and elsewhere, syllabi can be tools for 
equity-minded practice. In particular, faculty can use syllabi to demystify the implicit norms 
and ambiguous processes that characterize college such as how to be a “successful” student. 
Syllabi can welcome them into a classroom where they will be cared for, and validate their 
pursuit of a college degree and ability to be successful. They can send the message that while 
students need to work hard in college, faculty are there to support and work in partnership 
with them. Finally, syllabi can affirm the belonging of racially/ethnically minoritized students in 
higher education by representing their experiences in the course materials and by 
deconstructing the presentation of white students and white experiences as the norm. 	
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In	Part	4,	faculty	will	consider	whether	and	how	their	syllabi	engage	in	
equity-minded	practices	of	demystifying,	welcoming,	validating,	creating	a	
partnership,	representing,	and	deconstructing.	

 
What is equity-mindedness? 
The term “equity-mindedness” has so far been referenced without precise definition. According 
to Estela Bensimon (2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015), achieving equitable outcomes for 
racially/ethnically minoritized students requires that practitioners develop competence in 
equity-mindedness, which is characterized as being: 
 

• Race conscious in a positive sense 
• Aware how one’s beliefs, knowledge, and approaches can disadvantage racially/ethnically 

minoritized students, even if the intention is to be race-neutral  
• Willing to take responsibility for eliminating inequities and to change practices accordingly 
• Aware that policies and practices in higher education can perpetuate racial/ethnic hierarchies 

even in the absence of explicit racism. 

 
What does this look like in practice? In general, equity-minded competence manifests in the 
following ways: 
 

  
 
 
 
 

11 CUE.USC.EDU - @CENTER4URBANED   |  CENTER FOR URBAN EDUCATION

Equity-Minded Competence

Awareness of racial identity

Uses disaggregated data to 
identify racialized patterns of 
outcomes 

Reflects on racial consequences 
of taken-for-granted practices

Exercises agency to produce 
racial equity

Views the classroom as a 
racialized space and actively 
self-monitors interactions with 
students of color

Equity-Minded Competence
Lack of Equity-Minded

Competence

Claims to not see race

Does not see value in
dissaggregated data

Unable to notice racialized 
consequences or rationalizes 
them as being something else

Does not view racial equity as 
a personal responsibility

Views the classroom as a 
utilitarian physical space
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Is syllabi review just about improving syllabi? 
The short and the long answer to this question is “no.” While the course syllabus is the focus of 
inquiry and self-reflection here, and while the expectation is that you will identify ways to 
modify and improve their syllabi in equity-minded ways, the broader hope is that you will take 
this opportunity to think more about their teaching practices in general.  
 
In some respects, the idea behind conducting structured inquiry into an artifact of practice that 
captures teaching beliefs, values, and approaches is that this inquiry will indeed lead to critical 
reflection on those beliefs, values, and approaches. As much as syllabus review is about 
creating more equity-minded syllabi, it is also about critically and systematically reflecting 
on your teaching, as well as learning how to make inquiry a key, routine aspect of your 
practice. Syllabi Review is part of a larger suite of inquiry tools includes reviewing course 
completion data, reflecting on institutional documents, and conducting observations of the 
classroom and other campus spaces. 
 
Continuous inquiry and self-reflection are necessary for developing equity-minded competency 
because so many aspects of how higher education institutions have been designed and are 
currently practiced need to be re-thought and re-engineered so that they in fact serve the 
students who make up an ever-increasing share of the student population and who for the 
most part come from racially/ethnically minoritized groups. Regular inquiry and self-reflection 
allow faculty to better understand which of their classroom practices support student success, 
particularly for racially/ethnically minoritized students, and which policies and practices could 
be re-developed to better them. 
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02. Do I know my syllabus? 
Before diving deep into inquiry, let’s get warmed up and oriented to the task. Ask yourself: 
 

1. What are three words that come to mind when you hear the word ‘syllabus’? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Is the syllabus important to me as an instructor? In what ways? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. List the courses you currently teach. Which course syllabus will you focus on while walking 
through this Syllabus Review Guide (circle it)?   

 
 
 
 
 

4. When did you first create this syllabus, or if you did not create it, where did it originate? 
When did you first start using it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What changes have you since made to it and why?   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
    

 

 Copyright 2017. University of Southern California,  
 Center for Urban Education, Rossier School of Education. All Rights Reserved.    
 

