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Abstract: It is no secret that grading feedback is a powerful influence on
how well and whether one learns (Hattie, 2012). However, the topic of
equity and grading feedback is less often discussed. Issues of bias
persistently arise when evaluating grading feedback. Instructors often
bring biases, some unconscious, some conscious, to the grading process.
Bias can result from a variety of factors, including prior knowledge of
student grades and scores, race, class, ethnicity, gender, and other factors
(Malouff et al., 2014). This presentation seeks to raise awareness and
infuse a more intentional reflection on bias, equity, and inclusion into the
online feedback process. Original checklists are shared as tools to promote
more reflection and inclusivity in the online grading feedback process.

Introduction

Grading feedback, in both face to face and online teaching environments, has been
simultaneously characterized as one of the most important but most challenging aspects
of teaching, learning, and education (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Hattie, 2012; Nilson, 2015;
Tierney, 2013). Literature documents a variety of complex and multi-faceted challenges,
including time, stress, variability, and ambiguity as ever present in grading and feedback
contexts. (Hattie & Clarke, 2019; Tierney, 2013). There are questions of equity and bias
in grading, as well (Schinske & Tanner, 2014; van Ewijk, 2011). By way of example,
research has consistently found that grading practices vary greatly across and within
schools and programs (Feldman, 2018; Kohn, 1999). Perceptions of feedback are also
fraught with stress, negative feelings, and variability. For example, Guskey (2006)
explored educators' recollections of their own student experiences with grading. Data
collected through questionnaires revealed that nearly 70% of all educators recollected
negative experiences in college level courses (Guskey, 2006). Further, in a significant
majority of studied cases, recollections conveyed perceptions “of unfair treatment or
personal bias on the part of their professors or instructors” (p. 1).

Research has also identified grading as a subjective and inconsistent evaluation process,
where an individual student can, and often does, receive dramatically different grades and
feedback for the same work, depending upon the time and place of grading and the
identity of the grader (Schinske & Tanner, 2014, p. 163; van Ewijk, 2011). Tierney
(2013) writes that “[a]n essay that earns a B+ at one moment might earn a B- the next
day. It shouldn’t be that way, but any honest teacher will admit it’s true” (p. 2).
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Challenges in grading reliability present, as well (Meadows and Billington, 2005;
Schinske & Tanner, 2014). In a study where 53 professionals were asked to grade 300
freshman essays using a 1-9 scale, not a single essay received fewer than five different
grades (Diederich, 1974; Joyce & Joyce, 2017). Further, as researchers for The
Academic Senate for California Community Colleges acknowledge, everyone suffers
stress and additional tension when an instructor, department, or institution develops a
reputation for either less or ore rigor in grading than another (Walton et. al, 2008).

The variety of factors impacting the consistency and reliability of grading are broad and
far-reaching. Traits and author characteristics such as penmanship (Bull & Stevens,
1979), sex (Spear, 1984), ethnicity (Fajardo, 1985), likeability (Cardy & Dobbins, 1986),
and attractiveness (Bull & Stevens, 1979; Landy & Sigall, 1974) all have the potential to
impact the way an instructor interacts with and scores student work (Schinske & Tanner,
2014). Instructor experience levels (Weigle, 1999) and the order in which student papers
are scored (Farrell & Gilbert, 1960; Spear, 1996) can also impact an instructors’ grading
and feedback process (Schinske & Tanner, 2014). van Ewijk (2011), citing earlier
studies, highlights a range of factors, including group stereotypes, student attractiveness,
and interpersonal relationships, that may influence instructor grading. For example,
studies have also identified variations in scoring and evaluation based on name (first and
surname) (Erwin & Caley, 1984; Lebuda & Karowski, 2013) and accents (Na, 2016).
Research also suggests “that biases in teachers’ grading practices may harm certain
groups of students, depending on their sex, ethnicity, or socio-economic status (Dee,
2004; Dee, 2007; Figlio, 2005; Lavy, 2004; Lindahl, 2007; Ouazad, 2008)” (van Ewijk,
2011, p. 1). Arter & McTighe (2001) highlight related doubts common across teachers
and teaching contexts. For example, teachers are often asked to assess and score criteria
for which they are not comfortable. Further, questions such as “Maybe I’'m not being
consistent between students” and/or “Maybe Mrs. Jones next door wouldn’t agree with
my grades” are common (Arter & McTighe, 2001, p. 9).

