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Exploring Faculty Mindsets in Equity-Oriented Assessment

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant move to remote learning in 2020-2021 paved the way for
deeper conversations about assessment practices in higher education. Over the last two years, there have
been an increasing number of discussions about alternative assessments and about equity in
assessment. This study examined the impact of a course (entitled “Equity in Assessment”) delivered by
the authors on the participants’ understandings of equity and assessment. We used semi-structured
interviews to collect data from the participants. Data collected from six interviews were systematically
and thematically analysed in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six stages of conducting thematic
analyses. The data analysis resulted in three main emergent themes: flexibility, academic rigour, and
wellness. The implications of the findings of this project are important for educational developers,
institutional leadership, and researchers.

Practitioner Notes

1. The COVID-19 pandemic and shift to remote teaching has substantially influenced
increasing awareness, inquiry, and practice around equity in assessment within higher
education institutions.

2. With this substantial growth in recognition of the importance of equitable assessment,
university instructors are eager to engage in equitable assessment practices, which often
means that they do so within a system that is at times incompatible with equitable
teaching and learning.

3. Challenges with this include resistance from other faculty members and leadership,
catering to large and diverse classes, increasing workload demands, the investment of
increased time and resources, lack of institutional support and community, and adverse
effects on instructor well-being.

4. Implications suggest that more pan-university conversations around understanding
equitable assessment should be prioritized, enhanced supports for instructors should be
available, more opportunities for communal discussion and collaboration between
instructors is required, and far more general support at the institutional level is
necessitated.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant move to remote learning in 2020-2021 paved the
way for deeper conversations about assessment practices in higher education. Over the last two
years, there have been an increasing number of discussions about alternative assessments and
about equity in assessment. For many educators, staff, and students in post-secondary
contexts, the last two years (re)surfaced forgotten and sometimes ignored inequities of existing
or traditional assessment strategies, which may include a lack of flexibility, limited accessibility,
heightened stress or anxiety.

As educational developers housed in a central teaching and learning center at a large Canadian
university, we found ourselves in frequent discussions with instructors about their assessments
as they grappled first with the basics of moving assessments to an online environment, and then
subsequently with ensuring that their adapted assessments were effective and feasible. With
the move to online teaching and learning came new concerns about cheating and academic
integrity as well. However, the pandemic also reminded educators of aspects of students’ lives
that they had previously been able to ignore more easily, such as access to technology,
demands around full- or part-time work, family obligations, mental health issues exacerbated by
the stress and uncertainty of the pandemic, and so on. Increasingly, we found that educators
were realizing that in ignoring these elements they had also been ignoring aspects of student
learning as well. As these conversations progressed, instructors started increasingly to talk
about equity in assessment, and came to us in search of specific strategies, frameworks, or
solutions to the challenges they perceived. It was an opportune time to design a mini course on
equity in assessment.

Equity in Assessment: Designing and Implementing Alternative Learning Assessment to Foster
Social Justice, was a course piloted as an Open Educational Resource (OER) in September
2021. Currently, there is little published work on equity in assessment, which played a factor in
our choice to create our course as an OER. We hope other scholars, educators, and faculty
developers will be able to contribute to and repurpose the work, customizing it based on their
own needs and experiences and for their own global contexts. Our course pilot brought together
seventeen post-secondary educators for an intensive ten-day exploration of key components of
equitable assessment, educator self-reflection, and
active collegial dialogue in pursuit of concrete
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changes to assessment practice.

In this environment, participants were sometimes
invited to be quite open and vulnerable about their
assessment beliefs and practices. In the context of
equity and assessment, openness and vulnerability
are paramount to understanding how educators view
teaching and learning, and how this can influence
one’s approach to assessment. Sometimes,
reflecting deeply on preconceived conceptions of
teaching, learning, and assessment can elicit
sensitive topics around bias, privilege, and identity,
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which can be very personal. We were attentive to this in our course design and prioritized a
trustful atmosphere (Brookfield, 1995). Our course learning outcomes asked educators to
examine the philosophical and historical underpinnings of inequity in assessment as well as
their positionality (and that of their discipline) in relation to equity in assessment to identify
multiple strategies to design and implement equitable assessments, and to create an
individualized action plan to take forward in their own teaching context. Positionality, in this
context, refers to the ways in which one’s social, political, and cultural context influence identity
and values, which further influence practice and position as an educator.

As the course progressed, three emergent observations encouraged us to delve further into this
topic. First, course participants approached equity as well as assessment from a wide range of
different angles. Second, participants introduced aspects of equity in assessment that went
beyond the original key components we had identified as course content. Third, as intended,
participants were taking ownership of the course content and creating their own bespoke
solutions to address specific teaching and learning contexts.

Our research therefore set out to investigate how the course impacted course participants in
understandings of equity and assessment. As such, the research question guiding this study is:
How has our course on equity and assessment influenced participants’ understandings,
perspectives, and praxis regarding this topic?

The remainder of this paper is divided into four sections. First, we will explain the theoretical
framework and scholarly literature that supported the design of our course and informed our
research. Second, we will describe our research methodology. Third, we present the findings
from our data analysis and our reflection on those findings. Finally, we discuss the implications
of our findings for practice; particularly for educational developers, institutional leadership, and
researchers.

Theoretical definitions and literature reviews

We begin this section with three operational definitions of core concepts related to the course
and the research: assessment, equity, and rigor.

