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INTRODUCTION: ON COURSE SYLLABI 
AND 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 Blacks, Latinx, Native Americans, Pacific Islanders, 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. 
 
WHY FOCUS ON SYLLABI? 
Syllabi are a key feature of every academic course, documents that serve 
multiple purposes. 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, as well as 
communication devices that share how teaching will be approached 
(Grunnert, 1997; Parkes & Harris, 2002). While syllabi are not 
documentation of what actually happens in the classroom, they serve 
varied purposes, making them rich sources of information about teaching 
as a practice. 
  

“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 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.’” 

ALEGRA EROY-REVELES, 
ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF 
CHEMISTRY AT SAN 
FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY, 
ON THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 
SYLLABUS FOR STUDENT 
LEARNING AND SUCCESS  
 
(Science, October 18, 2017) 
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WHY INQUIRE INTO SYLLABI? 
Teaching is a core practice of college faculty, 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, syllabi have the potential to reveal the 
assumptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs that shape teaching. Also, 
examining the content and language of a syllabus can help make explicit 
who it is written for (e.g., students, faculty, institution) and who it serves. 
 
 
WHAT DO SYLLABI HAVE TO DO WITH RACIAL 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 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 minoritized students who 
have experienced exclusion, marginalization, discrimination, and 
oppression in education and elsewhere, syllabi can be tools for equity-
minded practice. 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 
minoritized students in higher education by representing their experiences 
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in course materials and deconstructing the presentation of white students 
and white experiences as the norm. 
 
Demystifying, welcoming, validating, creating partnerships, representing, 
and deconstructing are equity-minded practices that are associated with 
three perspectives of equity discussed in Alicia Dowd’s and Estela 
Bensimon’s Engaging the ‘race’ question: Accountability and equity in US 
higher education (2015). Each speaks to an aspect of equity that faculty and 
other practitioners must adopt if they are to serve students from racially 
minoritized groups in equity-minded ways. Below is a brief description of 
the equity perspectives and the equity-minded practice(s) described above 
with which they are associated. 
 

 
 

EQUITY 
PERSPECTIVE 

DEFINITION EQUITY-MINDED 
PRACTICE 

 

Fairness 
 

Every student has equal right to 
opportunity and resources that will 
advance their learning and achievement. 

 

Demystifying 

 

Care 
 

Every student has the right to self-respect 
in educational settings, to feel cared for 
by college practitioners, to have their 
experiences (personal, cultural, and 
otherwise) affirmed, and to be 
acknowledged as producers of 
knowledge. 

 

Welcoming 
Creating a Partnership 
Validating 

 

Transformation 
 

Racially minoritized students have the 
right to learn in educational spaces 
where their voices are heard and valued, 
where inequities they experience are 
being actively eliminated, and where 
their agency to change the conditions 
that contribute to the inequalities that 
affect them and their communities is 
cultivated. 

 

Representing 
Deconstructing 



 

 
 
 

6 

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 racial equity requires that practitioners develop 
competence in equity-mindedness, which is characterized as being: 
 
• Critically race-conscious; 
• Aware that practitioner beliefs, assumptions, knowledge, and 

approaches are racialized and can have racial consequences, typically 
to the disadvantage of racially minoritized students; 

• Aware that norms, policies, and practices that are taken for granted in 
higher education can perpetuate racial hierarchies and inequalities, 
even in the absence of explicit racism; and  

• Willing to reflect on racialized outcomes and exercise agency to 
produce racial equity. 