7 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

03. Who does your syllabus serve? 
 

Now that you’ve chosen the syllabus you’ll focus on for the rest of the inquiry process, let’s 
consider the question of who your syllabus is written for and who it serves. While syllabi are 
documents used primarily by faculty and students, they often contain information for a wider 
range of higher education audiences.  

 

The 
Greater 

Institution 

Academic 
Depart-
ments 

Faculty Students 

The Institution can require 
faculty to include content in 

their syllabi that meets 
accreditation standards, makes 

students aware of institution 
policies, and promotes its 

values and beliefs. 

Faculty create (or use existing) syllabi to communicate the 
structure of their classrooms, including their rules / policies, the 
relationship they expect to have with students, what they / their 
academic field deems legitimate knowledge, legitimate students, 

and legitimate forms of instruction, and what it takes to be a 
successful student. Students, on the other hand, receive these 

messages through the syllabi. 

Academic Departments can require faculty 
to use a standard syllabus template and 
demonstrate departmental values and 

beliefs. Academic departments also have 
their own expectations of what constitutes 

legitimate instruction, knowledge, and 
demonstrations of learning, and assert this 

through hiring and tenure decisions. 
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Examples of how a syllabus serves … 
INSTITUTION 
 From a math course at a liberal arts college: 
 
“[College] Educational Priorities and Outcomes: The 
objectives in this course address the Knowledge, Inquiry, 
Reasoning, Vocation and Communication outcomes and may 
address others.” 
 

 
DEPARTMENT 
From a graduate course on qualitative research methods at a 
research university: 
 
“This course builds on [other course], connecting students’ 
knowledge about paradigms and how to think about inquiry, 
and supporting students to align their methods in the field 
with a particular research tradition or paradigm.”  
 

 
ACADEMIC FIELD 
From a graduate course on diversity at a research university: 
 
“[Course] is designed to meet the Professional 
Competency Areas for Student Affairs Practitioners for the 
area of Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI), as endorsed by 
ACPA and NASPA (2010).”  
 

 
FACULTY 
From a college reading and composition course at a community 
college: 
 
“Research shows that students with a growth mindset are more 
likely to reach their academic goals. We will read more about this 
for our first essay of the semester, but essentially a person with a 
growth mindset believes they can learn (even when it’s difficult) 
and that the key to learning is putting in effort. I will do my best 
to encourage a growth mindset in our class, and I hope you will 
do the same.”  

Learning and success 
in the course stems 
from the instructor 

and student working 
together toward this 

goal. 
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Deconstruct 
 

Let’s deconstruct your syllabus in terms of the different audiences it serves. There are several 
techniques we can use; the underlying idea is to identify patterns in your syllabus. Here, the 
technique that utilizes shapes to differentiate the audiences.  Read through your syllabus and  
 

• Draw a TRIANGLE p next to the sections required / expected by your 

INSTITUTION.  
 

• Draw a CIRCLE � next to the sections required / expected by your DEPARTMENT. 
 

• Draw a SQUARE n next to the sections that demonstrate what’s legitimate or valued 

by your ACADEMIC FIELD.  
 

• Draw a HEART © to the sections that share your rules / policies as a FACULTY 
member, the relationship you expect to have with students, and what it takes to be a 
“legitimate” student. 
 

Observe 
 

Write down ideas, “a-ha’s”, or observations that come to you as you deconstruct your 
syllabus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The college has 
educational priorities 

and outcomes that 
instructors and 

courses are expected 
to address. 

The department sees 
research as an ongoing 

process in which 
students learn how 
their methods align 
within an existing 

research paradigm.  

The field of college 
student affairs 

requires competency 
in equity, diversity, 

and inclusion. 
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Reflect 
 

1. Scan your syllabus and take note of whether there are patterns in terms of 
 

Whether certain shapes appear more than others  
 
Where certain shapes appeal less than others 
 
Where certain shapes are located (i.e., beginning, middle, end) 
 

2. Were you surprised by the result? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What do the patterns suggest about who your syllabus is written for?  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

4. What did you learn from this part of the syllabus review? 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 



 
    

 

 Copyright 2017. University of Southern California,  
 Center for Urban Education, Rossier School of Education. All Rights Reserved.    
 

11 

Spotlight: How do your policies speak to students? 
 

Being cognizant of who your syllabi are written for is important. With the varied purposes syllabi 
serve, it is inevitable that these documents will have information for institution, department, 
academic field, or faculty audiences. It is also likely that the parts that speak to these audiences 
also speak to students, offering information that you as faculty believe is for their benefit.  
 
