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What does the international
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practice for equitable learning
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disadvantaged high school
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This systematic review examines the intersection of assessment and equity
in education, with a particular focus on educationally disadvantagedstudents.
Despite long-standing claims that assessment can enhance teaching and
learning, little is known about assessment practices used in schools to
increase educational outcomes for this student cohort. Drawing on international
literature, following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses guidelines, we have identified inclusive assessments that support
equitable practices, such as culturally responsive assessments, accessible
assessments, and effective feedback practices. While these practices have been
recognized for their potential to reduce bias and support fairer assessment, their
implementation remains inconsistent and fragmented. In addition, our findings
indicate that assessment design, assessment processes, teachers’ assessment
dispositions, knowledge, and skills, and policy influence the enhancement of
equitable assessment. A notable gap is identified in the secondary education
literature, along with an underrepresentation of studies from non-Anglophone
contexts. Overall, our findings suggest the need for a more substantial
investment in assessment-focused teacher education and development, as well
as the integration of equity principles into policy frameworks. Addressing these
gaps is essential to ensuring that assessment becomes a more effective tool for
supporting educationally disadvantaged students.

KEYWORDS

equity, assessment, educationally disadvantaged students, inclusive education,
systematic review, international

Introduction

As school communities, teachers, and students recover from the disruptions caused
by the COVID-19 crisis, concerns regarding equitable participation and achievement
have been magnified (Cairney and Kippin, 2022). The term “equity” means different
things in different educational contexts. International organizations such as the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO, 2020) guide for
ensuring inclusion and equity in education advocates for shared understandings in global
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educational contexts (Ainscow, 2020), but crafting common
definitions and characteristics of educational disadvantage has
remained difficult to achieve. International scholarly work has
demonstrated that equitable education encompasses a range
of elements, including inclusivity, power differentials within
the classroom, socioeconomic status (SES), disability, ethnicity,
nationality, language, culture, religion, sexuality, and race.
However, these are valued and prioritized differently across
(inter)national, sector, and sociocultural domains. From this review
of the scholarly literature and in view of the limited progress made
in Australia on lifting outcomes for educationally disadvantaged
students, there is a clear warrant to explore the international
literature for what is known about equitable assessment approaches.
For the purposes of this paper, the terms fair and equitable are used
interchangeably and refer to assessment of students who face (often
intersecting) educational disadvantage including First Nations
peoples (Snow et al., 2021), people living in low socio-economic
status backgrounds (Clark, 2014), those who live in regional and
remote locations (Charteris, 2015), migrants (including forced
migrant) populations (Nortvedt et al., 2020; Triventi et al., 2021),
students with out-of-home-care experience (Berger et al., 2023),
and students with diagnoses that impact learning (Townend and
Brown, 2016). Specifically, we use the terms “fair” and “equitable”
interchangeably to refer to assessment practices that aim to
reduce barriers and provide meaningful opportunities for students
who experience educational disadvantage. This includes, but is
not limited to, students from First Nations communities, low
socioeconomic backgrounds, regional and remote areas, migrant
and refugee populations, students in out-of-home care, and those
with learning-impacting diagnoses.

The relationship between equity and assessment from
the Australian perspective is examined before examining the
international context. It is important to examine the Australian
perspective within international literature to ensure that global
understandings of educational equity are informed by diverse,
context-specific experiences as Australia has made limited progress
(Lamb et al, 2014). Australia presents a unique sociocultural
and policy landscape, particularly in relation to its Indigenous
populations, regional and remote communities, and children in
out-of-home care (Perry and Lubienski, 2024). The prominence of
assessment practices that incorporate non-dominant languages and
culturally contextualized values and knowledge in international
literature offers a compelling message for educators in colonial-
settler contexts such as Australia. In these settings for example,
First Nations Australians continue to face significant educational
disadvantage due to systems that are not only rooted in Western
and Eurocentric paradigms but have historically marginalized
Indigenous ways of teaching and learning (Whatman and Singh,
2015). By incorporating the Australian context, this investigation
contributes to a more nuanced and inclusive global discourse,
highlighting how national frameworks, histories, and systemic
challenges shape educational outcomes. This perspective not only
enriches the international literature but also underscores the
importance of localized strategies in addressing global issues of
equity and inclusion. In 2018, the Commonwealth, States, and
Territories in Australia agreed to raise educational outcomes as
part of a new funding deal and National School Reform Agreement.
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A recent review of this Agreement by the Productivity Commission
(2022) found that “governments are yet to achieve outcomes
for students who have specific educational needs related to their
culture, their disability or remoteness” (Productivity Commission,
2022, p. 30). This provides a clear mandate for revisiting issues
of educational dis/advantage, including equitable teaching and
learning practices that inform assessment practices in schools.

Assessment is a constellation of policies, practices, and values
that intersect to provide inequitable conditions (for example,
Nayir et al, 2019; Scott et al., 2014). Indeed, there is a rich
body of literature that explores how educational dis/advantage
intersects with assessment outcomes. In the global context
the inherent inequities in standardized testing, particularly for
students from minority and marginalized backgrounds whereby
the assessments fail to account for the diverse cultural, linguistic,
and socioeconomic contexts in which students learn, thereby
disadvantaging those who do not conform to the dominant culture
norms that are embedded in test design and administration (Au,
2019; Sirin and Rogers-Sirin, 2020). For example, standardized tests
have been shown to correlate strongly with socioeconomic status
(SES), often privileging students from wealthier, predominantly
White or Asian backgrounds while disadvantaging Black, Hispanic,
Indigenous, and low-income students, which often results in
lower standardized test scores, reduced access to advanced
coursework, and limited postsecondary opportunities for these
groups, hence reinforcing educational inequities (Jimenez and
Modaffari, 2021). In Australia, such inequities are reflected in
national standardized test scores, such as the Australian National
Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) and the
international Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA; Cumming et al., 2012; Klenowski, 2014). It is important
to differentiate between national and international assessments,
as they serve distinct purposes. National assessments, such as
NAPLAN, are often used for accountability and can carry
high-stakes consequences for schools and students. In contrast,
international large-scale student assessments (ILSAs), such as
PISA, are designed to evaluate education systems rather than
individual student performance. These assessments are low-stakes
for students and do not influence their academic progression or
school-level decisions [Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), 2019]. The aim of ILSAs is to provide
comparative data on educational outcomes across countries,
focusing on group-level achievements rather than individual
student results. In the Australian context, these data indicate that
students from disadvantaged backgrounds, including, for example,
low SES, Indigenous, and “Non-English-Speaking Backgrounds,”
have significantly lower performance outcomes in standardized
assessments when compared with those students who are not
from non-disadvantaged backgrounds (Smith et al., 2018; Triventi
et al., 2021). This systematic review explored assessment practices
for educationally disadvantaged students, focusing on the use of
student-centered assessment, which is considered both effective
(Clark, 2014) and equitable (Alonzo, 2020).

