
BEYOND THE FOOD PANTRY:
Spreading the Word - Supporting Students’ Basic Needs with a 

Syllabus Statement and Welcome Survey

Sara Goldrick-Rab
Updated December 9, 2020

The persistent underutilization of campus support services is a challenge facing institutions wishing to 
support students’ basic needs. Campus food pantries and emergency aid programs, for example, tend to 
serve only a small fraction of food-insecure students on campus. While this can partly be attributed to 
stigma, it is also because of a lack of awareness.

Sharing information about supports for students’ basic needs on course syllabi is an inexpensive, efficient, 
and effective way to raise awareness among both students and faculty. While syllabi are famously dense 
documents filled with course information, they are also communication devices that convey information 
about the institution’s values and policies. Students receive several syllabi per term, every term, which can 
reinforce policies over time. It may be more effective to convey information about supports for students’ 
basic needs via the syllabus than solely during what can be an overwhelming initial college orientation or the 
stressful moment when a student is in financial or academic trouble.

Adding a basic needs security statement to course syllabi also creates opportunities to share information 
with faculty. Many professors have little interaction with the staff who advise and support students outside 
the classroom and have limited opportunities to learn about all available services. Since they are already 
required to add a designated set of information to the syllabus every term (e.g. attendance and disciplinary 
policies, disability accommodations, etc.) a basic needs security statement offers them another reminder and 
refresher.
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CRAFTING A BASIC NEEDS SECURITY STATEMENT IS STRAIGHTFORWARD, 
INVOLVING JUST THREE STEPS:

Step 1: Welcome students to seek help and normalize the act of getting help with food and housing. 
Rather than calling out food insecurity or homelessness by name, simply indicate that if students are 
having trouble affording enough to eat, or don’t have safe and reliable places to sleep, they should 
seek help.
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Step 2: Direct students toward help. Identify the best point of contact on your campus by asking 
the Dean of Students (or Vice President of Student Affairs) which person is appropriate to list and 
getting permission from that person first. If your college has support information on a website, list 
that web address along with a person’s name. It is not necessary to include a laundry list of every 
available resource on campus, only to help point the student in the right direction.

Step 3: Invite students to connect with you. Students dealing with basic needs insecurity often 
exhibit symptoms in the classroom. If they tell you this is a challenge, you will be more informed 
when you see them sleeping in cars or missing deadlines. Simply letting them know you care can 
improve their odds of success; indeed, most of today’s students express a strong desire for professors 
to know them as people.

Here are examples of basic needs security statements from professors around the country:

“We learn as whole people. To learn effectively you must have basic security: a roof over your head, a safe place to 
sleep, enough food to eat. If you’re having trouble with any of those things, please talk with me or with the Dean of 
Students. Together we can work to make sure those needs are met.” - Yvonne Seale, SUNY-Geneseo

“It can be challenging to do your best in class if you have trouble meeting basic needs like safe shelter, sleep, and 
nutrition. If you have difficulty affording groceries or accessing sufficient food to eat every day, or lack a safe and 
stable place to live, I urge you to contact XXX and/or me. We are here to help.” - Dalie Jiminez, University of 
Connecticut

“The syllabus is an overlooked and undervalued tool. For many law school professors, Fall 2020 required revisiting 
the usual syllabus format and retooling course expectations.” - Sarah J. Schendel, The Pandemic Syllabus, 
Denver Law Review

SYLLABUS STATEMENT IMPACT

Professors from all over the country have adopted the syllabus statement and shared that information with 
us. Above is a map showing the locations of institutions where they work.

https://www.denverlawreview.org/dlr-online-article/pandemicsyllabus#1
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In 2017, I shared my first attempt at adding a basic needs statement to my Temple University syllabus. That 
blog went viral, and at least 400 faculty around the country shared the news and placed similar statements 
on their syllabi. A history professor said they welcomed the addition, noting, “I’m glad it foregrounds an 
ethos of compassion for the entire class.” 

Some professors feel that, to use the statement, they would have to meet their Dean of Students or another 
relevant staff member. This would be a productive outcome, as many faculty and staff do not have many 
opportunities to get to know one another. One professor told me, “I have to check with my campus to 
determine where students would go if they need these resources. This made me realize I didn’t know the 
answer.”