Consider the following statement on disability services that was included in a syllabus from a 
research university (provided by course instructor):  
 

 
 
This statement serves the institution by demonstrating compliance with federal policy 
(Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990). At the same time, this 
statement can be seen as serving students because it offers information about the disability 
resources on campus and what students have at their disposal. 
 
Consider a second statement on disability services, this time from a community college syllabus 
(provided by course instructor): 
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As with the first example, this statement serves the institution by naming the federal policy with 
which the college must comply (American with Disabilities Act). However, as compared to the 
first statement, the second speaks more to students by including: 
 

• encouraging messages (e.g., “Sometimes asking for help is the bravest move you can make. You 
don’t have to go it alone.”) 

• being written in an accessible way for students (e.g., “Understanding how you learn is the first 
step to success.”) 

• stating what will happen if students receive the accommodation (“The DSPS will then notify me 
of needed accommodations …”) 

 
Part 4 of the Guide takes a deeper dive into how syllabi serve students, and more importantly, 
how they can be a tool for equity-minded practice.   
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Reflect 
 

Consider the following two plagiarism policies, both from community colleges.	
	

Statements 
 

1. Plagiarism	is	using	another	person’s	work	without	acknowledgment,	making	it	appear	to	be	
one’s	own.	Intentional	and	unintentional	instances	of	plagiarism	are	considered	instances	
of	academic	misconduct	and	are	subject	to	disciplinary	action	such	as	failure	on	the	
assignment,	failure	of	the	course	or	dismissal	from	the	university.	The	NMSU	Library	has	
more	information	and	help	on	how	to	avoid	plagiarism	at:	lib.nmsu.edu/plagiarism/.		

(Retrieved from https://dacc.nmsu.edu/syllabus/) 
  

2. Plagiarism	is	using	the	words	of	others	as	if	they	were	your	own.	I	take	plagiarism	very	
seriously	and	expect	you	to	do	the	same,	but	I	also	understand	that	it	takes	time	and	
practice	to	learn	how	to	incorporate	the	ideas	of	others	into	your	writing.	We	will	have	
many	revision	and	feedback	opportunities	to	ensure	that	you	understand	plagiarism	and	
how	to	avoid	it.	

(Provided by course instructor) 
 
Questions 
 

1. What does the first statement say to students about plagiarism? The second? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Based on what is said about plagiarism in the first statement, what is your impression of the 
instructor? The second? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Does your plagiarism policy more closely align with one of these statements?   
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04. How does my syllabus demonstrate equity for 
racially/ethnically minoritized students? 

 

As noted in Part 1, an equity-minded syllabus intentionally seeks to support students from 
racially/ethnically minoritized groups by incorporating the following six equity-minded practices: 
 
DEMYSTIFYING college policies and practices 
Provide students with the information they need to successfully complete the course and 
navigate the college 
• Include basic information about the course (e.g., course description, objectives, instructor 

contact information and office hours, grading scheme) 
• Includes information on how and where additional support can be obtained, from the 

instructor and campus support centers 
 
Present information in such a way that a first-time college student can easily make sense of 
the syllabus 
• Written clearly, in plain language, with limited academic jargon 
• Formatted and ordered in a way that highlights what students need to know to maximize 

their learning and success 
 
WELCOMING students and creating a classroom culture in which they feel cared for 
Communicate care and support 
• Use language and tone that makes students feel cared for and valued. 
• Convey sensitivity to students’ entering skill level, notes that aspects of the course can be 

challenging, and suggests that it is acceptable and beneficial for students to seek help, 
whether or not they are struggling. 

• Convey a willingness to work individually with students who need extra help. 
 
Establish respect and inclusion as class norms 
• Set ground rules for respectful class discussion 
• Include a class anti-discrimination policy  
• Communicate commitment to talking through racist and discriminatory comments or 

behavior that arise in class or on campus 
 

VALIDATING students’ ability to be successful 
Communicate belief that all students are expected to succeed 
• Articulate that students—regardless of their stated intentions—are capable of obtaining 

their educational goals. 
• Offer different types of assignments and forms of assessment that give students multiple 

ways to demonstrate their learning and strengths 
 
 



 
    

 

 Copyright 2017. University of Southern California,  
 Center for Urban Education, Rossier School of Education. All Rights Reserved.    
 

