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Introduction 
The historical landscape of higher education in the United States has evolved from a 
homogenous demographic to a more diverse composition, owing to changes in public policy 
and the growing diversity of the population (Bok, 2013; Jensen et al., 2021). Despite 
improvements in access to higher education, disparities persist in student success outcomes, 
prompting calls for increased emphasis on diversity, inclusion, and equity (DEI) initiatives in 
higher education (de Brey et al., 2019). This concept has been reinforced by prior studies that 
underscore the relationship between DEI-informed practices and increased representation, 
achievement, and sense of belonging (Anderson, 2017; Bradley, 2019; Padgett & Reid, 2002; 
White et al., 2013). Historically, student learning assessment was built with inherent biases, 
rooted in oppression that intentionally and unintentionally privileged certain demographics 
(Milligan et al., 2021). However, scholars have provided ample recommendations for addressing 
DEI in student learning assessment, and yet gaps remain in addressing equity in outcomes 
assessment. 
 
In terms of student learning outcomes, DEI concepts may be written directly into learning goals, 
when appropriate (Lybeck et al., 2021). However, scholars have outlined broader ways of 
thinking about DEI in learning outcomes, such as the extent to which learning outcome 
statements and assessment practices are free from bias and inequities (Buzzetto-Hollywood, 
2023; Lambert et al., 2022; Maher, 2004; McArthur, 2017; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017) and 
whether outcomes are student-centered, culturally appropriate, and inclusive (de St Jorre & 
Boud, 2022; Hansen & Renguette, 2023; Levy & Heiser, 2018; McArthur, 2017; Montenegro & 
Jankowski, 2017; Nieminen, 2022; Rodriguez & Raby, 2019; Williams, 2023). What is unknown is 
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the exact extent to which learning outcomes are free from bias, student-centered, culturally 
appropriate, and support learning. For assessment practices, scholars have described common 
approaches that either contribute to marginalization or promote inclusion (Ford & Helms, 2012; 
Nieminen, 2022). Specifically, scholars have called for disaggregation of student data 
(Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017), obtaining student feedback on assessment measures (Hobbs 
& Robinson, 2022; Singer-Freeman et al., 2021), moving past biased standardized exams (Hobbs 
& Robinson, 2022; Singer-Freeman et al., 2019), and incorporating culturally responsive 
assessments as concrete ways to address inequities (Bullen & Flavell, 2022; Hundley, 2022; 
Lundquist & Henning, 2020; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017; Nieminen, 2022). However, while 
the literature offers strong guidance, no literature could be found that addressed the extent to 
which DEI issues are addressed and best practices identified in the literature are implemented. 
 
When it comes to the interpretations of assessment data, scholars have documented problems 
with deficit mindsets which describe students as the problem (Davis & Museus, 2019; Ladson-
Billings, 2006; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2020; O’Shea et al., 2016), and have called instead for 
discussions to be centered on the activities at the institution that lead to such outcomes (Davis 
& Museus, 2019). One recent study found five themes, including 1) equity is often excluded 
from assessment, 2) resistance and pushback on equity efforts, 3) deficit thinking, 4) equity 
advocates were dismissed based on power dynamics, and 5) lack of structure for follow-
through (Ziskin & Young, 2023). Another recent study by Heiser et al. (2023) identified seven 
barriers including 1) a lack of knowledge, 2) limited data availability, 3) challenges in prioritizing 
time and resources, 4) reluctance to a culture of assessment, 5) performative DEI 
commitments, 6) political and legislative climate concerns, and 7) fear related to navigating 
self-identity and biases. While these studies reveal key issues, both were qualitative in nature, 
and while Heiser et al. (2023) was a large study, there is a need to collect information from a 
representative national sample of assessment leaders to understand the prevalence and 
severity of the described issues.  
 
Finally, there is a large body of scholarship that describes assessment practices that can be used 
to improve curriculum, teaching, and learning. For example, formative assessments provide 
both instructors and students with information regarding students’ progress towards learning 
outcomes (Morris et al., 2021). Instructors can use formative assessments to provide feedback 
to students while simultaneously obtaining feedback regarding the efficacy of their pedagogical 
approach (Morris et al., 2021). Further, formative assessments can provide faculty with 
guidance on how curriculum should be structured and scaffolded. Thus, formative assessments 
may play a key role in culturally responsive pedagogy by encouraging instructors to constantly 
re-evaluate the structure of their curriculum, as well as their teaching and assessment 
practices, to promote DEI (Hansen & Renguette, 2023; Hutchison & McAlister-Shields, 2020). 
Once again, what is missing from the literature is information about implementation of such 
strategies in practice.  
 