 
In practice, equity-minded competence manifests in the following ways: 
 
 

EQUITY-MINDED COMPETENCE  LACK OF  
EQUITY-MINDED COMPETENCE 

Aware of their racial identity  Claims to not see race 

Uses quantitative and qualitative 
data to identify racialized patterns 
of practice and outcomes 

 

Does not see value in using data 
disaggregated by race/ethnicity to 
better understand the experience 
of racially minoritized students 

Reflects on racial consequences of 
taken-for-granted practices  

Resists noticing racialized 
consequences or rationalizes 
them as being something else 

Exercises agency to produce  
racial equity 

 Does not view racial equity as a 
personal responsibility 

Views the campus as a racialized 
space and actively self-monitors 
interactions with racially 
minoritized students 

 Views the classroom as a  
utilitarian physical space 
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IS SYLLABUS REVIEW JUST ABOUT IMPROVING SYLLABI? 
The short 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’ll identify ways to modify and improve syllabi in equity-minded ways, 
the broader hope is that you’ll take this opportunity to think more about 
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’s also about critically and systematically reflecting 
on your teaching, as well as learning how to make inquiry a key, routine 
aspect of your practice. Syllabus review is part of a larger suite of inquiry 
tools that 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 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 minoritized groups. Regular inquiry and self-
reflection allow faculty to better understand which of their classroom 
practices support student success, particularly for racially minoritized 
students, and which policies and practices could be re-developed to better 
them. 
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GUIDE CONTENTS  
 
 
The syllabus review guide offers 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 reflect on how to change your 
syllabi—and your teaching more generally—to be more equity-minded. 
 
THE PROTOCOLS      PAGE 10 
1. Do I Know My Syllabus? 
2. Who Does My Syllabus Serve? 
3. How Does My Syllabus Demonstrate Equity for Racially 

Minoritized Students? 
4. What Will I Do Now? 

 
REFERENCES AND ADDITIONAL RESOURCES   PAGE 42 
 
APPENDIX       PAGE 44 
1. The Syllabus: A Tool that Shapes Students’ Academic Experiences 
2. Sample Equity-Minded Syllabus 
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PROTOCOL: DO I KNOW MY SYLLABUS?  
 
 
An important first step of any inquiry process is to ground your equity-
minded inquiry with purpose and intentionality. For syllabus review, this 
begins with articulating your thoughts on what a syllabus means to you, 
purposefully selecting the syllabus on which you’d like to conduct your 
inquiry, recalling the origins of this syllabus, and outlining changes you 
have made to it over time. To lay the groundwork for inquiry, please 
answer the following questions in the space provided.   
  
1. What are three words or phrases that come to mind when you hear 

the word “syllabus”? 
 
• Word/Phrase 1: 

 
 

• Word/Phrase 2: 
 
 

• Word/Phrase 3: 

 
 
2. Is the syllabus important to you as an instructor? Circle one: Yes/No 

 
• If your answer is Yes: In what ways is the syllabus important? 

 
 
 
 
 

• If your answer is No: Why is the syllabus not important? 
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3. List the courses you currently teach. Which course syllabus will you 

focus on while walking through the other protocols in the syllabus 
review guide? Circle that course. 
 
• Course 1: 

 
 

• Course 2: 
 
 

• Course 3: 
 
 

• Course 4: 
 
 

4. Did you create this syllabus? Circle one: Yes/No 
 
• If your answer is Yes: When did you create it? 

 
 
 
 
 

• If your answer is No: Where did it originate? When did you first 
start using it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DO I KNOW MY SYLLABUS? 
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5. What types of changes have you made to this syllabus (e.g., layout, 
content)?  
 
 
 
 
 

6. Think about one or two changes you’ve made. Why did you make 
those changes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
NOTES 
 
  

DO I KNOW MY SYLLABUS? 
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PROTOCOL: WHO DOES YOUR SYLLABUS 
SERVE?  
 
 
Now that you’re (re)acquainted with your syllabi and have chosen the one 
you’ll focus on, now you’ll turn to the first round of equity-minded inquiry: 
understanding who your syllabus is written for and who it serves. 
Although syllabi are documents used primarily by faculty and students, 
they often contain information for a wider range of higher education 
audiences.  
 

  

  

THE INSTITUTION  
The institution can require faculty to include 
content in their syllabi that meets accreditation 
standards, makes students aware of 
institutional policies, and promotes college 
values and beliefs.  
 