15 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CREATING A PARTNERSHIP in which faculty and students work together to ensure 
success 
Communicate a commitment to working with students for their success 
• State what you expect of students as learners, and what students can expect from you as an 

instructor 
• Articulate willingness to receive feedback from students about your teaching practices 
• Articulate willingness to use a variety of teaching approaches to foster learning 
 

Communicate respect for students as learners 
• Articulate respect for students as autonomous, critical, and reflective learners 
• State how class and course objectives will help students succeed in future academic work, 

and advance career and life goals 
 

REPRESENTING a range of racial/ethnic experiences and backgrounds in assignments, 
readings, and other materials 
Communicates the value of students’ racial/ethnic backgrounds as sources of learning and 
knowledge 
• Includes readings, activities, and assignments that are culturally relevant and inclusive 
• Includes assignments that ask students to draw on their experiential knowledge and/or 

knowledge from their communities 
• Includes assignments that ask students to investigate real-world problems affecting the 

communities from which they come 
 

DECONSTRUCTING the presentation of white students as the ‘norm’ 
Promotes awareness and critical examination of students’ assumptions, beliefs, and privilege 
• Includes readings, activities, and assignments that ask students to critically examine their 

assumptions about different racial/ethnic groups, and the privileges or disadvantages they 
accrue by virtue of their race/ethnicity 

 
Promote awareness and critical examination of dominant norms and broader social 
inequalities 
• Includes readings, activities, and assignments that ask students to examine the history and 

contemporary experiences of people and communities that face discrimination, racism, and 
marginalization 

• Includes readings, activities, and assignments that ask students to question dominant, 
racialized norms, as well as inequalities in major social institutions (e.g., education, health, 
law) 
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Example of Equity-Minded Practices in a Syllabus* 

DECONSTRUCTING 
This quote from bell 
hooks points to the 
existence and 
problems of dominant 
norms    

  

*This syllabus is used with permission of the instructor. The full syllabus is included in the 
Additional Resources section. 

CREATING A 
PARTNERSHIP  
This statement 
explicitly notes what 
the instructor aims to 
do to foster students’ 
learning  

WELCOMING  
This statement warmly 
brings students into the 
class 
 
VALIDATING  
This statement also 
affirms students’ ability 
to become strong 
writers  
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DEMYSTIFYING  
This “quick tip” 
provides students 
clearly written 
advice on how to 
tackle course work   

REPRESENTING  
Including this image of Malcolm X communicates 
the message that Black thinkers and activists are 
valued and legitimate sources of knowledge   
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VALIDATING  
Offering 
different kinds 
of assignments 
(and explaining 
how these 
assignments 
work together) 
provides 
students with 
different ways 
to demonstrate 
their learning  
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Deconstruct 
 

Let’s deconstruct your syllabus in terms of equity-minded practices. Here, we present a second 
deconstruction technique. Instead of using shapes, we ask that you “code” your syllabus for 
equity-minded practices. It is important to note where your syllabus does and does not 
exemplify equity-minded practices. To this end, read through your syllabus and  
 

• Write DEMYSTIFYING + next to the sections that you believe exemplify this 
practice. Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate this practice, 

write DEMYSTIFYING –. 
 

• Write WELCOMING + next to the sections that you believe exemplify this practice.  
Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate this practice, write 

WELCOMING –. 
 

• Write VALIDATING + next to the sections that you believe exemplify this practice.  
Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate this practice, write 

VALIDATING –. 

 
• Write CREATING A PARTNERSHIP + next to the sections that you believe 

exemplify this practice. Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate 

this practice, write CREATING A PARTNERSHIP –. 

 
• Write REPRESENTING + next to the sections that you believe exemplify this 

practice.  Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate this practice, 

write REPRESENTING –. 

 
• Write DECONSTRUCTING + next to the sections that you believe exemplify this 

practice.  Next to the sections where you do not think you demonstrate this practice, 

write DECONSTRUCTING –. 
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Observe 
 

Write down ideas, a-ha’s, or observations that come as you deconstruct your syllabus. 
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Reflect 
 

1. Count the number of sections in your syllabus that demonstrate and do not demonstrate equity-
minded practices. 

 
 + – 

DEMYSTIFYING   

WELCOMING   

VALIDATING   

CREATING A PARTNERSHIP   

REPRESENTING   

DECONSTRUCTING   

 
 
2. Were you surprised by the result? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. Which of the practices for equity-minded syllabi are generally present? Which are generally absent? 
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Reflect 

4. For each equity-minded practice, pick one instance where it is demonstrated and one instance 
where it is not demonstrated (i.e., one instance of DEMYSTIFYING + and one instance of 
DEMYSTIFYING –). For each instance, first reflect on how, and then reflect on why you believe, it is 
an example (or not) of that equity-minded practice. 