While scholars have addressed how to include DEI in assessment practices, and some initial 
qualitative research has been done regarding practitioner perspectives on including DEI in 
assessment practices (Heiser et al., 2023; Ziskin & Young, 2023), limited knowledge exists 
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regarding whether or not DEI is being included in assessment practices nationwide. In 2023, the 
Department of Education released its Equity Action Plan which seeks to improve student success 
outcomes among underserved students. At the same time, there exists a growing number of state bans 
on DEI initiatives in higher education. Given the importance of DEI in assessment practices towards 
addressing inequities in student success outcomes, a survey of current assessment practices in relation 
to DEI may prove valuable considering potentially conflicting legislation and recommendations in effect. 
Thus, the purpose of this study is to explore perceptions of whether DEI is being addressed in 
assessment practices within public institutions of higher education. The research questions guiding this 
study include:  
 

1.  What is the perceived importance of DEI among assessment professionals and their 
respective institutions? 

2. To what extent do assessment professionals perceive assessment processes at their 
institution to be reflective of DEI best practices? 

 
In this study, DEI best practices include those recommendations from the literature review in 
this study and the literature review study prepared by Long et al. (2024). Three categories will 
be explored, including learning outcomes, assessment methods, and assessment data 
discussion/ action planning. Specifically, the following concept will be explored for each area: 

1. Learning outcomes - Free from bias, student-centered, culturally relevant, and 
inclusive 

2. Assessment methods - assessment data disaggregated, shared, interpreted with/out 
deficit thinking, and used to improve equity in teaching and learning 

3. Assessment decision making - faculty in positions of power dismissing input from 
marginalized faculty and assessment staff; student voices included 

Methods 
This research employed a descriptive research design, utilizing a quantitative web survey to 
investigate the perspectives of assessment office leaders in higher education regarding 
diversity, inclusion, and equity in student learning assessment. A descriptive design was ideal 
for this study because there is limited research on institutional perceptions of DEI in 
assessment. This study sought to apply what was known from the literature to examine trends 
and perceptions in the field for various aspects of DEI in assessment.  
 
Participants and Sampling 
Assessment activities in higher education are often overseen by an office of assessment (Singer-
Freeman et al., 2021). These offices are tasked with demonstrating the use of assessment in 
determining opportunities for curricular and pedagogical improvement and change. For 
example, often these offices are tasked with analyzing assessment data and revealing learn 
deficits by student type, course, or program, and then working with faculty to develop plans to 
improve curriculum or pedagogy using the results provided. While faculty may participate in 
assessment at the course or program level, staff in assessment offices are likely to have a broad 
knowledge of the assessment activities at an institutional level and provide support or 
leadership in assessment processes at their institution. This places assessment staff in the best 
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position to speak about trends in DEI in assessment for an institution. However, it must also be 
acknowledged that advocacy by these staff members, independent of faculty support or 
appetite to improve equity in assessment, may be ineffective. Addressing inequities in 
assessment and developing culturally responsive teaching and assessment practices requires 
buy-in from the entire organization and dedication of the faculty body.  
 
The participants in this study were selected from a list of 1,760 higher education institutions 
from IPEDS, including those coded as “at least 2 but less than 4 years”, “or four or more years,” 
and those with control status of “public.” Only public institutions were included due to their 
reliance on federal and state funding, as well as the impact of federal and state legislation on 
DEI initiatives. In contrast, private institutions are less reliant on federal and state funding, thus 
making them less sensitive to state and federal legislation regarding DEI initiatives.   
 