Less is known, however, about how equitable participation in all
assessments might improve learning outcomes for disadvantaged
students in international contexts, and how this might inform
assessment practice. This systematic literature review examines the
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intersection of assessment practices and equity in schools, as there
is a clear justification for exploring equitable assessment practices
to gain a deeper understanding that supports optimal outcomes for
educationally disadvantaged students (Smith et al., 2018; Triventi
etal., 2021).

Literature review

Using assessment to improve learning and teaching has
strong theoretical and empirical support (Black and Wiliam,
2018; Clark, 2014; Wiliam, 2017). Teachers’ assessment knowledge
and skills, known as assessment literacy, require them to use a
range of assessments to gather student and school data to make
highly contextualized, fair, consistent, and trustworthy decisions
to support individual students (Alonzo, 2016). The power of
assessments used by schools in improving student outcomes lies
in their ability to elicit information about students’ learning
characteristics, needs, knowledge, and skills, and students and
teachers use this information to develop learning and teaching
strategies to increase student outcomes (Curry et al., 2016).

Less is known, however, about how equitable participation in all
assessments might improve learning outcomes for disadvantaged
students in international contexts, and how this might inform
assessment practice. Learning outcomes refer to the specific
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values that students are expected
to acquire through educational experiences. They are typically
articulated in measurable terms and serve as a guide for curriculum
design, teaching strategies, and evaluation methods and according
to Proitz (2010), learning outcomes are increasingly used to
shift the focus from teaching inputs to student achievements,
emphasizing what learners are expected to know and be able
to do at the end of a learning process. In contrast, assessment
is the process of measuring the extent to which students have
achieved these learning outcomes. It encompasses a variety of
tools and techniques, such as tests, projects, and observations,
that educators use to evaluate student performance (Alyasin et al.,
2023). Whilst learning outcomes define the goals of education,
assessment provides the evidence of whether and how those
goals have been met (Proitz, 2010). The alignment between
teaching methods, assessment techniques, and learning outcomes
is crucial for ensuring that educational practices are effective and
equitable. Understanding this distinction is particularly important
when considering how assessment practices can be designed to
support disadvantaged students. Equitable assessment not only
measures learning but can also enhance it by making expectations
transparent and providing meaningful feedback. When assessments
are inclusive and aligned with well-defined learning outcomes, they
have the potential to improve educational equity and inform more
responsive teaching strategies (Alonzo et al., 2023).

The critical process for optimizing outcomes for individual
students is the purposeful use of assessment in establishing “where
the students are in their learning, where they need to go, and how
best to get there” (Assessment Reform Group, 1999, p. 2). The
whole notion of assessment is to use it and the information gathered
to support individual students to achieve higher learning outcomes
(Black and Wiliam, 2018). One of the recommendations from Black
and Wiliam’s (1998) seminal work is to use assessment to support
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low-performing students by identifying the specific support they
need. This alludes to using any assessment and assessment data for
equitable learning and teaching. This student-centered approach to
assessment is evident in the ARG’s definition above, where teachers
need to work equitably with individual students. Research evidence
extensively reports assessment activities that center students in the
process to aid more effective learning. Strategies include sharing
learning outcomes and success criteria (Clark, 2014), clarifying
expectations by using exemplars (Tierney et al., 2011), providing
timely and effective feedback (Hattie and Timperley, 2007),
engaging in self and peer assessment, using summative assessment
for formative purposes (Black, 2017), monitoring learning progress
(Yeoetal, 2011), and data-driven decision making (Alonzo, 2020).

More recently, Cipriano et al. (2018), researched how a grading
measure in mainstream classrooms could accurately assess students
in special education settings. Students in special education settings
were considered to have the lowest academic and social outcomes
across both general and special education populations, exhibiting
characteristics that qualitatively differentiate interactions and
outcomes in assessments between teachers and students (Cipriano
etal., 2018).

Despite the that
should support individual students, there is evidence that the

common understanding assessment
implementation of assessment does not always improve student
learning (Hannigan et al., 2022; Oo et al., 2022; Black and Wiliam,
2018). Tt is necessary to ensure that the effects of assessment on
individual students are more aligned with the student-centered
approach to assessment (Baird et al., 2017), wherein the focus is on
helping individual students achieve better outcomes rather than
only reporting the collective improvement of the cohort. Achieving
better student outcomes is where the intersection of assessment
and equity becomes critically important, as individual students’
learning characteristics and needs become the driving force for
using assessment, focusing on ensuring that all students benefit
from it. Assessment practices designed to benefit students rely
heavily on teacher agency and a deep understanding of individual
learners. This involves the use of adaptive expertise, which
encompasses the agency and ability to flexibly apply professional
knowledge and skills to tailor assessment approaches based on
students’ unique learning needs, characteristics, required support,
and sociocultural backgrounds (Tierney et al., 2011; Loughland
and Alonzo, 2019). Such responsiveness enables teachers to design
and implement differentiated assessment activities that are both
equitable and effective. Supporting teachers to conceptualize
assessment through the lens of ensuring equitable learning and
teaching may be critical for developing an adaptive disposition
associated with effective teaching (Clark, 2014).