Assessment is a broad term that often carries many implicit understandings and assumptions,
shaped at individual and institutional levels by educational contexts and philosophies. In the
context of both our course and the present research, we have explicitly defined assessment as
“all the actions involved in checking student understanding in the goal of better supporting their
learning”. This definition is deliberately expansive, incorporating no-, low-, and high-stakes
assessments, formative and summative, formal and informal. Our definition also embraces a
theory of assessment as for learning, of learning, and as learning (Earl, 2006; Taras, 2010).
Therefore, while assessment is embedded in all aspects of teaching and learning (Black, 2003),
it also requires taking action (Wiliam, 2000). As Wiliam notes, “assessment yields information
which provides a recipe for future action” (Wiliam, 2000 p.15), and therefore from the instructor
perspective must also intentionally incorporate planning, implementation, and feedback, or, in
other words, process, product, and function (Taras, 2007). At root, our definition and theoretical

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol20/iss5/13



Elkhoury et al.: Exploring Faculty Mindsets in Equity-Oriented Assessment

framing of assessment asserts that the primary purpose of assessment is to improve student
learning.

Equity, like assessment, is often broadly, sometimes even conflictingly, defined and theorized
(Halsey, 1993; Marginson, 2011). For our purposes, both in our course and in the current
research, we focus more specifically on defining equity in assessment, and deliberately cast a
wide net to encompass the many varied approaches taken by higher education instructors. For
us, equity in assessment is “the actions taken by educators to ensure all students have equal
opportunities for success.”

Our definition is informed by the diversity of student bodies in the Canadian higher education
setting, especially at our institution. This diversity was as apparent amongst the educators who
took our course as it is in their own classrooms at the undergraduate or graduate level. For both
us and our course participants, the diversity of our students means we approach equity from
different angles. The diversity of our students means that our students come from different
social, cultural, linguistic, and economic backgrounds. We also have international students,
students with previous trauma experiences, minority and ethnic students, and students with
accessibility requirements. An asset-based approach to both equity in general and equity in
assessment more specifically is therefore central to our approach, as we highlight the strengths
that student diversity brings to higher education teaching and learning (Celedén-Pattichis et al.,
2018; Jacobs, 2019; Jacobs, 2012). This has implications not only for learners who may
struggle at times, but also for those who are high-achieving, and the educational challenges of
creating equitable assessments for both groups were a recurring topic of discussion amongst
our course participants. We are aware that it is not possible to include all the characteristics that
make our student body diverse. These characteristics served as our starting point as we
planned and reviewed the course.

Consequently, in the context of higher education assessment practices, we embrace an
approach to the definition of equity that moves beyond a simple focus on access, fairness, and
achievement. Taking what Gutierrez (2013) terms, a “sociopolitical turn”, we foreground social
justice, an emphasis on the critical construction and deconstruction of knowledge, and the vital
role of intersectionality and lived experience as foundational elements of equitable and humane
assessment practice.

Our focus on equity within the context of higher education assessment has pushed a third key
term to the front of our work: rigor. As we reflected on our experiences as educational
developers during the course design and development phase of this project, we anticipated that
conversations with educators about equitable assessment practices would inevitably raise
concerns about maintaining academic standards, or rigor. As educators are introduced to
equitable assessment strategies and frameworks, there is often a misconception that enhancing
equity necessitates relaxing meaningful disciplinary rigor in teaching and learning - a
perspective that is sometimes shared by undergraduate and graduate students as well (Draeger
et al., 2015; Schnee, 2008). Traditionally, notions of academic have often related to unspoken
expectations around the ability of students to take on a heavy course workload, to perform
academic engagement and achievement in particular codified ways, and to uphold received
disciplinary “givens” — this approach to rigor neglects student diversity and in practice all-too-
often serves as socio-economic gatekeeping (Campbell et al., 2018).
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In contrast to this understanding of rigor, we follow a definition of meaningful academic rigor as
“academic challenge that supports learning and growth in students" that is therefore supported
and made more effective by an equity-informed approach that takes student diversity seriously
(Campbell et al., 2018, p. 12). This definition aligns with, but is more open-ended, than that of
Schwegler, for example, whose “integrated definition of academic rigor” emphasizes deliberately
constructed, evidence-informed learning activities alongside opportunities for students to
engage in the construction of knowledge, to demonstrate their learning, and to engage
meaningfully with evidence (Schwegler, 2019). Equity-informed assessment practices can in
fact enhance academic rigor by ensuring alignment with learning outcomes and assessment
reliability - students cannot achieve the standards of academic rigor in their learning if they are
not ready, and equitable practices can support student readiness to engage in disciplinary rigor
(Bowman & Culver, 2018). Recent research into the neuroscience of learning supports such
approaches as the “Ready for” framework, which seeks to move students towards independent,
self-directed learners through supporting the necessary social, emotional, and cognitive
conditions that are precursors of academically rigorous learning (Hammond & Jackson, 2015). It
is this view of rigor as only possible when supported by equitable teaching and assessment
practices that we embrace.

It is also important to acknowledge the influence of the work of Kolb in theorizing experiential
learning and the learning cycle or spiral (Kolb, 2015). While we did not explicitly structure our
course around Kolb’s model of iterative cycles of concrete experience, reflective observation,
abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation, as we moved into the data collection
and analysis phase of this research project, we quickly recognized that this theoretical
framework resonates with our own and our course participants’ experiences regarding equity
and assessment. Our qualitative analysis identified each of the four components of this cycle as
influential in various ways and to varying degrees in our participants’ descriptions of their
understandings and practices of equitable assessment. Thus, Kolb’s model is referenced in our
results and discussion. It intersects at times with the themes that emerged from data analysis
and provides a way of conceptualizing the path of participants in our research study both within
and beyond the scope of our course.