Using a Google search of publicly available email addresses, each institution name and the 
phrase “institutional effectiveness director” was found to be the most effective approach for 
identifying staff (Google treated “institutional research” as a synonym). Titles that focused on 
“assessment” appeared to be rare, but the Association of Institutional Research (2021) national 
survey of institutional research offices reported that assessment is one of the common 
responsibilities of these types of offices. Additionally, two insiders who have worked in 
assessment offices confirmed that searching for institutional effectiveness would be a good 
approach for reaching assessment staff. The email address for the apparent leader (i.e., the 
highest job title) was selected in all cases, except when an assessment specific leadership 
position also existed. In some cases, the only email available was generic emails to the office, 
and these were selected. 
 
Instrument 
The survey instrument was created by the authors of this study who have several years' 
experience overseeing assessment offices in two-year or four-year institutions, which ensures 
face validity via expert review.  Additionally, to ensure face validity, two staff in assessment 
offices reviewed the instrument and recommended revisions. The final instrument consisted of 
26 questions using Likert scale measures primarily to understand the frequency of certain 
characteristics in various stages of the assessment process. The survey instrument took an 
average of 10 minutes for participants to complete, excluding a few outliers that may have 
simply left the web browser window open after ending participation. An example of a Likert 
scale item used, when asking if learning outcomes are student centered, response options 
ranged from “Mostly student centered” to “rarely student centered. The instrument was 
designed to capture respondent perceptions of DEI efforts in relation to learning outcomes, 
assessment methods, assessment data interpretation, overall perceptions about DEI in 
assessment, involvement of students, and their individual feelings about assessment overall. 
Each of these major areas was included as headings and sub-sections in the survey instrument.  
To promote content validity, the instrument was designed based on observations in the 
literature and public resources related to assessment.  
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Data Collection 
The survey administration process involved an initial invitation sent to the participants via 
email, ensuring participants of the confidentiality of their responses, and emphasizing the 
voluntary nature of their participation. A follow-up email was dispatched one week after the 
initial invitation to non-respondents as a reminder to encourage participation, emphasizing the 
importance of insights in the study. The survey was hosted on a secure web platform, 
accessible to participants through a unique link provided in the invitation email. No direct 
incentives were offered, but participants were offered the option at the end of the survey to 
obtain a copy of the results upon project completion. 
 
Data Analysis 
The collected data underwent thorough descriptive statistical analysis. This analysis included 
the summarization of information provided by the participants and the calculation of 
descriptive statistics, namely percentages and frequencies, for the survey responses. 
Additionally, qualitative data from open-ended responses were analyzed thematically to 
identify common themes and patterns that were noteworthy in participants' feedback.  

Results 
Response Rates 
As this was a small population size from which to draw a sample, sampling approaches like 
Yamane’s formula would suggest a sample size of 325, which would reflect an 18% survey 
response rate. However, researchers have stated that for descriptive survey studies, a 10% 
representation from the population is adequate (Gay and Diehl, 1992, as cited by Hill, 1998). 
While the average response rate is 44% in higher education surveys (Wu et al., 2022), it is not 
uncommon to obtain response rates of 10% in survey research. Importantly, not all institutions 
included enough information to determine the appropriate contact person for their assessment 
activities. Out of the 1760 institutions, contacts for 1261 institutions were obtained. Therefore, 
the target number of responses to reflect this population was set to 126, or 10% of the invited 
sample. 
 
An invitation to participate in the survey was sent to the 1,260 emails. Of those invitations, 142 
agreed to participate in the study, with 100 participants providing complete survey responses. 
This provided a response rate of 11.2% and a completion rate of 70.4%. Based on survey 
responses, 95.5% of respondents are actively involved in their institution’s student learning 
assessment efforts. In the following sections, we present participant responses regarding 
attitudes towards DEI at their institution, professional development on DEI provided by their 
institution, learning outcomes, assessment methods, data interpretations, and actions to 
improve teaching.  
 
Attitudes Towards DEI 
To understand the influence of DEI goals on learning outcomes and assessment, we asked 
about the importance of DEI among respondents and their respective institutions. Table 1 
provides data regarding challenges and supports to DEI initiatives within the institution. The 
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first question in the table asks participants to state if their institution has experienced pushback 
on DEI initiatives. The majority (40%) of respondents reported that their institution has not 
experienced rollbacks on DEI. However, a combined 48% have experienced some form of DEI 
rollbacks. This is to be expected following the increased number of state legislative proposals 
banning DEI (Flannery, 2024) and the Supreme Court decision to overturn affirmative action 
(Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2022). Regarding 
whether an institution has a DEI-focused culture, over half agree (24% ‘strongly agree’, 51% 
‘agree’) that their institution has a DEI-focused culture. However, only 36% report that their 
institution provides DEI-focused professional development related to assessment to instructors.  
 