Assessment in school

There has been a long history of testing among school students
(Copp, 2017) to ultimately prepare them for standardized high
school exit exams. Such high-stakes assessments are believed
to improve student achievement and post-secondary outcomes
(Holme et al., 2010). In response to external pressures to prepare
students for high-stakes standardized examinations, including final
exit exams, and to enhance the public profile of schools, teachers
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frequently align their teaching, learning, and both formative
and summative in-class assessment practices with the structure
and content of these exams. This alignment often results in
teaching to the test and replicating the format of high-stakes
assessments. Contrary to the accountability function of these
high-stakes assessments, they have a significant negative impact
on student learning (Glover et al., 2016) and wellbeing (Kerr
and Averill, 2021), and also reduce teacher agency (Shepard,
2019). High-stakes tests have been argued to be used as
a mechanism to “deny structural, racialized inequalities” (p.
39), and yet it is claimed that they widen inequalities in
education (Smith et al., 2018). The participation and success of
disadvantaged students in exit exams have been documented.
Many different groups of educationally disadvantaged students
have lower success outcomes with exit exams (Uretsky and Stone,
2016).

There is evidence that using classroom assessments to inform
learning and teaching decisions and guide high-stakes decisions
about teacher effectiveness can best meet the external accountability
measures (Glover et al, 2016). When teachers use classroom
assessment and data to inform instruction, it is suggested that they
become reflective, which develops their autonomy and competence,
thereby ensuring higher learning outcomes for students (Curry
et al., 2016). Thus, classroom assessments are argued to be
an important driving force to improve student learning (Black
and Wiliam, 2018), which may prepare school students for
standardized high-stakes or exit exams to support further study
or work.

From this brief review of the scholarly literature, there
is a clear justification for exploring the international
literature on what is known about equitable assessment
practices to improve educational outcomes for educationally
disadvantaged students. To this end, we conducted a systematic
review of the literature, guided by the following Research
Questions (RQs):

RQI1:
in improving the educational outcomes for educationally

What assessment practices have made a difference

disadvantaged students?

RQ2: What does the international literature say about assessment
practices used to support educationally disadvantaged students?
RQ3: What factors are reported in the international literature as
impacting the effectiveness of assessment practice that improves
educational outcomes for educationally disadvantaged students?

Methodology

To explore the type of research undertaken into equitable
assessment practices with educationally disadvantaged students
attending middle and/or secondary schools, the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines were used (Moher et al, 2009). These
guidelines provide a framework for identifying peer-reviewed
journal publications that report on assessment practices recognized
as improving educational outcomes for students identified as
being educationally disadvantaged. PRISMA is the widely used
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basis for reporting literature reviews that follows a series of
logical steps, see Figure 1, that involve identifying the research
literature from database searches, to screening articles using
inclusion and exclusion criteria, to assessing full-text articles for
eligibility and coding, and for reporting the final articles included
in the review.

Data sources and literature search

To undertake the literature search, the following databases were
selected: A+ Education, ProQuest, PsycINFO, and Educational
Resources Information Center (ERIC). As the literature search
was based on the discipline of education, these databases were
selected because they contain a large number of education
journals held by university libraries. The notions of fairness
and equity are broad in the body of international literature,
and an examination of many possible search terms for the
systematic literature review was required to best capture the
scope of fairness, inequity, and disadvantaged students. As the
language of educational disadvantage varies across countries,
the search terms used reflect an appreciation of this linguistic
diversity and therefore the search is comprehensive rather
than exhaustive.

The combination of keywords included in Table 1.

Initially, studies were extracted using the combinations of these
key search terms. There were no restrictions (e.g., qualitative,
quantitative) regarding the design of studies; therefore, all
types of scientific and naturalistic studies were included. In
addition to database searches, hand-searching was conducted
to identify further relevant studies. This process included
perusing the key journal pages and checking references of
identified articles, then removing duplicates from the list.
Finally, opinion articles and literature reviews were removed as
the focus was on empirical research articles, which removed
1,170 papers.

Selection criteria

The titles and abstracts of articles extracted from the
four databases were read and the inclusion/exclusion criteria
in Table2 were applied. All articles included were peer-
reviewed articles.

Once the searches of articles from 2012 to 2020 were
complete, the identified studies were exported to an Excel
document in order of year published, capturing the following
descriptive information: Year; Publication Details; Author/s;
Article Title; Abstract; Aim of the Study; Keywords. We
also captured details such as terminology, country context,
educational context, data source, research design, subject domain,
data collection, sample size, assessment, factors influencing
assessment to increase student outcomes, outcomes reported,
recommendations, and inclusion.

The lead author read the papers and applied the criteria, and
only 90 papers were deemed relevant. For rigor, two members
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FIGURE 1
PRISMA selection process for included articles.

TABLE 1 Key search terminologies.

Fairness and assessment e Assessment/formative
Equity and assessment
Classroom assessment

Ethics in classroom assessment
School-based assessment
Minorities/disadvantage/diverse/
First Nations
(Indigenous/Aboriginal)/regional
and remote/cultural/inclusive/
disabilities/special needs/low
socioeconomic/hardship/low
level income/poverty

assessment/summative
assessment/assessment for
learning/assessment of
learning/classroom
assessment/assessment practices
(grades/feedback/questioning/testing/
high stakes testing/high

stakes assessment)

of the research team (authors 2 and 3) also independently read
all of the individual articles and assessed their relevance to the
aims of the literature review. The whole research team discussed
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the inclusions in terms of their fit and papers that did not
relate to the focus of inquiry were excluded for final analysis
and synthesis.

Approach to synthesis

We undertook three stages of thematic synthesis, as proposed
by Thomas and Harden (2008): (i) coding text: the line-by-line
coding; (ii) developing “descriptive” themes; and (iii) generating
analytical themes. The descriptive and analytical themes developed
by three members of the research team (authors 1, 2, and 3)
and were then checked by the 4th author. To ensure rigor
and consistency, the coding began with three research team
members independently coding 20 of the same two articles and
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TABLE 2 Inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Criteria

1.1 Study must focus on any school stages between Year 5 and
Year 12 (age ~11-18 years).

12 Middle School or Secondary School or High School or
Freshman or Sophomore or Junior or Senior or
post-compulsory or combined.

L3 Assessment must be school based including curriculum
specific studies.

14 Study must focus on educationally disadvantaged students
Indigenous or First Nations people; special needs;
socioeconomic (disadvantage/low income/social class);
cultural diversity (migrant/race/ethnic/linguistic/social
justice/minorities); regional/remote.