Faculty mindsets on assessment during the COVID-19 pandemic

Scholarship on faculty attitudes and practices regarding assessment during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020-21 shows five main themes illustrative of educator needs and priorities. First
there were multiple calls to a more equitable approach to assessment. Second, instructors
indicated that they became more aware of equity considerations in assessment. Third, the
literature revealed that there were consequences on instructors' practices and consequences on
students’ experiences. Fourth, preventing cheating was a priority for instructors and with that
came implications for equity. And finally, instructors indicated that they had varying training
needs.

Calls for more equitable assessment took multiple forms, including, for example, an inclusive
assessment framework presented by Fung et al. (2022). Other calls highlighted the importance
of empathy (Gunasekara et al., 2022) in online assessment and compassion in assessment
leadership in higher education (Yokus, 2022). Similarly, the Alberta Council on Academic
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Integrity (2020) also joined the call for more dialogue about equity and academic integrity, and
researchers such as Boisvert et al. (2020), Eaton (2020), and Parnther (2020) called for
considerations of how minoritized students are impacted differently by academic integrity
reporting mechanisms. Finally, there were multiple calls for thoughtful choice of innovative
assessment rather than relying on a one-size-fits-all approach (Garcia-Pefialvo et al., 2020; Al-
Salman & Haider, 2021). These calls were also echoed elsewhere (Fuller et al., 2020, p. 783):
“assessments risk introducing error due to non-cognitive issues, and an attainment gap” if equity
is not taken into consideration. In summary, the literature shows multiple calls to include more
equity in assessment design following the pandemic and the moving to remote teaching.

Second, instructors indicated that they became more aware of equity considerations in
assessment. This included access to technology (Camara, 2020; Langenfeld, 2020; Wiley &
Buckendahl, 2020) as well as internet reliability (Evans & Knezevich, 2020), and
accommodation of the needs of students with disabilities (Camara, 2020). In addition,
instructors became more aware of the impact of online proctoring on students’ mental health
(Elsalem, L. et al., (2021). Some found that responding to the cultural and linguistic diversity of
students, and accommodating students with special needs in assessment were the most
neglected aspects of assessment during the pandemic (Almossa & Alzahrani, 2022).

Third, the shift to remote teaching had consequences both for instructors' practices and for
students’ experiences. The pandemic forced instructors to change their assessment practices
(Bozkurt et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020; Tejedor et al., 2021) which was one of the most
difficult tasks (Garcia-Pefialvo et al., 2021). Instructors were changing their assessments
because they wanted to be equitable to all their students (Panadero et al., 2022). For example,
Hsu et al., (2022) designed a flexible assessment method to emphasize student well-being.
Other instructors indicated that it was not always possible to create equitable assessments
(Almossa 2021). Two approaches to multiple assessment types are evident in the literature.
Some studies indicate that instructors used more multiple-choice questions, fewer essay
questions (Panadero, et al., 2022) and fewer formative assessments (Sharadgah & Sa’di,
2020). Others found that instructors used more alternative assessments like presentations,
projects, assignments, and portfolios (Guangul et al., 2020). Although the reasons behind these
different results could be related to multiple factors, it is important to note that responses to the
need to change their assessment were not the same across higher education.

Assessment during the pandemic also had consequences on students’ experiences, shaped by
both personal and contextual factors (Flores et al., 2022). Assessment impacted the stress,
wellbeing, workload, and personal realities of students (St-Onge et al., 2022). Senel and Senel
(2021) found that emergency remote teaching negatively impacted students’ involvement. This
indicates that assessment choices play an active role in providing equitable opportunities for
students.

Fourth, preventing cheating was a priority for instructors and with that came implications for
equity. Preventing cheating was one of the most cited concerns in online assessment (Haider et
al., 2022; Montenegro-Rueda et al., 2021; Senel & Senel, 2021). Instructors perceived
challenges with online assessment and worried about their impact on the validity and reliability
of the results (Al-Magbali & Raja Hussain, 2022), which impacted their choice of assessment.
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The significant role that academic integrity played during the pandemic proves that it should be
an important topic when supporting instructors.

Fifth, instructors had training needs in how to conduct assessment online. Instructors would
benefit from training on the different aspects of online assessments (Almossa, 2021; Garcia-
Pefalvo et al., 2021; Guangul et al., 2020; Sharadgah & Sa’di, 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021;
Chen et al., 2022). In addition, Sasere and Makhasane (2020) and Garcia-Pefalvo et al. (2020)
highlighted the importance of departmental support in assessment practices. Finally, Almossa
and Alzahrani (2022) concluded that assessment training should take multiple forms such as
new books in libraries, synchronous and asynchronous courses, live webinars, short and long
courses, and one-on-one support.

Theorizing our course design

Informed by our understanding of faculty mindsets as outlined above, our course design sought
to prioritize opportunities for reflection, application, and the co-construction of knowledge
amongst a peer group of educators. To achieve this, we adopted the structure of Action
Learning Sets (McGill & Brockbank, 2004), which organizes participants into “sets”, or groups of
four to five members. Sets meet repeatedly over a determined period and participants commit to
making self-directed individual progress from meeting to meeting. This practice fundamentally
involves communicating concerns, collaborative problem solving, and engaging in deep
reflection (Flett & Tyler, 2018). It allowed each patrticipant to remain centered in their own
teaching contexts and to foreground their own priorities while also fostering an environment in
which course learning is re- and co-constructed by course participants as experts in their own
situated and disciplinary practices (Ajoku 2015; Scott et al. 2021).