;;;; 
ACADEMIC DEPARTMENTS 
Academic departments can require faculty to 
use a standard syllabus and incorporate 
departmental values and beliefs. Academic 
departments also have their own expectations 
of what constitutes legitimate instruction, 
knowledge, and demonstrations of learning. 
 

FACULTY  
Faculty create new or use existing syllabi to 
communicate the structure of their classrooms, 
including their rules/policies; the relationship 
they expect to have with students; and what 
they/their academic field deems legitimate 
knowledge and forms of instruction.  

HOW SYLLABI SERVE 

 
Example: “[Name of college] Educational 
Priorities and Outcomes: The objectives in this 
course address the Knowledge, Inquiry, 
Reasoning, Vocation and Communication 
outcomes, and may address others.” 

 
Example: “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.” 

 
Example: “We will read more about [growth 
mindset] 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.” 
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This protocol takes you through a two-step process that is designed to 
prompt inquiry into the various audiences your syllabus serves. 
 

1. Deconstruct 
2. Reflect 

 
Each step includes a series of questions to guide your inquiry. 
 
1. DECONSTRUCT 

Deconstructing your syllabus in terms of who it serves entails 
categorizing the content of the document by the audiences described 
on page 13. Read through your syllabus and:  
 
• Write INSTITUTION next to the sctions required/expected by your 

institution. 
 

• Write DEPARTMENT next to the sctions required/expected by your 
institution. 

 
• Write FACULTY next to the sections that share your classroom’s 

rules/policies and the relationship you expect to have with students.  
 
As you deconstruct your syllabus, write down your observations—
ideas, ah-ha’s, insights—and your sense-making. Ask yourself: What is 
the process of deconstruting my syllabus helping me see about who my 
syllabus serves? 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

WHO DOES YOUR SYLLABUS SERVE 
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2. REFLECT 

Another fundamental aspect of the equity-minded inquiry process is to 
reflect on your inequity observations and findings. To this end, when 
you’ve fully deconstructed your syllabus, do/ask the following, to 
structure your reflection. 
 
• Count the number of instances for each audience type, and note 

the totals. 
 
o Institution: 

 
o Department: 

 
o Faculty: 

 
• Scan your syllabus and note whether Institution, Department, 

and Faculty appear with more or less frequency in particular parts 
of the document (e.g., beginning, middle, end). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Are any of these patterns surprising to you? Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHO DOES YOUR SYLLABUS SERVE 
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• Based on these patterns, who would you say the syllabus is 
written for? Does this match who you thought the audience for 
the syllabus is? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• What did you learn from completing this protocol? 
 
  

WHO DOES YOUR SYLLABUS SERVE 
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Consider the first statement on the right on disability services 
that was included in a syllabus from a research university. 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. As with the first example, 
this statement serves the institution by naming the federal 
policy with which the college must comply (Americans 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.”); 
and 
 

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

 
 
 

 

 

HOW DOES A POLICY SPEAK TO STUDENTS? 
 

Being cognizant of who your syllabi are written for is important. With the varied purposes syllabi serve, it’s inevitable that these 
documents will have information for institution, department, academic field, or faculty audiences. It’s also likely the parts that speak to 
these audiences also speak to students, offering information that you as faculty believe is for their benefit.  
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PROTOCOL: HOW DOES MY SYLLABUS 
DEMONSTRATE EQUITY FOR RACIALLY 
MINORITIZED STUDENTS?  
 
 
As noted on pages 4-5, an equity-minded syllabus intentionally seeks to 
support students from racially minoritized groups by incorporating six 
equity-minded practices. The equity-minded inquiry process outlined in 
this protocol focuses on identifying whether these practices are present in 
your syllabus, and how they’re manifested. We offer two options for 
inquiry. Both follow the same two-step process described in the previous 
protocol: deconstruct and reflect. They differ, however, in the way they ask 
you to identify the equity-minded practices in your syllabus.  
 