Biases associated with grading raise issues of equity, where some students are unfairly
harmed (Malouff et al., 2014). However, an inevitable reality of human instruction is that
even well-intentioned individuals have biases that impact their actions, can promote
discriminatory behaviors, and can hinder the desire to provide feedback in personalized
and equitable ways (Fridell, 2017). As an example, Dee (2004) found that students of
ethnic minorities received lower test scores when their teacher belonged to the ethnic
majority than when their teacher belonged to the students’ ethnic group. While van Ewijk
(2011) noted that Dee’s (2004) research did not determine whether the noted differences
were a result of biased grading and/or some other factors, the irregularity and variability
of grading persists as an ongoing challenge.

Research has also identified situations involving incomplete information, time
constraints, and fatigue as those especially susceptible to implicit bias (Staats, 2016).
Staats (2016) writes that “[g]iven that teachers encounter many, if not all, of these
conditions through the course of a school day, it is unsurprising that implicit biases may
be contributing to teachers' actions and decisions” (p. 30), including grading feedback. As
another example, a 2014 study evaluated how confirmation bias (mental shortcuts that
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support the activity seeking of information that affirms pre-existing beliefs, can
unconsciously impact the evaluation of reviewed work (Reeves, 2014). In this study,
researchers designed a fictitious legal memo that contained almost two dozen intentional
spelling, grammar, analytical and technical writing errors. Identical memos were shared
with law firm partners for evaluation. For memos with an author that was identified as
African American, reviewers found more of the embedded errors and rated the memo as
lower quality than for memos where the author was identified as white (Reeves, 2014).
Although this study focused on the evaluation of a legal memo, “it is not a stretch of the
imagination to consider the activation of this implicit dynamic in grading student essays
or evaluating other forms of subjective student performance” (Staats, 2016, p. 31).
Studies have also uncovered evaluative biases against a wide range of students, including
female students (Spear, 1984), male students (Martin, 1972), black students (Piche’,
Michellin, Rubin, & Sullivan, 1977), and white students (Fajardo, 1985) (Malouff et al.,
2014). Similarly, researchers have identified biases in pre-service teachers and their
evaluation of students with migrant backgrounds (Bonefeld & Dickhé&user, 2018).

While the presence of implicit bias in grading and other contexts is well-documented, less
is known about what steps and strategies can most successfully mitigate such bias.
Research suggests that professional development training can be an effective way to
mitigate implicit bias in a variety of contexts (Chamberlain, 2016; re:Work, n.d.b;
Vianden, 2018; Woolf & Dacre, 2011). Research also suggests online diversity training
has the potential to encourage behavior change (Chang et. al, 2019). Some argue that
“[t]he starting point for any debiasing intervention is implicit bias training” (Race Equity
Project, n.d.). Relatedly, the Implicit Association Test (the “IAT”) is a widely used
resource that is designed to help identify and elicit awareness of implicit biases
(Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, , 2003; Kang, Gray, & Dovidio, 2014; Project Implicit,
2011; Sukhera, Wodzinski, Rehman, & Gonzalez, 2019). For example, in a 2014 study,
Kang, Gray, & Dovidio examined the potential impact of lovingkindness meditation on
improving implicit negative attitudes toward members of culturally stigmatized groups.
Participants completed measures of implicit attitudes toward Blacks and homeless
people, using the AT, at the beginning and end of the study period. The study found that
decreases in implicit bias against stigmatized outgroups were observed only in the
lovingkindness practice condition (Kang, Gray, & Dovidio, 2014).

Although there remains much to learn about utility and impact of different types of
training, most notably in connection with the grading feedback process, we know that in
our diverse classrooms, intentionality and awareness are critical components of anti-bias
in grading work and instruction. In particular, our feedback must acknowledge the
experiences and identities of all persons and students. Awareness is a helpful strategy.
Early Childhood Education Assembly (2020) writes, if we do not “counter anti-Blackness
every single day in classrooms through our attitudes, curriculum, policies, and practices,
we are complicit in perpetuating a racist society” (para. 5). Checklists have proven useful
in a variety of contexts, including medical care, medical education, medicine, hiring and
courts (American Society of Trial Consultants, 2011; Burgess, Van Ryn, Dovidio, &
Saha, 2007; re:Work, n.d.a).
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This remainder of this article presents a collection of anti-bias in grading checklists that
can be used when evaluating student work. The goal of the shared checklists is to raise
awareness, counter bias in grading feedback, and infuse more intentional reflection on
equity and inclusion in the feedback process. Individual faculty might use the sample
checklists for reflection and to identify personal strengths as well as areas with room for
improvement. Reflection might occur at the beginning of any individual grading session
and/or in a regular and sustained fashion. Additionally, organizations might structure
training for faculty in ways that both highlight the challenges of bias and grading and
demonstrate how these resources might be integrated into faculty workflows and practice.
As you review the resources, reflect: Do | do this consistently? How might | do better?
Use one, use them all. Tailor as needed.