As we were creating an online course, our design process was also informed by online learning
theory. In particular, the Community of Inquiry (Col) model, which emphasizes the importance of
social, cognitive, and teaching presences in online learning spaces, shaped our approach to
facilitation (Garrison, 2011). Synchronous sessions were places not only for explicating course
content but also for critical reflection and critical discourse, in concert with the Action Learning
Set structure (Garrison et al.,1999). The course formed a short-term community of inquiry
focused on critical discussions about equity in assessment (Anderson, 2017). This eLearning
framework is supplemented by research into building networks and microcultures in faculty
development within higher education. In addition to communities of inquiries, significant
conversations, and significant networks (Roxa & Martensson, 2009) play an important aspect in
successful educator development. The network thus built during the course, which we see as a
microculture site for equity-informed assessment practice (Martensson et al., 2014), intersects
with other pathways and inter-related faculty development initiatives across the institution and
lays the groundworks for ongoing communities and conversations about equity in assessment
beyond the scope of our course (Roxa et al., 2011).

Finally, participants produced knowledge through the application of course learning in their own
educational contexts. According to Guskey (2000), a change in the beliefs is not always directly
manifested in practice. Similarly, Guskey (2002) suggests that trust in a new practice needs to

be built by trying new techniques in small steps. Participant action plans encouraged instructors
to translate their beliefs into practice. The Action Learning Sets supported by the Col model and
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our emphasis on emergent networks ensured that participants also had the opportunity to
discuss, customize, and modify their action plans over the span of the course. As the course
concluded, we felt compelled to connect directly with participants to gain a deeper
understanding of the complexities involved in supporting equitable assessment. This research
project seeks to illuminate the perspectives of the participants of our course, which we describe
in further detail in the next section.

Research methodology

We engaged in non-probability purposive sampling wherein participants were selected directly
from our Equity in Assessment course. Our procedure for participant recruitment entailed
sending an email to all participants of our course detailing the study and inviting them to
participate in their choice of either a focus group interview or an individual interview. Out of
seventeen contacted potential participants, six individuals responded, each selecting to
participate in an individual interview. Since individual interviews enable individuals to share their
thoughts freely with the researcher in the absence of others, providing participants with spaces
to engage this way is especially salient for individuals who may be apprehensive when
disclosing personal perspectives (Roulston, 2011). This is particularly critical to ensure as
sensitive issues may arise when dealing with the topic of equity.

In relation to our research question (“how has our course on equity and assessment influenced
participants’ understandings, perspectives, and praxis regarding this topic?”), we developed a
semi-structured interview guide to both structure our questions to address our research
guestion, yet to also allow us to have flexibility to probe and collect information organically. Our
objective was to understand how our course influenced our participants’ understandings,
perspectives, and praxis, related to equity in assessment. This requires not only an
understanding of their current and future plans for practice, but also the former knowledge and
practice prior to taking our course. Our interview guide (Appendix B) contains questions that
evoke perspectives and understandings on participants’ conceptions, experiences, and praxis of
equity and assessment both prior to and after taking our course, and also seeks to understand
our participants’ perceived areas of strength and growth in relation to the topic. We also take a
strengths-based approach to our interview guide and ask participants to share strategies they
may already have mastered that may advance equity in assessment and ask for insights into
aspects that might have been missing from our course. We conclude our interview guide by
asking participants to share any remaining inquiries they may have, to help us identify our next
steps forward.

The individual interviews were semi-structured and were conducted virtually through Zoom by
one researcher which helped to ensure consistency in the execution of the interview. We
elected to conduct interviews over Zoom as this allowed us to ensure better accessibility and
equity for our participants in that they did not have to physically meet with us at an in-person
location and could participate from a location that was most accessible to them. Participants
were also welcomed to turn off their video, access the live captioning, and utilize the chat to
communicate. We had also originally selected Zoom as our platform to enhance the anonymity
of focus group participants as they were welcome to turn off their video and use pseudonyms;
however, as all participants were interested in individual interviews only, we did not conduct any
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focus group interviews. The duration of the individual interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes,
and they were audio recorded to aid with the transcription and data analysis process.

Since the interviews were conducted over Zoom, a transcript was able to be generated and
manual transcription was not needed. All three researchers analyzed the data through the
process of thematic analysis and met weekly to discuss the findings. Thematic analysis is an
efficient and flexible analytical technique which enables researchers to generate common
themes across a qualitative data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Through our thematic analysis we
were able to identify meaningful and common themes in our data set as they pertained to the
research questions and scope of the study. Data were systematically and thematically analyzed
in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six stages of conducting thematic analyses as follows: 1)
acquiring familiarity with the data prior to analyzing, 2) developing preliminary codes by
reviewing the transcriptions, 3) establishing common themes, 4) assessing themes, 5)
categorizing and operationalizing themes, and 6) writing up the results.

First, we each listened to the interview recordings and reviewed the interview transcripts while
concurrently making notes to familiarize ourselves with the details of the interview
conversations. Following this, we categorized our notes using keywords and common terms as
indicators for prospective codes. For example: terms and concepts surrounding ideas of
adaptability, improvisation, and variability were categorized together; notions of appropriate
assessment standards, student workloads, and learning outcomes were categorized together;
and mentions of exhaustion, instructor needs, and the need for support were categorized
together. We then each manually coded the transcripts for common and recursive themes and
met to discuss overlaps and anomalies amongst and between our codes. We concluded our
analysis once we achieved thematic saturation, or in other words, once no new themes or codes
were able to be gathered from our data (Guest et al., 2006), which resulted in our three themes:
flexibility, rigor, and wellness. Finally, we evaluated and refined our established themes
ensuring that all data subsumed within each theme were appropriately categorized. In this
paper, all participant names have been replaced by pseudonyms to fully ensure anonymity. Our
research project has received ethics approval from the York University Office of Research
Ethics (Certificate number: 2022-005).