Three questions on the survey asked participants to describe the importance of including DEI in 
assessment to themselves and their perceived importance of including DEI in assessment 
among the faculty and administration at their institution. The results of these questions are 
displayed in Table 2. Over half (56%) of respondents stated that including DEI in assessment 
was ‘very important’ to them. In contrast, respondents stated they believed DEI in assessment 
was only ‘somewhat important’ to faculty (52%) and administration (41%). These results are in 
line with results from Table 1, indicating that respondents perceived their institution as having 
a DEI-focused culture. 
 
Table 1.  

      

Resistance and supports to DEI efforts 
 Pushback on DEI 
 All have 

been rolled 
back 
N (%) 

Most have 
been rolled 

back 
N (%) 

Some have 
been rolled 

back  
N (%) 

Few have 
been rolled 

back 
N (%) 

None have 
been rolled 

back 
N (%) 

I don’t 
know 
N (%) 

 
There is 
pushback on 
DEI. 

7 (7%) 5 (5%) 19 (19%) 17 (17%) 40 (40%) 12 (12%) 

       
 DEI promotion 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 
I don’t 
know 

 

There is a DEI-
focused 
culture 

24 (24%) 53 (51%) 17 (17%) 6 (6%) 3 (3%) 
 
 

 DEI professional development 
 Yes 

N (%) 
No 

N (%) 
I don’t 
know 
N (%) 

   

Does the 
institution 
provide DEI-

37 (36%) 53 (52%) 12 (12%) 
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related 
professional 
development? 
 

 
Table 2.     
Importance of DEI in assessment 
 Very 

important 
N (%) 

Somewhat 
important 

N (%) 

Somewhat 
unimportant 

N (%) 

Very 
unimportant 

N (%) 
How important or 
unimportant do you 
feel it is to include 
DEI in learning 
assessment . . .  

    

From your 
perspective 57 (56%)  33 (33%) 8 (8%) 3 (3%) 

From a faculty 
perspective 20 (20%) 52 (52%) 25 (25%) 3 (3%) 

From an 
administrative 

perspective 
35 (35%) 41 (41%) 16 (16%) 8 (8%) 

 
Learning Outcomes  
As described above, DEI is important to consider when developing learning outcomes to ensure 
the outcomes are free from bias, student-centered, culturally relevant, and inclusive. 
Participants were asked to respond to four questions regarding whether learning outcomes met 
these objectives. Results are shown in Table 3. Regarding whether learning outcomes are free 
from bias, most respondents responded ‘often’ (41%), followed by ‘sometimes’ (24%). 
Participants overwhelmingly responded that learning outcomes are student-centered ‘often’ 
(60%). Most participants responded that learning outcomes are ‘often’ (35%) or ‘sometimes’ 
(34%) culturally appropriate. Lastly, most respondents stated that their learning outcomes are 
inclusive ‘often’ (47%). Few respondents reported ‘I don’t know’ to whether or not learning 
outcomes are free from bias (13%), student centered (1%), culturally appropriate (10%), or 
inclusive (11%).  
 
Assessment Methods  
Respondents were asked to describe the frequency with which assessment methods in their 
institution are free from bias, student-centered, culturally appropriate, and/or inclusive. Results 
are shown in Table 4. The largest percentage of participants reported that assessments are 
‘often’ free from bias (37%), student centered (47%), culturally appropriate (43%), inclusive 
(41%), and varied (40%). Few respondents reported ‘I don’t know’ to whether assessment 
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methods are free from bias (13%), student centered (2%), culturally appropriate (6%), inclusive 
(9%), or varied (0%).  
 