1. THE CHECKLIST APPROACH    PAGE 23 

The checklist approach presents a series of prompts that cover the 
content, tone, and language of your syllabus. For each prompt, you’re 
asked to consider whether the thing being asked is already 
incorporated, and if it is important to you. The checklist approach is 
appropriate for those who are new to equity-minded inquiry.     
 

2. THE CODING APPROACH    PAGE 35 
The coding approach offers a more open-ended inquiry process, and 
is appropriate for those who are already familiar with the six equity-
minded practices and have conducted other equity-minded inquiry. 
Similar to how you categorized your syllabus in terms of audience in 
the Who Does Your Syllabus Serve protocol, the coding approach 
asks you to identify (i.e., “code”) where you did and did not exemplify 
the six practices.   
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EQUITY-MINDED SYLLABI PRACTICES 

 
WELCOMING students and creating a classroom culture in which they 
feel cared for 
Communicate care and support: 
• Use language and tone that make students feel cared for and valued. 
• Convey sensitivity to students’ entering skill levels, note that aspects of the course 

can be challenging, and suggest that it is acceptable and beneficial for students to 
seek help, whether or not they’re 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. 
 
DEMYSTIFYING college policies and practices 
Provide students with the information needed to successfully complete the course: 
• Include basic information about the course (e.g., course description, objectives, 

instructor contact information and office hours, grading scheme). 
• Include information on how and where additional support can be obtained, both from 

the instructor and campus support centers. 
 
Present the syllabus in a way that first-time college students can easily make 
sense of its content: 
• 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. 
 
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. 
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EQUITY-MINDED SYLLABI PRACTICES 

 
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. 

 
REPRESENTING a range of racial/ethnic experiences and backgrounds 
in assignments, readings, and other materials 
Communicate the value of students’ racial/ethnic backgrounds as sources of 
learning and knowledge: 
• Include readings, activities, and assignments that are culturally relevant and 

inclusive. 
• Include assignments that ask students to draw on their experiential knowledge 

and/or knowledge from their communities. 
• Include assignments that ask students to investigate real-world problems affecting 

the communities they come from. 

 
DECONSTRUCTING and countering the presentation of “whiteness” as 
the norm 
Promote awareness and critical examination of students’ assumptions, beliefs, 
and privilege: 
• Include 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 inequities: 
• Include readings, activities, and assignments that ask students to examine the 

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

• Include readings, activities, and assignments that ask students to question dominant, 
racialized norms, as well as inequities in major social institutions (e.g., education, 
health, law). 
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DECONSTRUCTING 
This quote from bell hooks 
points to the existence and 
problems of dominant 
norms. 

WELCOMING 
This statement warmly 
brings students into the 
class. 
 
VALIDATING 
This statement also affirms 
students’ ability to 
becoming strong writers. 
 
CREATING A PARTNERSHIP 
The statement on mindset 
notes the instructor’s 
commitment to foster 
students’ learning. 
 

EXAMPLE: EQUITY-MINDED PRACTICES IN A SYLLABUS  

THE FULL SYLLABUS IS 
INCLUDED IN THE APPENDIX.  
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REPRESENTING 
Including this image of 
Malcom X communicates 
the message that Black 
thinkers and activists are 
valued and legitimate 
sources of knowledge. 

DEMYSTIFYING 
The “quick tip” provides 
students with clear advice 
on how to tackle 
coursework. 

EXAMPLE: EQUITY-MINDED PRACTICES IN A SYLLABUS  



 

 
 
 

22 

 
 
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 
 
1. Deconstruct 

Ask the following inquiry questions to see which forms of equity 
(fairness, care, transformation) are present (and, conversely, which are 
absent) and how equity-minded practices (welcoming, creating a 
partnership, representing, deconstructing, demystifying, validating) 
are expressed in your syllabus, if at all. The questions are organized by 
equity perspective and equity-minded practice. They ask whether a 
particular piece of information or message is already incorporated (to 
determine presence or absence), and whether it is needed for your 
students to experience equity in your classroom. As you work through 
the questions, feel free to jot down observations, ideas, and ah-ha’s as 
they occur to you.  