Results and discussion

We found three main emergent themes in our data analysis: flexibility, academic rigor, and
wellness. These themes speak directly to our research question as the themes of flexibility and
academic rigor pertain to participants’ ever-evolving understandings and perspectives on equity
and assessment, while the theme of wellness speaks directly to their praxis of supporting equity
and assessment from a subjective standpoint. In our findings, we also found evidence of Kolb’s
learning cycle in participant experiences and application of learning about equitable assessment
as we conducted our data analysis (Kolb, 2015). Here we provide a description of each theme
with examples from participants and further discussion in relation to relevant scholarship.

Flexibility
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We found that the educators participating in our study have multiple approaches and
understandings of equity, both as it applies specifically to assessment and more broadly within
teaching and learning. However, one common or unifying feature of educator conceptualizations
of equity in assessment centers on the need for flexibility, whether in instructor policies and
procedures, in assessment design and delivery, or in connecting and communicating with
students. In this section we discuss how our participants understood equity before, during, and
after the course, and the reasons that led them to reflect on and prioritize learning more about
equity in assessment. Finally, we will present related concerns that instructors mentioned which
were not anticipated in our initial course design.

Becoming aware of (in)equity in assessment

Participants arrived in our course with varying levels of equity practice in their assessments,
having developed awareness of students’ needs at various stages of their career. For some
participants, awareness about the variety of students' needs existed well before the course and
even before the pandemic. For example, Qin explained that they were aware of those inequities
during their studies and before they started their teaching position. They shared a strengths-
based approach to equity similar to that presented by Celed6n-Pattichis et al., (2018). Qin
argued that students coming from different backgrounds have strengths that educators need to
focus on instead of seeing this diversity as weakness. For Qin, as with several other of our
participants, the need for equitable assessment is driven by an awareness of inequity. Their
awareness of linguistic and socio-economic inequities in the different countries where they had
previously taught shaped their perspective as an educator.

For Taylor, the awareness of the academic needs of students developed with the multiple
iterations of a particular course they teach, which they came to see as a service course, filling
the needs of students majoring in other disciplines, over time. Taylor developed the
understanding that equity means recognizing not all students have the background knowledge
to easily succeed in their course. For some of our other participants, it was not clear when their
awareness had developed, or it had begun to emerge during our course. These varying levels of
awareness about equity in assessment implies that there is a need to provide more learning
opportunities about equitable assessment practice to educators in higher education. While we
found that some patrticipants, like Morgan and Taylor, were aware of systemic issues related to
equity and their impact on student success and assessment design, we found less awareness
of other aspects of equitable assessment, such as environmental microaggressions (Sue et al.,
2007) in assessment (Henning et al., 2022).

Differing and evolving approaches to flexibility as an equity principle

When asked about pre-course understandings of equity, participants identified a variety of
conceptualizations as to the meaning of equity in assessment, as mentioned. Offering choice
and flexibility were the most prevalent understanding amongst our participants. For example,
Olayemi observed that for them, equity in assessment meant,

...understanding that students are approaching our courses in a variety of different
contexts: personal contexts; academic contexts; accessibility contexts. | think equity in
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assessment is implementing strategies that will be able to actually assess their
acquisition of the knowledge or progress through the course in a way that acknowledges
those different positionalities and maybe makes space for flexibility and so on —to
ensure that each student can strive, regardless of their circumstances.

In addition, identifying and supporting student needs and emphasizing strengths were often
mentioned as key to pre-course understandings of equitable assessment practice. Desi, in
discussing their prior experiences in adapting existing assessment to enhance equity, reported
that,

It can start even with content and giving choices for students who come at the curriculum
very differently. And | do think that's equity in assessment, because... what | am asking
one group of students to do versus another can be purposeful and mindful about
addressing the needs of a particular cohort.

Both approaches to supporting equity were also reinforced in participants as good practice
during and after the course, while simultaneously, for some instructors, equity and flexibility
moved away from being near equivalencies before taking the course and towards a more
nuanced and distinct understanding of each concept.

For many, the scope of flexibility as an equity practice was considerably expanded by the
course. By participating in inter-disciplinary conversations in the Action Learning Sets over the
span of the course, educators became aware of a more expansive landscape of options for
introducing flexibility as an equity-oriented practice. Olayemi, a language educator, reflected
that “the course... showed me that this [increased assessment flexibility] is definitely possible
because of the work of colleagues from all different disciplines, including [disciplines] as diverse
as engineering.” Similarly, Taylor found that both teaching during the pandemic and engaging in
the course encouraged them to think more about individual students rather than the classroom
as a whole when it came to equitable and flexible assessment, saying that “sometimes we
forget that our students come from different backgrounds.” Further, participants indicated that
their understanding of equity in assessment was broadened to include equitable feedback as
well, echoing research into the importance of providing each student with feedback that is
appropriate to them individually (Knight & Yorke, 2003). They indicated that the course
emphasized the process of ensuring equitable assessment and validated existing ideas and
practices. They emerged with tangible techniques applicable to their classrooms. For example,
Noor said: “there exist actual theories about that, and | was re-inventing the wheel.”