Assessment Data Interpretations  
In addition to querying participants regarding the development of learning outcomes and 
assessment methods, participants were asked about the use of assessment data. Participants 
were asked how frequently assessment data is disaggregated by identity (e.g., gender, 
race/ethnicity), shared across the institution, interpreted with deficit thinking (i.e., blaming 
students or previous educational experience for shortcomings), or used to improve equity in 
teaching and learning. Responses were mixed. Most participants responded ‘rarely’ (30%) 
regarding the frequency with which data was disaggregated. Most participants responded 
‘often’ (32%) regarding the frequency with which data was shared across the institution. Most 
participants responded ‘sometimes’ (50%) regarding the frequency with which data was 
interpreted with a deficit thinking. Lastly, most participants responded ‘sometimes’ (40%) 
regarding the frequency with which data was used to improve equity in teaching and learning.  
 
Voices Involved in Assessment 
Respondents were asked to provide their perspective on the voices involved in assessment. 
Specifically, respondents were asked to select the frequency with which faculty in positions of 
power dismiss input from marginalized faculty and assessment staff, as well as the frequency 
with which their institution involves students in the development of learning outcomes, 
selection of assessment methods, and analysis of assessment data. A third of respondents 
reported that faculty ‘rarely’ (33%) dismiss input from marginalized faculty. However, it is 
important to note that many respondents answered ‘sometimes’ (25%) and ‘I don’t know’ 
(29%) regarding the dismissal of input from marginalized faculty. Similarly, most respondents 
responded ‘sometimes’ (35%) and ‘rarely’ (29%) regarding whether faculty dismiss input from 
assessment staff. This suggests that faculty at many public institutions of higher education are 
likely to dismiss at least some input from marginalized faculty and assessment staff, indicating 
an area for improvement.   
 
The last section of the survey asked respondents to indicate the frequency with which their 
institution involves student voices in the development of learning outcomes and assessments, 
as well as in the analysis of assessment data. Most respondents stated that their institution 
‘rarely’ (51%) involves students in the development of learning outcomes, followed by ‘never’ 
(23%). Results were similar for the development of assessment methods in which respondents 
stated that students were ‘rarely’ (48%) or ‘never’ (27%) involved in the development of 
assessment methods, as well as for the analysis of assessment data in which respondents 
stated that students were ‘never’ (48%) or ‘rarely’ (36%) involved in the analysis of assessment 
data.  
 
 
 
 



DIVERSITY, INCLUSION, AND EQUITY IN STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT 

11 
 

Table 3.       
Participant responses regarding inclusion of DEI practices in assessment practices 
 Always 

N (%) 
Often 
N (%) 

 

Sometimes 
N (%) 

 

Rarely  
N (%) 

 

Never 
N (%) 

 

I don’t know 
N (%) 

 
LOs are . . .       

free from bias 13 (13%) 42 (41%) 24 (24%) 6 (6%) 4 (4%) 13 (13%) 
student-centered 16 (16%) 61 (60%) 23 (23%) 1 (1%) 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 

culturally 
appropriate 

12 (12%) 36 (35%) 35 (34%) 9 (9%) 0 (0%) 10 (10%) 

inclusive 10 (10%)  48 (47%) 28 (27%)  5 (5%) 0 (0%) 11 (11%) 
Assessments 
methods are . . . 

      

free from bias 9 (9%) 38 (37%) 33 (32%) 5 (5%) 4 (4%) 13 (13%) 
student-centered 14 (14%) 48 (47%) 36 (35%) 2 (2%) 0 (0%) 2 (2%) 

culturally 
appropriate 9 (9%) 44 (43%) 37 (36%) 6 (6%) 0 (0%) 6 (6%) 

inclusive 12 (12%) 42 (41%) 39 (39%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 9 (9%) 
varied 18 (18%) 41 (40%) 35 (34%) 8 (8%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Assessment data . 
. .       

Disaggregated by 
identity 17 (17%) 26 (25%) 16 (16%) 31 (30%) 11 (11%) 1 (1%) 

Shared across the 
institution 21 (21%) 33 (32%) 24 (24%) 20 (20%) 4 (4%) 0 (0%) 

Interpreted with 
a deficit thinking 0 (0%) 7 (7%) 50 (50%) 36 (35%) 7 (7%) 2 (2%) 

Used to improve 
equity in teaching 7 (7%) 28 (27%) 41 (40%) 14 (14%) 3 (3%) 9 (9%) 

Faculty in 
positions of 

power dismiss 
input from . . . 