  

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 
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EQUITY AS FAIRNESS 
 

Demystifying Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus provide students with information they need to successfully complete 
the course? 

- What is the course about (course description)? ¨ ¨ 

- What is the aim of the course (goals and objectives)? ¨ ¨ 

- How can students get in touch with you (contact 
information, office hours)? 

¨ ¨ 

- How will the course be taught (e.g., lecture, group 
work, student-led discussion)? 

¨ ¨ 

- When will students be learning specific course topics 
(e.g., calendar, timeline)? ¨ ¨ 

- What will students be doing (e.g., assignments, exams)? ¨ ¨ 

- How will students’ learning be assessed (grading)? ¨ ¨ 

- How can students obtain additional support (e.g., 
tutoring, office hours)? ¨ ¨ 

- What policies are students obliged to adhere to (e.g., 
policies on grading, accommodations)? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it include information on how students can seek 
help from you, in and out of class? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it include information on how students can seek 
help from their peers, in and out of class? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it include information on what academic support 
services are available on campus, and how students can 
access them? 

¨ ¨ 

 

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 



 

 
 
 

24 

 
 
EQUITY AS FAIRNESS 
 

Demystifying Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Is the information presented in such a way that a first-time college student can easily make 
sense of the syllabus? 

- Is the syllabus written clearly, in plain language, with 
academic jargon kept to a minimum and used only 
when absolutely necessary? 

¨ ¨ 

- Is the information presented in an order and formatted 
in a way that emphasize what students need to know in 
order to maximize their learning and increase the 
likelihood that they will succeed in the course? 

¨ ¨ 

- Are policies of high consequence (e.g., grading, how to 
make up missed work) written in a transparent and 
clear manner? 

¨ ¨ 

 

 
  

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 
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EQUITY AS CARE 

 

Welcoming Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus communicate a willingness to create a classroom where students are cared 
for and valued as learners? 

- Does it convey sensitivity to students’ entering skill 
level, note that aspects of the course can be 
challenging, and suggest that it’s acceptable and 
beneficial for students to seek help whether or not 
they’re struggling? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it convey your willingness to work individually 
with students who need extra help? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it limit the use of language that “scolds” students 
for potential behavioral infractions (e.g., “Do not use 
mobile phones in class. Failure to comply will result in 
loss of class participation points.”)? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it set ground rules for discussion to ensure respect 
in the classroom? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it include an anti-discrimination policy? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that if racist and discriminatory 
comments and behavior emerge during class or on 
campus, that you’ll facilitate a discussion where 
students can talk through the issue? 

¨ ¨ 

 
  

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 
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EQUITY AS CARE 
 

Creating a Partnership Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus communicate a desire for all students to succeed at a high level and 
outline how you’ll work with students for their success? 

- Does it include a statement on what you expect of 
students as learners, and what students can expect of 
you as an instructor? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include a statement outlining what you’ll do to 
ensure that all students are equal members in the 
learning community, and your commitment to creating 
an inclusive classroom environment? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it communicate that while your intent as an 
instructor is to help foster students’ success, you need 
students to help identify the blind spots of your 
teaching practices? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it convey your willingness to receive feedback 
from students during the course (e.g., by asking 
students to complete an anonymous survey midway 
through the term), and to either implement the 
suggested changes or provide a compelling reason to 
students why such a change is not feasible? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it convey a willingness to use a wide variety of 
instructional strategies to promote active learning (e.g., 
collaborative work, student-led discussion, learning-by-
doing activities)? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it convey a willingness to use teaching approaches 
to accommodate diverse learning preferences and 
language proficiencies? 