Of course, not all faculty are willing or able to add a basic needs security statement to their syllabi. Some 
faculty who did not adopt the statement told me they were not sure they were allowed. For example, a 
biology professor said, “I’m in an environment where institutional requirements for the syllabus are very tight 
and it is not clear how much latitude I have to make such an addition. Overall, campus politics are fraught 
with turnover in several positions and efforts to address basic needs insecurity will need to be covert, not 
overt.”

Some faculty are concerned that the syllabus statement might create more emotional labor. A computer 
science professor in Maryland was blunt: “I barely get by myself as adjunct faculty and taking this on as an 
extra duty seemed too bitterly ironic.” Others feel that addressing students’ basic needs is outside their job 
description. For example, a humanities professor said, “I am not a counselor or mother to my students…it 
is not my job to get involved with my students’ personal lives...if I wanted to be a social worker I would have 
done that.”

These are all reasonable concerns that speak to the many financial and time pressures on faculty. Students’ 
basic needs are being neglected due to the new economics of college; these factors also affect teachers. To 
instill a culture of caring, we must recognize those realities and address them. My experience indicates it is 
easier to teach students who are receiving support and are ready to learn than to try and educate those who 
are struggling in silence. Even the most time-constrained and exhausted faculty members could potentially 
benefit from experimenting with basic needs security statements on their syllabi.

THE ADDITION OF A WELCOME SURVEY

In addition to the syllabus statement, professors can help establish a culture of care in their classroom by 
inviting students to share a little information about themselves with a “welcome survey.” A welcome survey 
is a simple, yet powerful way to immediately start building a culture of care between the professor and 
students. By asking your students to share some personal information about themselves, you will have a 
more individualized understanding of where your students are coming from, and what assets and challenges 
they are bringing to your classroom. 

We recommend that you make this survey optional: students can answer whichever questions they feel 
comfortable answering; emphasizing the confidentiality of their answers is also very important, and will begin 
building trust between you and your students. 
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In order to incorporate the My Professor Cares lessons of providing individualized and targeted feedback 
with the syllabus statement, we encourage you to review the survey responses, send each student a short 
note thanking them for completing the survey and acknowledging a challenge they were facing, while also 
pointing them to some sort of support. Lastly, it’s important to emphasize how much you want them to 
succeed and that your “door is always open.”

WELCOME SURVEY TEXT (EXAMPLE):

Welcome to [class name]. My name is [your name] and I use the pronouns [preferred pronouns]. I’d 
like to invite you to tell me a bit more about yourself through the survey below. You are more than 
just students—you are humans, with lives outside of this “room,” and I know that what goes on out 
there can impact how you show up in here. By completing the survey, I’ll be able to better meet you 
where you are. It is confidential and completely voluntary—you can answer whichever questions you 
feel most comfortable answering, even if that means you don’t answer any of them. If you prefer 
to speak privately, or would like to talk about anything you share in the survey, you can reach me at 
[email address]. [If/when you return to campus and in-person classes, you can also add the location 
of your office]. My door is always open.

WELCOME SURVEY: SAMPLE QUESTIONS
Preferred name, pronouns

How do you identify in terms of race/ethnicity?

How do you identify in terms of gender identity?

What sorts of responsibilities do you have, apart from this class? (i.e. working, taking care of kids or family, 
taking a heavy course load, etc)

What challenges are you currently facing or do you anticipate facing this semester?

Do you have any concerns related to the technology/devices you will be using to complete work in this 
course? If so, please describe.

If campus closes during the term, do you have a plan for where you will go?

Where are you living? 

What else do you want me to know about you so that I can support you to succeed this term?

https://hope4college.com/when-it-comes-to-caring-about-your-students-a-little-can-go-a-long-way/


5

This brief carries a Creative Commons Attributions 4.0 International License, which permits re-use of
Hope Center materials providing that re-use abides by the conditions below.

You are free to:

Share. Copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

Adapt. Remix, transform, and build upon the material

Under the following terms:

Attribution. You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were
made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses
you or your use

NonCommercial. You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

ShareAlike. If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions
under the same license as the original.

For the full legal code of this Creative Commons license, please visit 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/ 
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