Unanticipated educator concerns

Our data analysis revealed several further aspects and applications of flexibility as a principle of
equitable assessment that we had not fully anticipated in our course design. These concerns
were raised by our participants during the course itself, through discussion in the Action
Learning Sets, as well as in our subsequent interviews. There are three main sub-themes: large
class contexts, institutional support, and high-performing students.

Some participants had concerns about large class sizes and the potential workload that comes
when implementing an equitable approach to assessment. The desire to ground equitable
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assessment practice in personal and connected relationships with students comprised part of
this struggle. Morgan stated, “as classes become bigger that sort of intimacy or connection with
the students becomes much more challenging but also, you must get through the course and
the time is limited.” This is corroborated by multiple studies on the obstacles of implementing
innovative techniques in large classrooms due to grading and feedback requirements (Liu & Xu,
2017). Hornsby and Osman (2014) argue that many educators who win teaching awards taught
large classrooms and conclude that professional development focusing on instructor agency
and providing support for techniques that facilitate the implementation of innovative assessment
in large classrooms is needed.

Participants also raised related concerns around perceived lack of institutional support for
equitable assessment practices. These systemic issues were expressed by Qin, who argued
that equity in assessment should start at the institutional level and even beyond assessment
itself. The absence of a larger culture of flexibility around equitable assessment meant that
some participants felt that their individual efforts would not make a difference if the systemic
issues related to equity are not addressed.

Finally, participants expressed concern for ensuring that equitable assessment practices be
inclusive of those students who achieve the course objectives faster or more readily, and who
may benefit from further challenges. Similar concerns are reflected in research by Varsavsky
and Rayner, who investigate the use of differentiated assessment to provide challenging
experiences to overachievers (2013). McBride (2004) also explores the issue of overachievers
and argues that a one-size-fits-all approach does not work for all students. Participants’ concern
with ensuring that flexibility did not inadvertently exclude high-performing students connects to
our second major theme, academic rigor.

Academic rigor

Initially, course participants had a traditional understanding of academic rigor as outlined above:
comprising expectations around the ability of students to take on a heavy course workload, to
perform academic engagement and achievement in particular codified ways, and to uphold
received disciplinary “givens”. This conception of rigor elicited concern about the impact of
equity-related assessment practices on course quality or standards. Some participants had
guestions and reflections about rigor but were still developing the confidence and theoretical
knowledge to re-frame the concept. Desi, for example, said,

I've realized for myself - and this is a hard one for me to let go of - but | realized |
absolutely definitely privilege the ability to write. A student who doesn't write well is
probably a B or C student, which is a really narrow way to think about assessment and
it's probably not equitable.

Others, like Olayemi, voiced their apprehensions about asking colleagues to change
assessment practices: “I think it's where | fear most resistance - that colleagues might say, well
we've watered it down so much we've made it too flexible; it's lost meaning; what are we really
evaluating anymore.” Research suggests that, given the multiplicity of definitions and
stakeholders in conversations about rigor, our participants are not alone in these concerns
(Draeger et al., 2013; Schwegler, 2019, p.8).
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One outcome of our course for many participants was increased confidence and vocabulary
needed to reflect on and talk about rigor. Noor indicated that the course gave them “the
confidence, but also gave me the language that allows me to break [it] down into clear criteria”.
Others were able to reframe their understanding of meaningful academic rigor to connect it with
equitable assessment — for example by learning that rigor means providing clear and
comprehensible assessment items that check student learning, not only challenge it.

Wellness/Self-efficacy

Wellness and self-efficacy were a third recurrent theme in our conversations with educators.
They spoke about their own (and colleagues’) ability to commit to the ongoing work required to
develop, implement, and maintain equitable assessments. This was framed both in terms of
workload impacting instructor wellness as well as in terms of perceived or real ability to effect
change given institutional or disciplinary barriers.

Desi spoke about some of the challenges inherent in balancing educator wellness with student
needs:

The more choice we give the more work it is for us, right, and so you have people with
good intentions, wanting to offer those flexible options—you can do an essay, or you can
do an oral presentation—but you have to be able then to assess multiple versions of
something which is going to require more work hours. So, | think just practically speaking
that's actually one of the obstacles to equity and assessment. It needs to involve
flexibility and choice, but most [instructors] are stretched pretty thin so if there's just one
version of something required of all students it's a lot easier to implement. But then...
you know, are you being equitable? Probably not.

Furthermore, they expressed concerns about their ability to balance course-wide equitable
assessment practices against the needs of individual students, both in terms of their own
wellness and what might be possible given institutional restrictions. Regarding offering more
tailored assessment options to individual students and the associated workload, Desi observes,
“l can't reasonably address all of their concerns or... it's not that | can’t address them, | can't
track where everybody's at, right, so I'm most confident with implementing something course
wide.” Desi further reflected that, “our overall institutional work conditions mitigate against being
able to really robustly offer equitable assessment practices.” There was also awareness of how
equitable assessment practices could well be overtaxing to some colleagues, as Olayemi
stated, “Contract faculty [are] not paid for teacher training and that kind of thing, so even the
many of them who may have interest [are] already so overburdened with their courses.”

Assessment culture was an additional stressing factor (Jankowski, 2017). Colleague
disagreements and departmental and disciplinary expectations about assessment played a role
in faculty wellness. For example, Taylor indicated that they needed to learn their role and how
much leniency they had within the role. Participants felt that administrative constraints imposed
by the university or department were not always aligned with equitable assessment. Desi spoke
about the restrictions imposed on changes to assessment by course-, program-, and degree-
level learning outcomes: “There are metrics we can't excuse ourselves from, so that's just that
the caveat - that it exists within this larger context.”