¨ ¨ 

 
 
 

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 



 

 
 
 

27 

 
 
 
 

Creating a Partnership Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

- Does it convey a willingness to elicit participation in a 
variety of ways, diminishing the prospect that a small 
number of student voices will dominate the class? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it communicate respect for students as 
autonomous, critical, and reflective thinkers? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it state how the instructor and course will help 
students further develop their capacities as 
autonomous, critical, and reflective thinkers? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that students will have the opportunity 
to decide what they wish to read, study, and/or 
research? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it communicate the expectation that students play 
an active role in their success (e.g., they’re expected to 
actively participate and lead in-class discussions and 
activities), and that they’ll be supported by a 
community of peers and faculty? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that students bear responsibility for the 
success for the class and the creation of a learning 
community, through active and respectful engagement 
with their peers and the instructor? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it state how class and course objectives will help 
students succeed in future courses? ¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that instructors are willing to help 
students connect class and course objectives with their 
career goals? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that instructors are willing to help 
students connect class and course objectives with their 
life goals? 

¨ ¨ 

  

DEMONSTRATING EQUITY:  
THE CHECKLIST APPROACH 



 

 
 
 

28 

 
 
EQUITY AS CARE 
 

Validating Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus communicate your belief that all students are expected to succeed? 

- Does it communicate the belief that all students—
regardless of their stated intentions—are capable of 
obtaining their educational goals? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it describe different types of assignments and 
forms of assessment that give students multiple ways 
to demonstrate their learning and their strengths? 

¨ ¨ 
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EQUITY AS TRANSFORMATION 
 

Representing Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus communicate the value of students’ racial/ethnic backgrounds as sources 
of learning and knowledge? 

- Does it acknowledge that students’ learning benefits 
from deep and rich engagement of the students’ 
racial/ethnic backgrounds and experiences? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include a statement that recognizes the value of 
the racial/ethnic backgrounds and experiences all 
students bring into the learning environment? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include readings, activities, and assignments 
that are culturally relevant and inclusive (e.g., those 
that incorporate issues of race/ethnicity, as well as 
gender, language, sexuality, and disability to show 
diversity of perspectives and lived experiences)? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include multiple assignments or discussion 
topics that allow students to share and draw on their 
experiential knowledge and/or the knowledge of their 
communities? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include multiple topics and assignments on the 
real-world problems and issues facing the communities 
or cultural groups students come from? 

¨ ¨ 
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EQUITY AS TRANSFORMATION 
 

Deconstructing Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus actively promote awareness and critical examination of students’ 
assumptions, beliefs, and privilege? 

- Does it include readings and assignments that compel 
students and the instructor to critically examine their 
assumptions about different racial/ethnic groups? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include readings and assignments that compel 
students and the instructor to critically examine the 
privileges they accrue by virtue of their race/ethnicity 
(and gender, socioeconomic status, ability status, etc.)? 

¨ ¨ 
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EQUITY AS TRANSFORMATION 
 

Deconstructing Already 
incorporated? 

Needed for 
equity? 

Does your syllabus actively promote awareness and critical examination of dominant norms 
and broader social inequalities? 

- Does it include readings, activities, and assignments, as 
well as opportunities to engage in respectful class 
discussions, of the history and contemporary 
experiences of people and communities that face 
discrimination, racism, and marginalization? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include readings, activities, and assignments, as 
well as opportunities to engage in respectful class 
discussions, that question dominant norms in major 
social institutions (e.g., what constitutes “success” in 
higher education) and assumptions made about people 
of color and others from marginalized communities? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include readings, activities, and assignments, as 
well as opportunities to engage in respectful class 
discussions, on persistent issues of racial inequality in 
education, law, health, and other areas? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it include readings, activities, and assignments, as 
well as opportunities to engage in respectful class 
discussions, on the racialized (and gendered and 
classed) nature of social institutions? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it suggest that instructors are willing to help 
students see how class and course objectives will 
prepare them to contribute to their communities? 

¨ ¨ 

- Does it convey the expectation (e.g., through a course 
goal or objective) that students learn in order to make 
change in, or for, their communities? 