 
5. Imagine you are a student reading your syllabus on the first day of class.  

a. Do you feel that the instructor is willing to provide opportunities and resources for you to do 
well in the course, and to gain the knowledge and skills you need to succeed in subsequent 
courses? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Do you feel that the instructor assumes that you want to learn and cares for your development 
as scholars and human beings? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. General reflections 
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05. What will I do now? 
 

1. Based on the inquiry you did in Part 2 and Part 3, what changes, if any, do you intend to 
make to your syllabus? Consider how those changes will advance racial/ethnic equity in 
particular. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Is this an activity you would bring back to your department and/or campus? How would you 

go about doing so? For example, what steps will you need to take to hold a professional 
development workshop on syllabus review? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. A syllabus is just one document (artifact) used in higher education. There are other 
documents as well, such as assignments, transcripts, and applications (e.g., admissions, 
financial aid, scholarship applications) that also speak to what the institution believes and 
values. What other documents might you look at to assess for equity-minded practice?  
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As you consider what to do next, remember …  
 
Syllabus review is not about copying the “good” syllabus.  
If you see any text used in the examples provided that will help you communicate your intended 
tone/culture, then feel free to copy and paste. However, the purpose of this activity isn’t meant 
to communicate what should or should not be included in a syllabus or whether a syllabus is 
“good” or “bad.” There is a large range of syllabus text that supports student success. 
Remember that syllabus review is an inquiry process that encourages self-reflection on the 
teaching beliefs, values, and approaches communicated in syllabi and the impact those teaching 
beliefs, values, and approaches may have on racially/ethnically minoritized students. The 
intended “take-away” of syllabus review is the importance of continuous, structured reflection 
using artifacts of practice. Going further, syllabus review is meant to help you identify new 
practices to deploy in your classroom, the effectiveness toward achieving racial/ethnic equity 
you would monitor using data disaggregated by race and ethnicity. 
 
Syllabus review is not about removing policies and rules from your syllabus. 
Policies and rules play an important role supporting the structure of your institution and 
classroom. Instead of focusing solely on policies and rules, syllabus review is intended to help 
you look more holistically at your syllabus and the beliefs and values it communicates to your 
students. Do classroom policies and rules overshadow other syllabi content, like support services 
and resources? What tone or beliefs are communicated to students in the way policies and rules 
are written? If you were a student, reading the policies and rules, what impression would you 
have of the instructor and class in general? 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
On racial/ethnic equity in higher education 

• Carnevale, A. P., & Strohl, J. (2013). Separate & Unequal: How higher education reinforces the 
intergenerational reproduction of White racial privilege. Washington, DC: Center on Education 
and the Workforce, Georgetown University. Retrieved from https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-
reports/separate-unequal/  
 

• Witham, K. Malcom-Piqueux, L. M., Dowd, A. C., & Bensimon, E. M. (2015). America’s unmet 
promise: The imperative for equity in higher education. Washington, DC: Association of American 
Colleges and Universities.  

 
On conducting practitioner inquiry for racial/ethnic equity 

• Bensimon, E. M., Polkinghorne, D., Bauman, G., & Vallejo, E. (2004). Doing research that makes a 
difference. The Journal of Higher Education, 75(1), 104-126. 

 
On the purposes of course syllabi 

• Baecker, D. L. (1998). Uncovering the rhetoric of the syllabus. College Teaching, 46(2), 58-62. 
 

• Parkes, J., & Harris, M. B. (2002). The purposes of a syllabus. College Teaching, 50(2), 55-61. 

 

• Thompson, B. (2007). The syllabus as a communication document: Constructing and presenting 
the syllabus. Communication Education, 56(1), 54-71. 

 
On syllabi review for equity-minded practice 

• Dowd, A. C., & Bensimon, E. M. (2015). “Enacting justice as care.” In Engaging the ‘race question’: 
Accountability and equity in US higher education (pp. 61-92). New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press. 
 