      

Marginalized 
faculty 0 (0%) 4 (4%) 26 (25%) 34 (33%) 8 (8%) 30 (29%) 

Assessment staff 0 (0%) 22 (22%) 36 (35%) 30 (29%) 12 (12%) 2 (2%) 
The institution 
involves students 
in the . . . 
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Development of 
learning 

outcomes 
0 (0%) 2 (2%) 16 (16%) 52 (51%) 23 (23%) 9 (9%) 

Selection of 
assessment 

methods 
0 (0%) 1 (1%) 12 (12%) 49 (48%) 28 (27%) 12 (12%) 

Analysis of 
assessment data 0 (0%) 2 (2%) 5 (5%) 37 (36%) 49 (48%) 9 (9%) 

 
Open-Ended Reflections 
At the end of the survey, participants were asked to reflect on any additional or relevant 
information they would like to include as it relates to the survey questions. A total of 34 
participants opted to provide additional information. One theme emerged related to values, 
specifically, some institutions were not permitted to engage in DEI work, while others were 
actively working toward this, and others expressly committed yet were ineffectual at following 
through on change. For example, as one participant noted, “misalignments between what we 
say we do/who we are and the actual effort it takes to” embrace DEI principles. Another 
respondent reported that while their leadership valued DEI, there was “little interest in action 
and using results.” As another respondent highlighted, among faculty, the importance and use 
of DEI in assessment varies, with faculty being described as a dichotomy of either a “super user” 
or “unwilling to participate”. Of course, such follow-through is contingent upon permission to 
engage in DEI work, which, as some respondents noted, was prohibited at their institution. 
Even small efforts to understand marginalized populations were not permitted, as they 
explained, “our legal team has informed us we cannot disaggregate data by race and gender”. 
Conversely, this work was underway elsewhere, as one participant noted, their “institution is 
transitioning to data dashboards that allow for data disaggregation,” and they “aspire to 
publicly share institutional and program-level data” in the near future.  
 
Discussion 
The first research question sought to explore attitudes toward DEI among assessment 
professionals and their respective institutions. Just over half of respondents reported DEI being 
important in their opinion, though they felt that the majority of faculty and administration view 
DEI in assessment as less important. However, they were more optimistic about the overall 
culture, with three quarters reporting that their institution had a DEI-focused culture. For the 
future, monitoring the extent to which DEI rollbacks impact the perceived importance of DEI 
and DEI culture will be interesting to consider, given that 48% of participants had experienced 
some DEI rollbacks. 
 
In a landscape where DEI is optional (if permitted) and highly dependent on individuals taking 
the initiative to engage in best practices for promoting equity and inclusion, the extent to which 
faculty attitudes toward DEI change may relate to changes in DEI-conscious assessment. As 
Haviland et al. (2011) found, faculty attitudes toward assessment changed after professional 
development and long-term support, building their confidence in the value of assessment. 
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Professional development in DEI specifically was reported for only a third of participants, 
though the extent to which it focused on assessment and DEI remains to be studied. 
 
Finally, in relation to the institutional and faculty perceptions of DEI in assessment, research on 
the impact of diversity attitudes have shown that leaders can influence faculty perceptions 
(Marchiondo et al., 2023), underscoring the importance of not only institutional culture, but 
perceptions of leadership’s support. If assessment professionals perceive their institutions to 
have a poor DEI culture and their faculty and leaders are unperceptive to DEI initiatives, and/or 
if they are outright blocked from such efforts, change will then be thwarted.   
 
The second research question focused on the extent to which assessment professionals 
perceive assessment processes at their institution to be reflective of DEI best practices. DEI best 
practices from three categories were elicited from the literature including learning outcomes, 
assessment methods, and assessment decision making.  
 
Learning outcomes and assessment methods respectively, were perceived as often or always 
free from bias (54%, 46%), student-centered (76%, 61%), culturally relevant (47%, 52%), and 
inclusive (57%, 53%). Overall, roughly half the assessment professionals perceived their 
institutions to be following best practices for learning outcomes and assessment methods in 
terms of bias, cultural relevancy and inclusion. Similarly, assessment data were reported to be 
often or always disaggregated by identity (42%), shared across the institution (53%), used data 
to improve equity in teaching and learning (34%), and sometimes or often were interpreting 
with deficit thinking (57%). And again, while roughly half believed their institutions were 
following best practices, conversely, the other half of professionals believed their institutional 
practices were only sometimes or rarely engaging in these practices for learning outcomes, 
methods, and data dissemination. Previous literature had left out research on outcomes and 
methods, but had explored assessment data discussions, and specifically how deficit thinking 
was present in discussions (Heiser et al., 2023; Ziskin & Young, 2023). This research offers some 
contextualization on prevalence and trends in these best practices for learning outcomes, 
methods, and data driven improvement, according to assessment professionals.  
 