¨ ¨ 
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2. Reflect 

Now that you’ve completed the inquiry into your syllabus, ask yourself 
the following questions: 
 
• Which of the equity perspectives are generally present? Which are 

generally absent? 
 
Present: 
 

 
Absent: 
 

 
• Which of the equity-minded practices are generally present? 

Which are generally absent? 
 
Present: 
 

 
Absent 
 

 
• Imagine you’re a student reading the syllabus on the first day of 

class.  
o Do you feel 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? 
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o Do you feel the instructor assumes that you want to learn and 

cares for your development as a scholar and human being? 
Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 

• Imagine you’re a student from a racially minoritized group reading 
the syllabus on the first day of class. Do you feel the instructor and 
the course speak to your experiences? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 

• What did you learn from completing this protocol? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• General reflections 
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THE CODING APPROACH 
 
1. Deconstruct 

The coding approach asks you to identify the parts of your syllabus 
that exemplify (and do not exemplify) each equity-minded practice. As 
you read your syllabus: 
 
• Write DEMYSTIFYING next to the sections 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 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 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 
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 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 you believe 
exemplify this practice. Next to the sections where you do not 
think you demonstrate this practice, write 
DECONSTRUCTING –. 

 
As you work through the questions, feel free to jot down observations, 
ideas, and ah-ha’s as they occur to you. 
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2. Reflect 
Now that you’ve completed the inquiry into your syllabus, do or ask 
yourself the following. 
 
• Count the number of sections in your syllabus that demonstrate 

and do not demonstrate equity-minded practices. 
 

EQUITY-MINDED PRACTICES + – 
Demystifying 

  

Welcoming 
  

Validating 
  

Creating a Partnership 
  

Representing 
  

Deconstructing 
  

 
 

• Were you surprised by the result? Why or why not? 
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• 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 on why, you believe it is an example (or not) of that 
equity-minded practice. 

 
EQUITY-
MINDED 
PRACTICES 

HOW WHY 

D
em

ys
tif

yi
ng

 + 

  

– 

  

W
el

co
m

in
g  + 

  

– 

  

Va
lid

at
in

g  

+ 

  

– 
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EQUITY-
MINDED 
PRACTICES 

HOW WHY 

Cr
ea

tin
g 

a 
Pa

rt
ne

rs
hi

p  

+ 

  

– 

  

R
ep

re
se

nt
in

g + 

  

– 

  

D
ec

on
st

ru
ct

in
g  + 

  

– 
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• Imagine you’re a student reading the syllabus on the first day of 
class.  
o Do you feel 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? 
 
 
 
 
 

o Do you feel the instructor assumes that you want to learn and 
cares for your development as a scholar and human being? 
Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 

• Imagine you’re a student from a racially minoritized group reading 
the syllabus on the first day of class. Do you feel the instructor and 
the course speak to your experiences? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 

• What did you learn from completing this protocol? 
 
 
 
 
 

• General reflections 
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PROTOCOL: WHAT WILL I DO NOW?  
 
Having completed several rounds of equity-minded inquiry into your 
syllabus, what’s next? Inquiry is critical for learning, and to better 
understand how policies, practices, and even artifacts of practice can 
perpetuate racial inequity. In other words, inquiry offers a way into 
defining a problem and investigating conditions under which that problem 
exists. From here, what next steps should be taken? This protocol 
provides a series of questions that can help structure your planning for 
equity-minded change. 
 
1. Based on the inquiry your did around who your syllabus serves and 

how your syllabus demonstrates equity-minded practice, what 
changes—if any—do you intend to make to your syllabus? To your 
teaching practice more generally? How will those changes advance 
racial equity in particular? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Is syllabus review an inquiry activity you can imagine colleagues in 
your academic department and/or campus doing?  

 
 

a. If yes, what specific steps will you need to take in order to hold a 
professional development workshop on syllabus review? 
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3. A course syllabus is merely one type of document/artifact of practice 
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? (See CUE’s Document Review 
Guide for guidance on how to conduct equity-minded inquiry into 
other types of documents.)  
 