• Roberts, M. (2016). The syllabus: A tool that shapes students’ academic experiences. Los Angeles, 
CA: Center for Urban Education, Rossier School of Education, University of Southern California 
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The Syllabus: A Tool that Shapes Students’ Academic Experiences 

	

For	some	faculty	members,	the	syllabus	is	a	guide	that	outlines	what	learners	should	expect	
in	a	course	and	clarifies	what	is	expected	of	them.		For	students,	the	syllabus	helps	them	
figure	out	what	they	need	to	do	to	ensure	they	will	pass	the	course.		However,	in	many	
ways	the	syllabus	conveys	so	much	more	than	rules	and	course	expectations	and	as	such,	
serves	a	larger	purpose	that	can	shape	the	students’	academic	experiences	and	foster	their	
success.		In	traditional	syllabi	that	focus	on	rules	and	course	expectations,	instructors	
outline	basic	course	requirements.		However,	with	well-crafted	syllabi,	faculty	design	
learning	experiences	that	positively	shape	and	alter	how	students	perceive	their	
instructors	and	seek	assistance	for	academic	challenges.			

	
In	this	handout,	we	outline	the	traditional	purpose	of	the	syllabus,	use	findings	from	
empirical	and	peer-reviewed	articles	to	answer	questions	that	are	often	asked	about	
syllabi,	and	offer	examples	of	language	for	syllabi	that	support	or	hinder	learners’	
experiences.	
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THE STANDARD PURPOSE OF THE SYLLABUS 
For	the	students:	

• Provides	learners	with	the	expectations	and	required	components	of	a	course	
(Harnish	&	Bridges,	2011).			

• Clarifies	course	expectations	and	goals	along	with	the	grading	system	used	to	assess	
learners’	performance	(Canada,	2013;	Dowd	&	Bensimon,	2015;	Slattery	&	Carlson,	
2005).			

• Sets	the	classroom’s	tone	and	motivates	learners	to	set	goals	that	are	high,	yet	
achievable	(Slattery	et	al.,	2005).	

	

For	instructors:	

• Welcomes	students	to	the	class	(Habanek,	2005).		

• Serves	as	a	planning	tool	that	helps	organize	the	work	that	students	must	complete	
during	a	course	(Calhoon	&	Becker,	1995;	Slattery	et	al.,	2005).		

• Helps	faculty	meet	the	course	goals	during	the	semester	(Calhoon	et	al.,	1995;	
Slattery	et	al.,	2005).			

	
For	both:	

• Often	viewed	as	a	contract	between	students	and	faculty,	syllabi	inform	students	
about	what	to	expect	in	a	course	and	outline	how	they	should	interact	with	faculty	
(Calhoon	et	al.,	1995;	Dowd	et	al,	2015;	Sulik	&	Keyes,	2014;	Habanek,	2005).	
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QUESTIONS ABOUT THE SYLLABUS: ANSWERS FROM PEER-REVIEWED 
ARTICLES AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 
Students	usually	receive	the	course	syllabus	on	the	first	day	of	class,	however	with	the	
availability	of	online	courses	and	electronic	distribution	of	syllabi	prior	to	the	first	day	of	
class,	this	first	point	of	contact	between	students	and	faculty	may	occur	before	the	two	
meet	face-to-face.		Therefore,	how	the	syllabus	is	written	informs	learners’	decisions	to	
complete	or	withdraw	from	a	course	(Smith	&	Razzouk,	1993),	shapes	the	way	they	view	
the	course	and	interact	with	faculty	(Habanek,	2005;	Harnish	et	al.,	2011),	and	informs	
their	decisions	to	seek	assistance	when	academic	difficulties	arise	(Perrine,	Lisle,	&	Tucker,	
1995).			
Findings	from	a	review	of	studies	and	articles,	focused	on	syllabi	and	their	influence	on	
learners’	academic	experiences,	answer	four	questions	that	are	often	asked	about	course	
syllabi:	

• Do	students	use	the	syllabus	beyond	the	first	day	of	class?		

• How	can	the	language	in	the	syllabus	affect	students?	

• In	what	ways	can	syllabi	provide	help	when	students	have	academic	difficulty?	

• Why	are	the	content	and	style	of	syllabi	important,	particularly	for	students	of	
color?	

	
Do	students	use	the	syllabus	beyond	the	first	day	of	class?	

• Faculty	perceive	that	students	do	not	use	the	course	syllabus	beyond	the	early	
weeks	of	class	or	ignore	it	altogether	however,	this	perception	is	not	accurate	
(Calhoon	&	Becker,	2008).			

• While	students	often	focus	on	certain	aspects	of	the	syllabus	over	others	(e.g.,	test	or	
quiz	dates	and	grading	policies	versus	academic	dishonesty	policies	and	textbook	
information)	(Becker	&	Calhoon,	1999;	Marcis	&	Carr,	2003,	2004),	they	keep	and	
refer	to	course	syllabi	periodically	during	the	semester	(Calhoon	et	al.,	2008).	

