Are exams inclusive? Understanding the experiences of equity group students in high-stakes timed assessment

Introduction. Exams and other high-stakes timed assessments can act as barriers to success for students in higher education. Australian law requires ‘adjustments’ students with disabilities (SWD). However, there is limited evidence about the efficacy of assessment adjustments, which do not always meet student needs, nor necessarily lead to equitable academic outcomes, particularly if students also have intersecting markers of disadvantage (e.g., are also low socio-economic status (SES),  or from regional, rural, and remote location (RRR).). 

Aims. To understand how membership of intersecting equity groups influences SWD experiences of high-stakes timed assessment practices.

Methods. SWD at two Australian universities were invited to take part in telephone or Zoom interviews. Thematic and narrative analysis of qualitative data was undertaken.

Results. 40 SWD were interviewed, including 21 from RRR locations and 25 from a low SES background. Access requirements spanned learning disabilities, physical disabilities, and mental and physical health conditions. Students reported a range of exam experiences from poor to well-supported in face-to-face and online environments. Staff proactivity around implementing adjustments was valued. Most students perceived that adjustments such as extra time and breaks were recognition of their personal circumstances, and therefore helpful, if not critical to an equitable assessment experience. However, adjustments were not always implemented consistently, and some students perceived them as insufficient. At-home exams (due to COVID-19 restrictions), though less stressful for some, were difficult for others due to internet access, living situations and carer roles. 

Discussion. The diverse cohort in this research had varying exam experiences. In developing equitable assessments, we must consider a range of possibilities to account for diverse student needs and the impact multiple intersecting markers of disadvantage can have on students. Viewing inclusion as an ongoing process enacted by people, rather than an administrative tick-box can also promote equitable assessment experiences.