L5 Findings must be on issues that are germane to the inquiry
question.
L6 Terminology may include equity and/or equality and/or

inequity and/or fairness and/or bias and/or diversity and/or
cultural and/or justice and/or widening participation and/or

ethics.
E.1l Opinion papers.
E2 Professional perspective or strategies for implementing

assessment in classrooms.

E3 Exclude if the study does not include at least one primary
outcome.

E4 Policy analysis, including policies on assessment excluded,
except if there is a reccommendation supporting findings or
outcomes.

E5 Literature reviews and/or systematic reviews are not to be
included.

E.6 Articles prior to 2011 and after 2021.

later comparing the results of their coding. They then worked
in pairs to review the remaining articles and author 4, then
independently checked all articles for analysis and themes. Any
inconsistencies were discussed over a maximum of five iterations
to reach consensus.

Approach to analysis and presentation of
findings

The final 34 articles were analyzed using an inductive coding
paradigm, employing three levels of coding to generate themes
around core categories (Strauss and Corbin, 1998): open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. The sub-themes informed the
three assessment practices that are presented in the findings:
first, inclusive assessment design and feedback practices; second,
school approaches to assessment; and third, approaches to grading.
The data was then addressed through the lens of the research
questions in the discussion section and apportioned to a theme
based on the main theme of the article, as listed in Table 2 in
the Appendix.
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Findings

These findings are derived from our analysis of the 34
publications that explored participation in assessment, which
directly or indirectly influence learning outcomes for educationally
disadvantaged students.

Inclusive assessment design and feedback
practices

This section answers our Research Question 1: What assessment
practices have made a difference in improving the educational
outcomes for educationally disadvantaged students?

Social justice notions of accessibility are a key theme
in the literature. For instance, Murillo and Hidalgo (2017)
report that students believed fair assessment should involve
diversification of tests, qualitative assessment and include student
effort and attitudes. Perceptions of fair assessment can enhance
outcomes for students, but lower performance outcomes remain
unresolved when comparing disadvantaged students with those
from non-disadvantaged backgrounds (Triventi et al, 2021).
Three subthemes were identified within the theme of assessment
design and practice: culturally responsive assessment, accessibility,
and feedback.

Culturally responsive assessment
The first
assessment, highlighting how standard assessments often lack

subtheme centered on culturally responsive

cultural fairness for students from marginalized backgrounds. The
term culturally responsive assessments is used interchangeably
for the purposes of this article with culturally fair assessments,
as to be fair, the assessment must be responsive (Abedi, 2020).
Culturally fair assessments must minimize linguistic and cultural
biases to ensure validity for diverse student populations, take
into account the cultural backgrounds and needs of students
from non-dominant cultures. The studies in this review indicate
that teachers, schools, and school districts need to consider the
non-dominant cultures within their context and use culturally
relevant practices to bridge the inequities evident in the research
on educationally disadvantaged students.

Culturally fair assessment using equitable assessment and
design practices in the United States (Mark et al., 2020) were found
to be necessary for cultural minority students (students from the
non-dominant culture) to have opportunity to enhance academic
outcomes (Tomlinson and Jarvis, 2014) and included, for example,
assessments in the non-dominant language of the culture, or locally
designed assessments that reflect the understanding and practices
of the non-dominant culture (Kang and Furtak, 2021). This notion
was supported by Canadian research, which found that culturally
fair assessment was also supported through learning and classroom
interactions that provide deeper understandings, leading to
enhanced student outcomes (Rasooli et al., 2018). Snow et al. (2021)
explored culturally responsive assessment in Inuit Nunangat,
Canada, with teachers, students, administrators, and FElders
who collectively highlighted the challenges and achievements in

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1536485
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Townend et al.

developing culturally responsive and fair assessment practices that
reflected Indigenous culture and values. Findings indicated that
the shift from Eurocentric to Inuit-centric assessments enhanced
success and engagement outcomes for educationally disadvantaged
Inuit students. The study also recommended developing lessons,
workbooks, and assessments with support from Inuit Elders,
encouraging regular attendance, allowing flexible submission dates,
and incorporating alternative assessments that reflect Inuit culture
(Snow et al., 2021).

Exploring the notion of culturally fair assessment with migrant
students in Austria, Ireland, Norway, and Turkey, Nayir et al.
(2019) found that, despite a significant promotion to support
diversity in schools, assessment for culturally diverse students
was inadequate due to lack of knowledge by educators, bias,
and, in most cases, professional development was required, as
these all contribute to educators’ understanding around supporting
diversity (Mark et al, 2020). Building upon this work in a
Canadian study, Parekh et al. (2021) found that, in a study of
7,648 students, inequities existed in the reporting of learning skills,
particularly for students from cultural minorities and educationally
disadvantaged groups. Inequities were due to implicit bias within
teacher-generated assessments (which were assessments created by
the teachers) as a result of dominant culture bias. Newkirk-Turner
and Johnson (2018) presented findings from the United States
highlighting linguistic and content bias in Curriculum-Based
Language Assessment (CBLA) used to evaluate mathematical
abilities in EAL/D students. For instance, some assessments
included culturally specific language, culturally specific knowledge
(such as culturally specific games or scenarios) or idioms unfamiliar
to these students, and referenced experiences not commonly shared
across diverse cultural backgrounds, thereby disadvantaging them
despite their mathematical competence. The findings indicated
that the assessments had linguistic and content bias that did not
accurately reflect the true mathematical abilities of EAL/D students.

Accessibility

Accessibility, the second sub-theme emerging within the
first theme, focused on students’ equitable access to assessment.
Access includes the demonstration of knowledge and skills, or
the [in]equitable opportunities to demonstrate knowledge and
skills. As assessment can often drive learning approaches, as
Acar-Erdol and Yildizli (2018) found in a study in Turkey,
traditional assessments that do cater for educationally advantaged
students (such as those students from the dominant culture, native
language speakers, are able-bodied, come from more wealthy
SES contexts, and from a home that values education) are often
favored to measure growth despite the disservice to educationally
disadvantaged students. Modell and Gerdin (2021) explored
Swedish students’ experiences and perceptions of the accessibility of
physical education assessment. Findings indicated that assessment
was shaped more by the norms and values of competitive club
sports rather than those outlined by the equity-based policies,
emphasizing the disadvantage that “non-athletic” students would
face in this subject. In an Indonesian study, student perspectives
of fairness in assessment highlighted the need for transparency,
educational adjustments for individuals and the pursuit of accuracy
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with marking across large-scale summative assessments (Nurhayati
and Herman, 2020).