• Concerns	about	students’	use	of	course	syllabi	can	be	addressed	by	referring	to	
syllabus	policies	as	needed	(e.g.,	directing	students	to	the	document	one	week	prior	
to	an	assignment	due	date)	(Calhoon	et	al.,	2008).	

	

How	can	the	language	in	the	syllabus	affect	students?	

• Unlike	an	instructor’s	class	comments	that	may	or	may	not	‘stick’	with	learners,	the	
syllabus	is	a	physical	document	that	students	can	access	over	the	course	of	the	
semester.			Therefore,	it	is	important	that	faculty	carefully	choose	language	that	
encourage	and	motivate	students.			

• Language	in	syllabi	often	shape	students’	first	impressions	of	instructors	and	help	
learners	determine	faculty’s	attitude	toward	teaching	and	learning	(Harnish	et	al.,	
2011).			



 
    

 

 Copyright 2017. University of Southern California,  
 Center for Urban Education, Rossier School of Education. All Rights Reserved.    
 

29 

• When	students	believe	language	in	the	syllabus	is	friendly,	they	view	instructors	as	
warm	and	approachable	and	believe	they	are	highly	motivated	to	teach	(Harnish	et	
al.,	2011).			

• Syllabus	tone	sets	the	mood	for	the	class	and	can	range	from	pleasant	and	
welcoming	to	formal	and	disciplinary	or	even	condescending	and	demeaning	
(Slattery	et	al.,	2014).			

• Language	that	is	pleasant	and	welcoming	can:	

o encourage	and	motivate	learners;	this	is	particularly	important	in	courses	
where	students	face	academic	difficulty.			

o help	readers	recall	information	more	easily	than	when	they	believe	the	
language	is	unfriendly	or	punitive	(Littlefield,	1991	as	cited	in	Slattery	et	al.,	
2005).		

• Harsh	language	in	the	syllabus	can	be	intimidating	and	discouraging	for	some	
students	(Ishiyama	&	Hartlaub,	2002;	Singham,	2005)	and	as	such,	hinders	their	
success.	

	

In	what	ways	can	syllabi	provide	help	when	students	have	academic	difficulty?	

• When	students	know	assistance	is	available	to	address	their	academic	struggles,	
their	concerns	and	anxiety	about	their	difficulties	are	alleviated	(Slattery	et	al.,	
2005).					

• Explicit	statements	in	syllabi	that	invite	students	to	resolve	academic	struggles	by	
speaking	with	faculty	after	class	hours,	encourage	learners	to	seek	support	for	
trouble	with	coursework	and	are	more	effective	than	verbal	offers	of	assistance	
from	instructors	(Perrine	et	al.,	1995).	

• When	syllabi	contain	punitive	language,	students	are	less	inclined	to	approach	an	
instructor	for	academic	assistance	(Ishiyama	et	al.,	2002).					

	

Why	are	the	content	and	style	of	syllabi	important,	particularly	for	students	of	color?	

• Socio-historical	discrimination	of	Blacks	and	Latinos	in	education,	resulted	in	their	
unjust	exclusion	from	educational	opportunities	(e.g.,	Ledesma	&	Fránquiz,	2015;	
Martin,	2000;	Moses	&	Cobb,	2001).		As	college	access	increases	for	these	students	
(Bowen	&	Bok,	1998;	Lewis	&	Middleton,	2011;	Solorzano,	Acevedo-Gil,	&	Santos,	
2015),	they	continue	to	learn	the	social	mores	in	higher	education	settings.	

• These	students	and	other	non-traditional	college	students	(Rendon,	1994)	benefit	
from	“full-disclosure	of	the	terms	of	success”	(Collins,	19971,	p.	2).		In	this	process,	

                                                
1 Terry Collins (1997), a first-generation college student, is a retired professor from the University of Minnesota. 
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faculty	demystify	the	academy’s	ambiguous	and	confusing	processes,	give	students	
access	to	the	language	of	the	institution,	and	improve	their	chances	for	success	
(Collins,	1997).	

o Examples	of	items	that	are	usually	unclear	in	syllabi:	Details	about	effective	
work	and	study	habits,	definitions	of	terms	such	as	‘office	hours,	and	
locations	of	important	places,	such	as	the	bookstore	and	tutoring	center.		

• Content	and	style	choices	tell	students	whether	or	not	instructors	expect	them	to	be	
successful	and	clarify	how	they	can	achieve	this	success	(Collins,	1997;	Slattery	et	
al.,	2005).			