• Document 1: 

 
 

• Document 2: 
 
 

• Document 3: 
 
 

• Document 4: 

 
 
 
NOTES 
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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, feel free to copy and 
paste. However, the purpose of this activity isn’t to communicate 
what should or should not be included in a syllabus, or whether a 
syllabus is “good” or “bad.” There’s a large range of syllabus content 
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 minoritized students. The intended “takeaway” 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, which you 
could test effectiveness toward achieving racial equity by 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 in 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? 

FINAL REMINDERS 
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APPENDIX 
THE SYLLABUS: A TOOL THAT SHAPES 
STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC EXPERIENCES 
BY M AXINE T .  ROBERTS,  PhD,  CENTER FOR URBAN EDUCATION  
 
 
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’ll 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 resource, 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. 
 
 
THE STANDARD PURPOSE OF THE SYLLABUS 
For 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 & Carlson, 2005). 

 
For instructors: 
• Welcomes students to the class (Habanek, 2005).  
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• Serves as a planning tool that helps organize the work students must 
complete during a course (Calhoon & Becker, 1995; Slattery & 
Carlson, 2005).  

• Helps faculty meet the course goals during the semester (Calhoon & 
Becker, 1995; Slattery & Carlson, 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 & Becker, 1995; Dowd & 
Bensimon, 2015; Sulik & Keyes, 2014; Habanek, 2005). 

 
 
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? 
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Do students use the syllabus beyond the first day of class? 
• Faculty perceive that students don’t 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 & Becker, 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 & 
Becker, 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’s important that faculty 
carefully choose language that encourages and motivates students.   
 

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

• 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 & Bridges, 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 & Carlson, 2005).   
 

• Language that is pleasant and welcoming can: 
o encourage and motivate learners; this is particularly important 

in courses where students face academic difficulty.   
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o help readers recall information more easily than when they 
believe the language is unfriendly or punitive (Littlefield, 1991, 
as cited in Slattery & Carlson, 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 & Carlson, 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, Lisle, & 
Tucker, 1995). 
 

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

 
Why are the content and style of syllabi important, particularly for 
racially minoritized students? 
• Socio-historical discrimination of Blacks and Latinx in education 

resulted in their unjust exclusion from educational opportunities 
(Ledesma & Fránquiz, 2015; Martin, 2000; Moses & Cobb, 2001). As 
college access increases for these students (Bowen & Bok, 1998; 
Lewis & Middleton, 2003; Solórzano, Acevedo-Gil, & Santos, 2013), 
they continue to learn the social mores in higher education settings. 
 

• These students and other non-traditional college students (Rendón, 
1994) benefit from “full-disclosure of the terms of success” (Collins, 
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19971, p. 2). In this process, 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 & Carlson, 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 & Carlson, 2005). 

§ Affirming students’ beliefs that instructors expect them to 
succeed (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Slattery & Carlson, 
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). 

 
 
 

 
1 Terry Collins (1997), a first-generation college student, is a retired professor from the 
University of Minnesota. 
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EXAMPLES OF WELCOMING AND UNWELCOMING SYLLABUS LANGUAGE 
Amid 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.  
 
 

 Welcoming Unwelcoming 

O
ff

ic
e 

H
ou

rs
 

Office Hours: 
233 Jones Hall 
MWF 10:00-10:50 AM; TR 9:30-10:30 AM 
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 AM; TR 9:30-10:30 AM 
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. 

Co
ur

se
 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 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 these 
activities will help you become one, and if 
you are motivated enough, use the skills 
in your daily life. 

At
te

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 
three 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 three classes during the 
semester, I will drop you from the class 
roster in accordance with the college’s 
attendance policy. 

C l
as

s 
P a

rt
ic

ip
at

io
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 
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). 

Adapted from Harnish et al. (2011) 
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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, and can 
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 to 
consider. 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 their overall course experience. 
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