Focusing on disability, Rasooli et al. (2021) found that equitable
access to the curriculum is essential for fair assessment in
Australia. Similarly, Herzog-Punzenberger et al. (2020) reported
findings from Austria, Ireland, Norway, and Turkey, highlighting
the importance of accessibility for students who are non-native
speakers, particularly in culturally diverse classrooms. The primary
barrier to accessibility was the language used in both instruction
and assessment, which often hindered students’ ability to engage
fully. In many cases, teachers responded with individualized, ad
hoc strategies to accommodate the diverse needs of their students.
In addition to language, Dupont (2018) found that formative
assessment played a crucial role in ensuring fair and equitable
access to the curriculum for French middle school students
with specific learning disorders in reading. The use of didactic
workstations, designed to clarify teaching content and support
formative assessment practices, enhanced learning accessibility by
fostering a greater sense of equity and inclusion.

The relevance of equitable access and the importance of linking
both formative assessment (used to adapt instruction for improved
outcomes), and summative assessment (used to assign grades or
outcomes) was emphasized in Shepards (2019) research. Rather
than promoting coherence in assessment through the alignment of
approaches such as culturally relevant pedagogy, standards-based
instruction, technology, and assessment, which are often viewed
as complementary and supportive of teachers’ understanding of
student learning, Shepard (2019) argued that standardized testing
can undermine the learning-focused aims of formative assessment.
She instead suggested that coherence should be achieved through
teaching practices that are responsive to the specific educational
context, which can help mitigate some of the negative effects that
grading has on student learning. Graham et al. (2018) argued that
assessment design practices in Australia can unintentionally create
barriers for students with disabilities. For example, they noted that
rigid assessment formats often fail to accommodate students with
diverse cognitive or physical needs, such as requiring handwritten
responses from students with motor impairments. In the Canadian
context, Tierney (2014) highlighted similar concerns around equity
and access, emphasizing the importance of offering multiple
ways for students to demonstrate their learning. This included
alternatives like oral presentations or project-based tasks, which
can be more inclusive than traditional written exams. Murillo
and Hidalgo (2017), examining the Spanish context, also found
that equitable assessment should provide varied opportunities for
students to show what they know, particularly in linguistically
and culturally diverse classrooms. Applying a social justice lens,
Klenowski (2014) focused on First Nations students in Australia
and advocated for assessments that are culturally inclusive and
unbiased. She emphasized the value of incorporating community
knowledge and oral storytelling as valid forms of assessment.

Scott et al. (2014) recommended differentiated assessment
practices to support educationally disadvantaged students. Their
research showed that modifying assessment tasks, such as
simplifying language or allowing extended time, can significantly
improve outcomes for students with learning difficulties. However,
most of the articles reviewed recommend professional learning for
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teachers as necessary to increase accessibility and, therefore, equity
for minority students. Additionally, in Canada, Marynowski et al.
(2019) found that one of the key principles to support teachers
with fair assessment is the close proximity of and active support by
school leadership, alongside collaboration with colleagues, to create
and implement accessible assessment practices.

Feedback

Feedback emerged as the third and smallest sub-theme. This
concept encompasses various forms of feedback, including student-
led, formative and summative feedback, and feedback used to
inform instructional planning. A study conducted in New Zealand
found that student-led feedback, where students actively engaged
in formative feedback processes, enhanced self-regulation and
academic achievement, particularly in low socioeconomic contexts.
These outcomes were measured using peer- and self-assessment
strategies (Harris et al, 2015; Holme et al, 2010). Building
on this work, Charteris (2015) further explored the experiences
of educationally disadvantaged students in New Zealand and
found that students perceived peer, group, and self-assessment as
mechanisms that increased their sense of agency and contributed
to improved academic outcomes. These findings align with those
of Nortvedt et al. (2020), who also emphasized the value of student
agency in assessment. In response to the challenges posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic, Barana et al. (2021) investigated the use
of automated, interactive feedback in mathematics. Their findings
indicated that automated, interactive feedback was particularly
effective in enhancing engagement and academic performance
among educationally disadvantaged students. Although this
contrasts with earlier research on feedback (e.g., Charteris, 2015;
Harris et al, 2015), the unique context of pandemic-related
disruptions in schools may explain these differences.

Insights about equitable assessment
practices

This section answers our Research Question 2: What does
the international literature say about assessment practices used to
support educationally disadvantaged students?

Two broader themes emerged: school-based assessment and
approaches to grading. Each of these themes is discussed below.

School-based assessment

The theme of school-based assessment was dominant in
seven of the publications. Three main strategies that emerged
within the approaches of school-based assessment were assessment
measures, assessment systems within school contexts, and modes of
assessment. Each will be considered within the frame of assessment
for educationally disadvantaged students.

Assessment measures
The first
formative assessment along with other evaluative approaches. Kang

concept, assessment measures, encompassed
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and Furtak (2021) recommended that school-based assessment
shift its focus from formalized tasks to classroom-based activities,
particularly to better support educationally disadvantaged students.
However, they also noted that teachers need greater support in
designing and implementing formative assessments effectively
to address equity more comprehensively. One study by Rahman
et al. (2021), after working with Year 8 mathematics classes in 12
secondary schools, found that school-based assessment included
insufficient formative assessment to adequately inform learning
outcomes for disadvantaged students. Findings indicated that
formative assessment was not implemented in schools for several
reasons, such as teachers’ negative attitudes, perceived large
workloads, lack of recognition of results in public examinations,
and the lack of transparency to ensure equity (Rahman et al,
2021). Chen et al. (2012) conducted a similar study with Grade
8 mathematics teachers exploring discourse-based formative
assessment to bridge socioeconomic equity gaps between schools.
Findings accentuated the qualitative differences between high and
low SES classrooms, the former being diligent about formative
assessment and pressing for deeper understanding, and the latter
focused more on rote learning.