Another voice in assessment was that of marginalized faculty, which has been shown in one 
recent study to face silencing during assessment data discussion meetings (Ziskin & Young, 
2023). The majority of assessment professionals believed that faculty in positions of power 
sometimes or often dismiss input from marginalized faculty (29%) and assessment staff (57%).  
As Ziskin and Young (2023) reported in their findings, the “common sense” of individuals 
tended to align with privileged perspectives, and “the onus of challenging those framings fell on 
equity-minded individuals in the group, and barriers to action” (p. 5). While a majority of 
assessment professionals in this study reported having assessment staff input dismissed, only a 
third thought marginalized faculty face the same. This suggests that assessment professionals 
who want to advocate for faculty should consider whether they could benefit from additional 
training to recognize invisible biases for marginalized faculty. Considering the low rate of 
reported professional development, and DEI rollback, such efforts may be strained. 
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The participant comments told the story of the variation in the landscape of higher education 
related to values and the varied ways that impacts DEI efforts. Namely, for institutions not 
banned from DEI work, those committed were described as successful in their efforts, 
implementing specific changes, or as ineffective, being described as all talk and no walk. This 
matrix of commitment, effort, and success was reflected in the quantitative findings as well, 
which showed a mix of implementation of various DEI practices in learning assessment.  

 
Limitations 
A potential limitation of the study is that the survey did not collect demographic data. Some 
research has shown that DEI support varies by race and gender (Leitner, 2023). It is possible 
that personal perspectives about DEI may influence participant perceptions of the extent to 
which DEI is important to an institution, as well as the frequency with which there is an 
implementation of best practices. Still yet, what these results tell us is the perceptions who are 
in positions of assessment in higher education in the U.S. While we do not know the gender and 
race/ethnicity of the respondents and are therefore are unable to disaggregate perceptions by 
identity, this research did not seek to study such differences in perception, but rather, capture 
what perceptions exist in the field overall. Future research may seek to understand differences 
in perceptions split by identity group. 
 
Another potential limitation was the lack of definitions for survey participants regarding 
phrases such as “free from bias,” “student centered” and “inclusive” etc. Again, it is possible 
that individual perceptions around what these terms added a layer of variability in the survey 
responses that cannot be controlled for. But, as noted above, this study illustrates the 
perceptions of those who are in positions to guide and lead assessment in higher education 
across the U.S. and their understanding of these terms was not the focus of the study but may 
be considered for future research.  
 
Additionally, the best practices in this study are only such because of a value statement that 
bias and exclusion are to be avoided, as gathered through the literature. The characteristics 
that are values about assessment as it relates to DEI may be broader than what is currently 
captured in the literature. Considering the level of importance of DEI reported previously, these 
moderate levels of engagement with DEI best practices are consistent. Qualitative research 
investigating the additional language used by practitioners would be beneficial. 
 
Finally, multiple respondents noted difficulty in answering some of the survey questions due to 
the decentralized nature of their institutions and limited sharing across the institution regarding 
learning outcomes, assessments, and DEI initiatives. If there is too wide a variation in 
assessment across institutions, quantitative studies are limited in that they are less able to 
capture the nuance of these differences in the question wording. Qualitative studies in the 
future may help highlight the inner workings of DEI to illuminate new depths of understanding. 
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Conclusion 
Attitudes toward DEI among assessment vary in importance in higher education, with some 
institutions going through great efforts to implement best practices in DEI and others outright 
banning such efforts. Notably, assessment professionals who want to advocate for DEI should 
consider additional training to recognize invisible biases and strategies for advocating for 
marginalized voices in the assessment process, including students and marginalized faculty. 
However, the low rate of reported professional development, and high rate of DEI rollbacks, 
efforts on DEI in assessment may remain a moving target riddled with structural and legal 
challenges.  
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