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol20/iss5/13
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Compassion fatigue, a term borrowed from domains such as nursing and social work, has been
adopted in higher education teaching and learning to articulate growing awareness of the “cost”
of caring (Figley, 1995). Emotional exhaustion, disconnection, a reduced capacity for empathy,
and depersonalization are all potential risks associated with compassion fatigue (Raimondi,
2019; Stoves, 2014). Our findings suggest some of our participants are at risk of experiencing
compassion fatigue, particularly in the context of an ongoing pandemic and associated
increased awareness of equity needs in higher education. Participants explained that
considering equity needs in assessment for all students takes a toll: “But | must add it's become
mentally exhausting” (Morgan).

As noted, these themes directly coincide with our research question as participants shared their
evolving understandings of equity and assessment, the insights they gathered throughout the
course, queries they continue to traverse, and challenges that they continue to grapple with on a
personal level as they continue to engage with this work.

Kolb’s learning cycle

In addition to the above mentioned three themes, our analysis encouraged us to situate both our
course and participants’ experiences in Kolb’s learning cycle (Kolb, 2015). Overall, we observed
that our course was effectively designed to support educators in the middle stages of Kolb’s
cycle—reflective observation and abstract conceptualization—providing a useful bridge between
initial concrete experiences (stage one) and subsequent active experimentation (stage four) in
their equitable assessment practices.

All our participants had existing concrete experience with assessing students in higher
education contexts. They chose to take our course as a result of experiences that had often
nudged them towards equitable assessment largely by chance. For example, Desi described
being called for jury duty, which necessitated that their teaching assistant take over teaching the
course for several weeks. Students appreciated the multiple expert perspectives on course
content, and Desi came to realize that “collaboration is better”. At the same time, participants
were often not sure how to take appropriate next steps based on their concrete experiences and
arrived in our course looking for ways to translate their prior experience and preliminary
reflections into more deeply informed equitable assessment practices. As Desi said of
collaboration, “but did | implement that in my courses afterwards? No.”

Reflective observation and abstract conceptualization were both important activities for
participants in our course, and they were often intertwined with one another, and connected with
pre- and post-course elements of Kolb’s cycle. Reflective observation in particular had begun,
for many, before they reached the point of joining our course. For some, initial reflections had
been spurred by the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, while others had been reflecting
on equitable assessment over a longer timeframe. Multiple triggers initiated this reflection,
ranging from student diversity, to struggles with course material, to educator frustration with
institutional or disciplinary practice. For many, our course content provided an additional trigger
to reflective observation, as in the case of Olayemi, who mentioned that during our course they
began to feel that their particular assessment practices were not fair to students.
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Our participants’ reflections were typically characterized by the identification of a gap in their
knowledge of what was possible in an ideal world, what was acceptable to themselves or others
in maintaining course rigor or standards, and what was expected by their departments and
Faculties. This gap was commonly exacerbated by the absence of a community of colleagues
willing to engage in reflective discussion and practice around equitable assessment.
Participants expressed that our emphasis on peer discussion through the Action Learning Sets
helped them extend the scope of their observations and begin the process of abstract
conceptualization. Olayemi, for example, discussed how talking with their Action Learning Set
group about applying equitable assessment strategies in a wide range of disciplinary contexts
and course settings gave them “the confidence that this can be done and the tools to start to
figure out how to take the theory and apply it to my discipline.”

As implied in Olayemi’s statement, participants found that our course provided a fruitful
environment for engaging not only with abstract conceptualization (taking peer learning from
one discipline and abstracting it for another) but also with looking forward to active
experimentation (applying new tools and theories in practice). This is reinforced by research on
teacher professional development, which suggests that change in classroom practice and in
pedagogical beliefs is a challenging process for educators, and new pedagogical learnings are
inextricably bound together with evidence of success in teaching practices (Guskey, 2002).
Participants indicated that they found three course elements especially relevant in assisting both
abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. First, participants appreciated feedback
from colleagues. This finding is not surprising as learning communities are proven to support
educators when using innovation (Furco & Moely, 2012). Second, participants indicated that
having the option of discussing their own contexts was useful. This is corroborated by Lucey,
Hauer, Boatright, and Fernandez (2020) who describe the problem of equity in assessment as a
wicked problem demanding consideration of contextual equity. Finally, participants appreciated
learning about small, concrete strategies and actionable steps and examples to apply, whether
they heard them from us as course instructors or from the lived classroom experience of their
colleagues. The need for a clear connection between a grand vision or overarching theory, such
as those that support equitable assessment, and viable incremental change, is well-established
in existing research (Guskey, 2000).

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol20/iss5/13
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Implications and Recommendations

The implications of the findings of this project are important for educational developers,
institutional leadership, and researchers. For educational developers, our findings have
implications for faculty development offered by centers of teaching and learning. First, the
concept of flexibility is a valuable entry point for deeper discussions of equitable assessment
practices. Most instructors already offer some flexibility, even if in relatively small ways, and
using this as a starting place from which to expand and deepen understanding of the meaning
and power of flexibility as a powerful equity-oriented practice in assessment builds on existing
expertise and teaching identities. Indeed, framing conversations on equity in assessment from a
strengths-based position which highlight the equitable practices faculty are already engaged in
can create a supportive environment, and one which enables reflections to begin on a note of
competency and self-efficacy. This further underscores the need to provide opportunities for
creating a community around assessment and providing space for instructors to discuss the
practices they are already engaged in, practices they are eager to explore, and challenges they
experience.