Assessment systems within school contexts

The second facet of this theme that emerged was the
significance of the type of assessment system adopted in a school
context. Barrance (2019) investigated how a national assessment
system should be controlled within schools. Survey results from
1600 students indicated that the high focus on authentic authorship
by students neglected other aspects of fairness such as accessibility
and consideration of “best work.” The use of internal assessment
with the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE),
found that the assessment environment, which varies in different
contexts, had implications for [in]equity (Barrance, 2019). Coles-
Richie and Charles (2011) considered the “westernization” of
assessment systems that did not align with equitable assessment
in rural schools. Inequity within a national assessment system,
particularly affecting Indigenous students, was addressed in part
by teachers combining their contextual knowledge with authentic
assessment (Coles-Richie and Charles, 2011). Therefore, to cater
for educationally disadvantaged students, particularly within larger
systems, it is recommended that the focus is diversified to include,
alongside the notion of “best work;” the environmental context
(such as being urban/dominant-culture centric assessment), and
contextual knowledge.

Modes of assessment

The third sub-theme that emerged was the modalities of
assessment used with disadvantaged students, which included
multimodal assessment that uses a variety of technologies. Stevens
and Van Houtte (2011) explored adaptations of modalities of
assessment within multicultural secondary schools, and findings
indicated that all teachers adapted their expectations and
assessment approaches in line with the perceived ability of the
students due to the scarce allocation of resources. Many teachers
believed they were unable to adjust assessment practices in line
with ability and interests, and that disadvantaged students would,
therefore, obtain a lower status qualification. However, some
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teachers perceived that they could adjust assessments to a lower
standard that would meet other criteria, reflecting “attitude to
learning” rather than ability, and in which disadvantaged students
would experience more success. This approach, however, raises
fairness and reliability issues. Cumming et al. (2012) looked at
how a multimodal focus on assessment in Australia could provide
more opportunities for feedback from students to each other,
alongside their teacher feedback, to enhance engagement. Findings
indicated that when multimodal technology is implemented (the
student engagement with technology, virtual worlds and other
modal literacies), the learning is greater, and that the needs of
educationally disadvantaged students are more often met.

Approaches to grading

Grades have long-term consequences for students and influence
self-concept and educational outcomes (Rowan and Townend,
2016). When considering the literature around grading, different
practices made a noteworthy contribution to the results. The notion
of fairness in grading and the interpretation of achievement is
questioned as a universally equitable process (Tierney et al., 2011).
Additionally, the use of learning theory is explored to enhance
the effectiveness of assessment practices, and the co-design of
assessments is examined for its impact on the outcomes of minority
students (Kang and Furtak, 2021).

Fairness in grading

Tierney et al. (2011) reviewed how secondary teachers
determine students’ grades within a standards-based system (one
that has a centrally developed curriculum and a common grade
outcome). Findings indicated that teachers were influenced by their
notions of fairness and, as a result, grades were often based on work
completion rather than non-achievement factors such as attitude
to learning, leading to inconsistent grading practices. Although
this study (Tierney et al., 2011) did not aim to address the issue
of “fairness,” it emerged that “fairness” in grading was central
for teachers despite misunderstandings and incorrect assumptions,
and that teachers would benefit from professional development
that includes guidance that focuses on assessment principles. Yeo
et al. (2011) also investigated how teacher bias around student
background (special education, gender, and income) influenced
grading in a study of students from Grades 3 to 6. Findings
indicated that for those disadvantaged students who were identified
as such through one of the three categories (special education,
gender, and income), gender was particularly influential in that
male students had higher grading estimates.

Tierney et al’s (2011) empirical research to determine how
teachers awarded grades, offered six recommendations to support
teachers to better understand essential principles of assessment
so that educationally disadvantaged students benefit. Firstly,
results from multiple assessments should be carefully weighted
and calculated to reflect learning expectations and encapsulate
achievement. Secondly, teachers should create clearer definitions
to communicate the expectations of assessment for increased
consistency. Thirdly, principles for assessment (generally accepted
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but abstract guidelines for what should be done) should be
enshrined in policy so that optimal consistency can be achieved.
Fourthly, adequate professional development and guidance to
support teachers’ development of professional judgment should
be regularly provided. Fifth, teachers should use multiple student
progress measures to address special education status and gender
bias (see Yeo et al, 2011). Finally, teachers of students who
are educationally disadvantaged as a result of diagnoses should
use an assessment tool that is specific for special education
populations and is used to provide equity in grading for these
educationally disadvantaged students (see also Cipriano et al,
2018). An example of such an assessment tool is the “RELATE
Tool for Special Education Classroom Observation” which was
developed to evaluate the quality of instruction and learning
environments in special education settings and supports equity in
grading by offering structured, reliable observations that account
for the unique needs of students with disabilities. For instance,
it allows educators to assess classroom interactions, instructional
strategies, and student engagement in ways that are tailored to
the diverse learning profiles found in special education classrooms
(Cipriano et al., 2018).

Factors impacting the effectiveness of
assessment

This section answers our Research Question 3: What factors are
reported in the international literature as impacting the effectiveness
of assessment practice that improves educational outcomes for
educationally disadvantaged students?

From our review of the literature, five broad factors or
themes emerge that appear to influence the use of assessment for
improving the educational outcomes of disadvantaged students,
each accompanied by recommendations to ensure fairness.
These include assessment design, assessment processes, teachers’
assessment dispositions, knowledge and skills, and policy.

Assessment design

Any assessment must be designed to provide students with
opportunities to demonstrate their learning (Kang and Furtak,
2021). A one-size-fits-all design does not capture individual
students’ learning, ideas, and experiences. Assessment should be
culturally and linguistically appropriate for a more valid assessment
of diverse students (Newkirk-Turner and Johnson, 2018). This
requires adapting the curriculum resources to make them familiar
to students and then developing a culturally congruent assessment
(Coles-Richie and Charles, 2011).

One way to ensure effective assessment design is by aligning
assessment practices with learning theory (Kang and Furtak, 2021).
Assessments must be equity-driven assessments (Mark et al,
2020), focusing on supporting individual students and providing
greater access and support for disadvantaged students. Accessible
assessment needs to consider not only accessible design elements
but also learners’ experiences, which is central to the definition
of fair assessment. Assessment tasks are invitations to students to
demonstrate their mastery of new understandings; however, these
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invitations must be evaluated in terms of the affordances they
provide for different learners and whether learners can transform
those affordances into action (e.g., Baird et al., 2017; Graham et al,,
2018).