Anti-Bias Online Grading Feedback Checklists

Feedback Personalization Checklist
- Do I address students by their preferred names?
- Do I use students’ preferred pronouns?
- Do I sign my comments with my name?
- Have I encouraged questions?
- Have I included my contact information (email, phone, etc.)?
- Do I adopt a professional, respectful tone?
- Do I sound genuine?
- Is my tone supportive?
- Is my tone positive, not punitive, in nature?
- Does my feedback initiate a dialogue between myself and the student/author?

Instructional Presence Checklist

- Have I included scholarly resources to clarify assignment topics and further
student learning?

- Have I modeled proper formatting for any shared resources?

- Do I propose and/or acknowledge opposing arguments in connection with shared
perspectives?

- Do I pose thoughtful questions to promote student reflection and critical thinking?

- Do I use grammatically correct sentences?

- Is my writing clear?

- Do I alert students when grades are posted?

- Do I remind students how to access and review grading feedback?

Intellectual Presence Grading Checklist

- Does my feedback promote ongoing learning and knowledge-building
opportunities for students?

- Do I incorporate open-ended, forward-focused critical thinking questions to
promote ongoing learning?

- Do I include supplemental resources to support further learning for students at all
levels?

- Do I model proper citation format in my own writing?

47



TCC 2021 Conference Papers

Motivational Feedback Checklist

- Have I considered the tone and the phrasing of my feedback?

- Rather than focusing only what students didn’t do, have | provided positive
reinforcement and encouragement for what they did?

- Do I highlight and acknowledge specific points raised in student work?

- Does the language of my feedback demonstrate cultural sensitivity and support
for all students of all backgrounds?

- Is my language and choice of words supportive, rather than accusatory?

- Does my language and choice of words emphasize achievements, rather than only
deficits?

- Have I shared specific recommendations for what students could and/or should do
to improve?

- Does my feedback focus on and emphasize the contents of student work and how
the work-product can be improved going forward?

Inclusiveness Checklist

- Do I avoid an accusatory tone?

- Do I avoid overuse of “you” in my comments?

- Do I encourage questions and reiterate my availability?

- Do I express empathy in my comments?

- Does my feedback vary in style so as to support a variety of learning preferences?

- If I share video feedback, do I include a transcript?

- Are all shared resources accessible?

- Are shared resources authored by a wide range of diverse authors?

- Do recommended follow-up resources include works by authors that reflect the
diversity of my students?

- Does my grading feedback support and consider a variety of diverse perspectives?

- Do I encourage cross student collaboration, reflection, and knowledge building in
my feedback?

Unbiased and Equitable Feedback Checklist
- Have I provided all students consistent feedback?
- Have I reviewed my feedback for logical errors?
- Have I considered alternative perspectives?
- Do I clarify why points are deducted?
- Do I maintain high expectations for all students?
- Do I score work anonymously?
- Do I refer to rubric elements when scoring each student’s work?
- If | offer resubmissions opportunities, do I extend those opportunities to all
students?
- If I permit late submissions, do | permit that for all students?
- Do I approach grading with a positive and open state of mind?
- Do I approach grading in ways that minimize my own fatigue?
- Do I grade in comfortable conditions?
- Do I grade under similar (as similar as possible) conditions for all students?
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Anti-Bias Feedback Checklist

- Do I make consistent efforts to minimize assumptions when grading?

- Do I score work without identifying the student author?

- Do I work to avoid letting my personal values impact my grading?

- Do I review all rubric and assignment elements before grading?

- Do I reflect on all shared comments to eliminate stereotypes?

- Do I attempt to score multiple-question assessments by question (thereby
minimizing the potential for scores on later questions to be influenced by student
performance on an earlier question)?

- Do I pause and consider whether and how my surroundings might positive and/or
negatively impact the objectivity of my feedback?

Online Grading Feedback Process Acronyms

PASTE

Before copying and “PASTE”-ing prewritten comments, ask: Is my feedback: PASTE?
Personalized

Actionable

Specific

Timely

Encouraging

PRIMED

Before finalizing grading, ask: Is my feedback PRIMED?
Positive

Reflective (of student work)

Inclusive

Motivating

Equitable

Differentiated (by student work and student need)

Additional Resources

Implicit Association Test

Community Toolbox, Building Cultural Competence
Race Equity Project, Debiasing Techniques

Before You Make That Big Decision

Rework and Google, Unbiasing Checklists
Document/Collection of Checklists

Promoting Inclusive and Unbiased Grading Feedback

Cultural Sensitivity and Online Discussion Board Rubric Language
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