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Engaging students in the classroom is vital to their 
success, and incorporating diversity into curricu-
lum is vital to engagement. It’s also vital to students’ 
understanding of the world and their ability to have 
informed conversations. 

At Harper College in Illinois, all degree-seeking 
students must complete a world culture and diversity 
course as a graduation requirement. But, in fact, we 
aim to infuse diversity and inclusion into curriculum 
in every classroom. 

“We want students who leave to be able to think 
critically and have a mastery of diverse perspectives 

and cultures,” says Michelé Smith, vice president 
of workforce solutions and associate provost for 
curriculum at Harper College. 

If students are expected to be able to read, write 
and navigate coursework, there should be equal 
consideration given to their ability to engage in 
critical conversations, Smith says. 

While faculty most often lead changes in curric-
ulum, college leaders—working in concert with the 
chief diversity officer—must be vocal advocates for 
this transformation, according to Smith. 

To be successful, there are a few other considerations. 

INVEST RESOURCES. Allocating money and time 
from the start shows everyone involved—students, 

faculty, staff and the community—that the 
effort is intentional and has the support of 
college leadership.

“We’ve got to put dollars behind these things so 
our students understand we’re serious about the 
business of helping them to feel valued, successful, 
included and worthy,” Smith says. 

Infusing diversity 
and inclusion 
into curriculum
By Tabitha Whissemore
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“ We want students who leave to be able to think critically and have 
a mastery of diverse perspectives and cultures.” 
—MICHELÉ SMITH, vice president of workforce solutions and associate provost for curriculum, Harper College
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SUPPORT DIVERSE FACULTY VOICES 
AND EXPERIENCES. At Harper College, 
faculty drive the world culture and 
diversity initiatives. The college provides 
opportunities for faculty to be exposed to 
new cultures and experiences. For exam-
ple, a study abroad program recently 
allowed some faculty to travel to Rwanda 
and Kenya. That experience was infused 
into curriculum. 

The college also launched the 
Diverse Faculty Fellow Program, a paid 
fellowship which provides an oppor-
tunity for individuals to gain teaching 
experience at a community college. It’s 
specifically aimed at people who iden-
tify as being from underrepresented 
backgrounds in higher education and 
it allows for colleagues from different 
backgrounds to work together. 

“Diversity in teaching ranks gives you 
diverse perspectives which will inform 
your curriculum which will get you 
where you need to be,” Smith says. 

THREAD DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
INTO CURRICULUM THROUGHOUT 
THE SEMESTER. It’s not enough to 
just have one lesson or exam question 
that represents a diverse perspective. 
Diversity and inclusion need to be 
embedded holistically, according to 
Smith. When examining curriculum, 
faculty should look at text books and 
readings, but also ask: “Have I asked 
the students about their own personal 
stories and experiences? How do I 
bring their voices into the classroom?” 
Smith advises. 

And don’t just relegate it to the 
humanities and social sciences. Science, 
technology, engineering and math (STEM) 
courses can and should incorporate 
diverse content and perspectives, too. 

CONDUCT ASSESSMENTS. Diversity and 
inclusion isn’t something you ever fully 
master, Smith says. Harper College 
assesses its graduation requirements 
on a rotating basis, and last assessed 
its world culture and diversity require-
ment during the 2016-2017 academic 
year. That included taking a look at 

the courses that met that requirement 
to ensure those courses were still 
meaningful: Does the language still 
work? What’s missing? Do the courses 
raise students’ awareness, apprecia-
tion and understanding of diversity? 

Adjustments were made and some 
courses revamped. 

“We should always be growing. 
We should always be maturing. We 
should always be flexing new muscles,” 
Smith says. 
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