Assessment processes

The way assessments are implemented influences their
effectiveness, which highlights the importance of procedural
fairness by ensuring accessibility for students with disability
(Rasooli et al,, 2021), as free as possible from potential bias
(Parekh et al, 2021), transparent, and consistent (Nurhayati
and Herman, 2020). Dialogic approaches are also valued in
the literature, with interactive and guided feedback found to
better support disadvantaged students (Barana et al, 2021).
Through dialogue, students can ask for clarification, and teachers
have better ways of assessing if students have understood the
feedback given. Relatedly, Charteris (2015) found that students
find peer and group assessment easier than self-assessment.
Through a dialogic approach to feedback, students can judge
their learning (self-assessment). Students’ engagement in peer
assessment conversations activates each others learning. In
addition, refining in-the-moment questioning techniques to elicit
students’ understanding of the content taught and providing
immediate feedback is effective in raising student outcomes (Chen
etal., 2012).

Teachers’ dispositions, knowledge, and skills

Teachers’ understandings of, and dispositions toward the
principles of effective assessment (Rahman et al, 2021) and
positionality in the classroom (Parekh et al., 2021) are important
factors in ensuring the effectiveness of their assessment practices.
In addition, teachers’ understandings of the role of fair and
balanced assessment practices for enhancing student learning at
their school are critical for implementing equity-driven assessment
practices (Marynowski et al., 2019). Teachers need to modify these
concepts not only to make appropriate adjustments but to enhance
opportunities and outcomes for educationally disadvantaged
students based on their individual needs (Rasooli et al., 2021).

By teachers adapting assessment and grading procedures,
educationally disadvantaged students can be better supported
to demonstrate their competencies and to experience success
(Herzog-Punzenberger et al., 2020). Teachers need support to
recognize the factors that influence students’ learning (Acar-Erdol
and Yildizli, 2018), including the influence of social factors, such
as the influence of a negative peer group, lack of family support,
or immigration (Stevens and Van Houtte, 2011). This may involve
some advocacy as Coles-Richie and Charles (2011) have argued.

Policy

Positioning assessment policy as a key aspect in curriculum
implementation promotes the role of assessment in supporting
student learning (Nayir et al, 2019). As Herzog-Punzenberger
et al. (2020) found, school policies greatly influence teacher
implementation of culturally responsive assessments. These
findings advocate for better informed policy practices that enable
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self-regulation versus practices that rely on extrinsic motivation
(Shepard, 2019). Policymakers need to understand that assessment
for accountability does not support learning and teaching. In
addition, policymakers need to provide a supporting mechanism
for teachers to understand the policies. The intent behind
assessment policies may only become evident when teachers
understand the underlying philosophy; otherwise, they may
continue to rely on outdated practices, as demonstrated in the
empirical work of Tierney et al. (2011).

Discussion

Researchers have long argued that the use of assessment can
improve learning and teaching (Black and Wiliam, 2018; Clark,
2014; Wiliam, 2017). However, equitable assessment practices for
educationally disadvantaged students to enhance outcomes remain,
to some extent, unresolved, and lower performance outcomes
are evident when compared with those from non-disadvantaged
backgrounds (Triventi et al., 2021). This systematic review of the
literature highlights some insights into the intersections between
equity and assessment. However, this relationship is not always
explicitly addressed in the framing and writing of research.

This review highlights the commonalities across assessment
practices, starting with increased attention to culturally responsive
approaches to assessment, especially for First Nations peoples
(Coles-Richie and Charles, 2011; Klenowski, 2014; Snow et al.,
2021) and with culturally and linguistically minoritized students
(Nayir et al., 2019; Parekh et al.,, 2021; Triventi et al., 2021). That
such assessment practices (such as non-dominant culture languages
used in assessment, and culturally contextualized values and
knowledges incorporated into assessments), are prominent in the
international literature speaks powerfully to educators in colonial-
settler contexts like Australia, where First Nations Australians are
significantly disadvantaged by education systems that are not only
western/euro-centric but have actively marginalized Indigenous
ways of teaching and learning (Whatman and Singh, 2015).
Given the trajectory of colonial-settler countries without a treaty
with their Indigenous citizens, like Australia, these international
findings about culturally responsive practices to teaching and
assessment are not new in the literature; however, they remain
largely unaddressed (Whatman and Singh, 2015).

Further facets of the inclusive assessment theme illustrate
the utilitarian value of adopting accessible and diverse practices
across a range of national and school contexts and subject areas.
Such accommodations, which encompass effective teaching and
learning practices, student wellbeing, student voice, assessment
knowledge, pedagogical rationality, and stakeholders’ attitudes
around inclusion, “that relate to inclusion, special needs,
exceptionalities (e.g., giftedness), as well as, for all students
in the classroom” (Scott et al, 2014, p. 53), offer insights
around strengthening advocacy for more equitable assessment
and flexibility (Scott et al, 2014; Marynowski et al, 2019).
Deliberately designing assessment and supports to be inclusive
of students who sit outside of normative classifications (“native”-
born/language speaker; able-bodied; materially stable; from a
family that understands and values education) may assist in
removing assumptions and implicit biases, resulting in practicable
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differentiation to the benefit of all students as a result of individual
learning needs being addressed (Tierney et al., 2011). This approach
is also supported by several national and international policies on
inclusive education (UNESCO, 2020).

Student factors that influence the effectiveness of assessment
include the clarity of student responsibilities and fulfillment of
expectations (Dupont, 2018); a positive disposition toward using
assessment to support their learning (Murillo and Hidalgo, 2017);
and perceptions of fair assessment practices. When students feel
that they are fairly treated with respect and sensitivity, especially
if they are experiencing difficulties that require modifications, they
perform better (Scott et al., 2014).