• Syllabi	styles	and	practices	that	are	effective	and	ineffective	include:		

o Effective		
§ Being	warm	and	welcoming	by	including	diversity-focused	statements	

that	invite	students	to	interact	with	faculty	(Slattery	et	al.,	2005).	
§ Affirming	students’	beliefs	that	instructors	expect	them	to	succeed	

(Dowd	et	al.,	2015;	Slattery	et	al.,	2005).			

o Less	effective	(Rubin,	1985)	
§ ‘listers’:	specify	the	books	and	chapters	that	students	must	read	each	

week	with	no	rationale	about	why	they	were	selected.	
§ ‘scolders’:	provide	brief	course	content	and	extensive	details	about	

the	different	types	of	infractions	that	can	result	in	loss	of	points	and	
other	forms	of	punishment.		

§ Students	perceive	the	less	effective	styles	and	practices	as	mistrustful;	
they	prompt	learners	to	believe	that	the	instructor	does	not	expect	
them	to	succeed	(Collins,	1997).	
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EXAMPLES OF WELCOMING AND UNWELCOMING SYLLABUS LANGUAGE 
Amidst	the	discussions	about	syllabi	that	are	welcoming	or	effective	and	unwelcoming	and	
less	effective,	we	thought	it	would	be	useful	to	include	examples	of	both	types	to	serve	as	a	
guide	during	the	process	of	redesigning	course	syllabi.	
	

Table 1: Examples of welcoming and unwelcoming language in course syllabi (adapted from Harnish et al., 2011) 

 Welcoming  Unwelcoming 

C
at

eg
or

y 
 

O
ff

ic
e 

H
ou

rs
 

Office Hours: 
233 Jones Hall 
MWF 10:00–10:50 a.m.; TR 9:30–10:30 
a.m. 
jsmith@hotmail.com 
I welcome you to contact me outside of 
class and student hours. You may email me, 
call my office, or contact the department 
and leave a message. 

Office Hours: 
233 Jones Hall 
MWF 10:00–10:50 a.m; TR 9:30–10:30 a.m. 
jsmith@hotmail.com 
If you need to contact me outside of office 
hours, you may email me, call my office, or 
contact the department and leave a message. 

C
at

eg
or

y 
 

C
ou

rs
e 

G
oa

ls
 

Some of the specific skills I hope you will 
obtain in this course are listed below. Being 
a critical consumer of information about 
mental processes and behavior is important; 
all of these activities will help you become 
one, and it is my hope that you will use the 
skills in your daily life. 

Some of the specific skills you should obtain 
in this course are listed below. Because you 
are not yet a critical consumer of information 
about mental processes and behavior, all of 
these activities will help you become one, and 
if you are motivated enough, use the skills in 
your daily life. 

C
at

eg
or

y 
A

tte
nd

an
ce

 

You should attend every class but 
extenuating circumstances arise that can 
make this difficult. If you cannot attend a 
class, please let me know. If circumstances 
make you miss more than 3 classes during 
the semester, you may be overextended. I 
ask that you come see me to discuss your 
options. 

I expect you to attend every class. If you 
cannot attend a class, please let me know. If 
circumstances make you miss more than 3 
classes during the semester, I will drop you 
from the class roster in accordance with the 
college’s attendance policy. 

C
at

eg
or

y 
 

C
la

ss
 

Pa
rti

ci
pa

tio
n  

All of us in the class, you, me, your peers, 
have a responsibility to create an 
environment in which we can all learn from 
each other. I expect everyone to participate 
in class so that we can all benefit from the 
insights and experiences that each person 
brings. 

Come prepared to actively participate in this 
course. This is the best way to engage you in 
learning the material (and it makes the 
lectures more interesting). 
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CONCLUSION 
The	course	syllabus	can	be	perceived	solely	as	a	means	for	sharing	information	about	the	
course	and	rules	for	academic	success.		However,	syllabi	are	an	important	form	of	
communication	with	students	that	foster	or	impede	their	academic	progress	and	success.		
As	we	consider	practices	that	can	be	used	to	improve	educational	outcomes,	particularly	
for	students	of	color,	effective	redesign	of	the	syllabus	is	one	action	that	can	be	considered.		
With	this	physical	document,	we	can	shape	the	ways	students	view	their	instructors,	the	
course	and	its	material,	their	actions	when	they	face	academic	difficulties,	and	overall,	their	
course	experience.	
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Sample Equity-minded Syllabus 
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