On a similar note, by providing this type of space to participants in our project, our research also
indicates that more opportunities for instructors to discuss and reframe rigor are needed, as this
was a major theme to arise out of our conversations. This need should be accompanied by
learning opportunities and learning communities. As revealed in our research, teaching and
learning centers need to consider spaces where conversations about academic rigor take place.
From an equity perspective, perhaps this entails rethinking understandings of ‘rigor’ in
assessment and considering the ways in which traditional conceptualizations of rigor often serve
to preserve inequitable systemic dynamics in education and further serve to reify the status quo.
The notion of rigor is highly interrelated with equity and assessment as it is a concept through
which systems of oppression and privilege in assessment practices become further
pronounced.

Following the theme of rigor, is the theme of wellness. Equitable assessment cannot be
separated from educator wellness and self-efficacy, and these challenges should be taken
seriously given the impact of assessment on students' futures (Jones et al., 2021). Recent
research on faculty wellness shows that teaching responsibilities play a role in faculty wellness
second only to research responsibilities, though the specific impact of assessment on instructor
wellbeing was not studied (Brandon & Brckalorenz, 2021). As the demands on faculty members
increase and given the important role that faculty play in student learning, faculty wellness
becomes an essential foundation to students' success. Our findings indicate that faculty
wellness is impacted by assessment beliefs and approaches, as well as by institutional and
disciplinary approaches to assessment. More research is needed to explore how assessment
design impacts faculty wellness and how institutions can support faculty in their pursuit of
equitable assessments.

These implications elicit dynamics at both the micro and macro level. At the individual (micro)
level, we must consider the challenges and emotional investment that are required for
instructors to engage in equitable assessment practices. Equitable assessment often demands
that instructors go above and beyond as they attempt to develop a system within a system that

15



Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, Vol. 20 [2023], Iss. 5, Art. 13

is at times incompatible with equitable teaching and learning. As such, instructors often invest
more time and resources into their teaching, which can affect them personally. Indeed, without
adequate institutional support, the onus falls upon instructors to take on most of this labor,
which can pose equity-related challenges to them. Operating within a system that works against
equitable practice and supports the status quo can make it increasingly difficult to support
equitable assessment and pedagogy. As Qin notes, if an instructor struggles to teach equitably,
their students will struggle to learn equitably; one’s access to teaching equitably affects
students’ access to learn equitably. This suggests implications at the institutional leadership
(macro) level as institutional approaches to assessment, and equity in assessment more
broadly, need to be reconceptualized and offer much more support to instructors on a macro
level.

Conclusion

Assessment is powerful: it allows us to understand and measure student learning, to gather
information that can inform and reshape our teaching, and to assist students in becoming self-
aware and life-long learners. Now, more than ever, assessment also needs to support diversity,
equity, and inclusion for the changing student population.

This project highlights the need to sustainably support equity and assessment; this means doing
more than simply adding options for students but also supporting instructors, creating an
institutional culture that prioritizes equity by reframing how we ‘do’ assessment, and by reaching
out to students to co-collaborators in this process. Equity in assessment requires a holistic
approach in order to be sustainable and to ensure that equity is also accessible for those doing
the work.

Our research also demonstrated that there is a need for more research to explore a framework
for instructor wellness that includes the intersection of wellness and assessment. The Action
Learning Set model that we used in our course provided a space for faculty to come together,
reflect, problem solve, and share challenges, questions, and experiences together, while the
participant-focused approach we took to our research enabled instructor perspectives to be
underscored. Yet, while these conversations were fruitful, they only cursorily addressed or
touched upon the issue of instructor wellness in equity work. Given what participants have
shared with us both in the course and in our research, we highly encourage a similar approach
of inquiry to be applied to address the topic of wellness writ large. Moreover, our research
fundamentally underscores the need to investigate student perspectives of equity and
assessment to explore student experiences on the topic, to better understand students’ needs,
and to investigate how the practices of their instructors have helped or hindered their learning
from an equity lens.

The pandemic encouraged people to show empathy toward each other which has also been
reflected in higher education. Instructors developed more empathy for their individual students
as they became aware of the inequities and the needs of each student, and this. We want to
end this paper by asking ourselves and asking fellow higher education colleagues: how do we
maintain this empathy post-pandemic? How do we sustain faculty in the often-taxing work of
demonstrating their empathy through equitable assessment practices when the crisis abates?
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Appendices

Appendix A: Pseudonym List

Participant Pseudonym Discipline

1 Qin Social Sciences
2 Morgan STEM

3 Taylor STEM

4 Olayemi Humanities

5 Desi Social Sciences
6 Noor Humanities

Appendix B: Interview Guide

Interview and Focus Group Semi-Structured Interview Guide

What does equity in assessment mean to you?

What is your experience with equity and assessment, broadly speaking?

What was your objective in taking our course on Equity in Assessment?

What was your approach to equity in assessment prior to taking our course?
How did our course broadly inform your understanding of equity in assessment?
How did our course broadly inform your practice of equity in assessment?

N o or wN e

. What specific strategies (if any) have you learned from our course regarding equity in
assessment?

8. What specific strategies from our course (if any) have you implemented in your own practice
to ensure equity in assessment?

9. What strategies (re equity and assessment) do you feel most confident implementing in your
own practice?

10. What strategies (re equity and assessment) do you feel least confident implementing in your
own practice (if any)?
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11. Are there any equity-informed strategies of your own that you implement in your
assessment design that were not discussed in our course?

12. What is something you would have liked to see covered in our course that was not
addressed?

13. What do you think are some challenges or broader issues concerning equity in
assessment?

14. What questions remain for you regarding equity in assessment?
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