Other assessment practices that emerged as significant
for equitable assessment foreground the agency of individuals
(teachers, school leaders) and school culture to shift perceptions
about what equitable assessment can do to enhance learning
The
significance of school-based assessment practices lies in how

outcomes for educationally disadvantaged students.
educators’ understandings of the purpose and value of assessment
shape the messages schools convey and the ways they implement
assessment. These practices can pose challenges to equity,
particularly when assessment regimes are externally imposed
rather than developed within local contexts. Barrances (2019)
analysis of the internally graded component of the English General
Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) exam highlights the
difficulties in achieving equitable assessment at scale. At another
level, teachers’ understandings, practices, and modes of assessment
can have significant implications for equitable engagement,
particularly when it comes to grading. Issues relating to teachers’
understandings of “what counts” (Tierney et al.,, 2011), teachers’
understandings of cohort-specific needs (Cipriano et al., 2018),
and teacher bias (Yeo et al., 2011) are all shown to impact equitable
assessment practices.

Where strategies (RQ2) exist, or recommendations are
made, certain caveats need to be made. The effectiveness and
transferability of the identified assessment practices (RQ1) depend
on the context (RQ3). These practices are situated, therefore
not “one-size-fits-all” and are wholly reliant on safe conditions
(appropriate policies, developed equitable assessment culture, clear
leadership) and resources (principally time, training, and processes
and protocols that can be shared and refined) being available.
For instance, as Rahman et al. (2021) research indicates, that
without sufficient buy-in from teachers (stymied by workload
constraints, negativity, and a lack of valuing or recognition),
equitable assessment can get dropped in the “too-hard basket.”
Moreover, while clear and repeated connections are made to
social justice imperatives for engaging with equitable assessment
(Tierney, 2014; Klenowski, 2014; Murillo and Hidalgo, 2017), and
an appreciation of the need to understand the diverse needs of
our school cohorts (Newkirk-Turner and Johnson, 2018), these
alone cannot ensure the uptake, nor the effectiveness of the
assessment practices and strategies discussed in response to RQs
land2.

What is not clear from this review but is clear from our
observations of working with schoolteachers in the Australian
context, is that teachers enact assessment practice inconsistently
and in situ, often without adequate training or support, and are
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therefore effectively interpreting national/state/department/school
policies at “the chalk face” (Graham et al., 2018). This situation is
entirely unacceptable and demonstrates a clear lack of oversight
at higher levels (international, national, and state; Shepard, 2019;
Rahman et al, 2021). What is evidently needed to facilitate
effective and equitable assessment that addresses issues of
educational disadvantage is clear policy, school autonomy
to make cohort-specific decisions, consistent leadership,
regular opportunities for professional development, and clear
guidelines, as indicated by the lack of research identified in
this review.

Establishing a school assessment culture is important for the
effectiveness of assessment practice. Coles-Richie and Charles
(2011) emphasize the development of a community of learners
where teachers develop a shared consciousness through readings
and dialogues about decolonizing educational policies that fail
disadvantaged students. At the classroom level, establishing
classroom norms, also known as a didactical contract, enables
students to become central participants in the assessment process
(Nortvedt et al., 2020), thereby providing a constructive and
supportive classroom environment (Nurhayati and Herman,
2020). This classroom environment empowers them to take an
active role in their learning. Contextual factors that negatively
influence the effectiveness of assessment include heavy workloads,
large class sizes, extensive syllabus content, and misalignment
between classroom assessment practices and national examinations
(Rahman et al., 2021).

Support from school leaders plays a vital role in fostering
a positive school culture and is critical for implementing
effective assessment practices. This support is especially important
in creating safe environments where teachers feel encouraged
to experiment with assessment strategies that best support
disadvantaged students (Marynowski et al., 2019). Additionally,
teachers benefit from school leaders who actively monitor and
guide assessment practices, helping to identify areas where teachers
may need further support (Rahman et al., 2021).

Another that

the initial teacher education curriculum. Advancing teacher

aspect impacts teachers’ preparation is
assessment knowledge requires embedding assessment practices
in teacher education programs (Scott et al., 2014). Besides generic
understandings, principles, and practices of using assessment to
support learning, teachers need to develop theoretical knowledge
and practical skills for equitable teaching and assessment processes

(Modell and Gerdin, 2021).

Conclusion

Despite strong policy commitments to both equity and
assessment, this review reveals a notable lack of empirical research
on equitable assessment practices over the past decade. This was
a surprising finding given the long-term research evidence that
has repeatedly identified the educational underperformance of
certain groups of students, as identified in this article. This review
has also highlighted a significant gap in the research literature,
particularly regarding assessment practices among secondary
education students. Given the significance of assessment in the
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learning and teaching cycle, it is concerning that more research
has not focused on this area, and that the education sectors
themselves have not funded or requested a closer examination of
the issues.

For students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds,
those with disabilities, and others facing educational disadvantage,
equitable assessment requires a more inclusive and responsive
approach to classroom practice. This review revealed a concerning
gap: inadequate teacher understanding of assessment may partly
explain the limited implementation of equitable practices identified
in the literature. Although policy documents frequently emphasize
the importance of assessment, there appears to be insufficient
attention to how these policies are enacted in both research
and practice. Greater emphasis is needed on developing and
disseminating recommended assessment strategies that promote
fairness and inclusivity. Adjusting assessment practices to better
support educationally disadvantaged students in demonstrating
their knowledge and skills is long overdue. To address this,
assessment should be a stronger focus throughout all stages
of teacher development, including initial teacher education and
ongoing professional learning. Professional bodies such as the
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL)
could play a key role in embedding equitable assessment practices
into national teaching standards and accreditation processes.

In terms of the international scope of this review, several
limitations must be acknowledged. A clear geographic trend
emerged, with the majority of studies originating from Anglophone
countries—specifically the United States (8 of 34), Canada
(6), Australia (3), and New Zealand (2).
were identified from Asian countries (Taiwan, Bangladesh, Iran,

Only four studies

and Indonesia), and none from Africa or Latin America.
This trend may indicate that the intersection of assessment
and equity is under-researched in non-Anglophone contexts.
However, it may also reflect a limitation of the review itself,
as only English-language articles were included. This language
restriction may have introduced a bias toward Anglocentric
perspectives, potentially overlooking valuable insights from other
cultural and educational contexts. Future reviews should consider
including non-English literature and expanding database searches
to capture a more globally representative understanding of
equitable assessment.
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