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Aims:  To explore whether, and in what ways, assessment practices influence ethnic attainment 

gaps, and how students experience these practices.

Context:  Across “comparable” courses at three English universities (Sussex, QMUL, and UCL), 

each with distinct student demographics and institutional contexts.

We seek to:

Track change: Analyse how awarding gaps shifted pre-, during, and post-COVID.

Diagnose design: Identify which formats (e.g., exams, group work, essays, etc.) narrow or 

widen ethnic disparities.

Compare contexts: Contrast patterns across Economics-only, wider Business School, and joint-

degree cohorts to uncover discipline effects

Amplify voices: Explore students’ lived experiences—fairness, clarity, confidence, stress, and 

assessment choices.

Inform practice and policy: Combine data and insight to offer evidence-based 

recommendations for fairer assessment design and more inclusive learning environment

Project: Investigating links between 
assessments and ethnic attainment gaps



Research Design and Methods 

Quantitative Analysis

• Based on institutional module-level attainment data

• Focus on changes in ethnic awarding gaps across periods:

▸ Pre-COVID

▸ COVID

▸ Post-COVID

• Uses mixed-effects regression models to account for variation across modules 

and student cohorts

Qualitative Research (Focus Groups)

• Conducted post-COVID with students from Levels 3–6

• Explores lived experiences of assessment practices

• Topics include:

▸ Fairness, stress, clarity, confidence

▸ Module choice, group work, assessment types



Data: Quantitative Analysis

Only UK students QMUL UoS

Programmes

Selected Programmes 

(Econ, Econ and Finance, 

Econ , Finance and 

Management)

Selected programmes (Finance, 

Economics and Management) of 

the 3 Departments of the 

Business School 

Entry 

requirements

AAA with A in Maths ABB (pre-COVID)

BBB (2020-21, 2022-23)

Not A-level Maths

Time periods 2018-19, 2020-21, 2022-23 2018-19, 2020-21, 2022-23

Assessment 

changes

Traditional → Online → 

Traditional

Traditional → Online → Online & 

traditional

Ethnic 

composition

Asian 65%, White 16%, 

Black 10%, Mixed 4;% Other 

5%(*)

Asian 14%, White 67%, Black 

8%, Mixed 8%, Other 3%(**)

Sample Size

17,941 observations

(736 students of whom 211 

overlapped across periods)

46,276 observations (2111 

students of whom 775 

overlapped across periods)



Modelling Strategy: UoS and QMUL

All assessments of 
the academic year

Model 1  

In-term (Coursework 
by type)

Model 2

Out-of-term (final 
exams by type)

Model 3 

Pooled

School 
level

Discipline 
level

Year by 
year 



Variables Included in Regression Models:
UoS and QMUL

Category Variables

Outcome Variable Grade on assessment

Student Demographics

Gender

Ethnicity

Socioeconomic background (FSM or Parental Occupation) 

Disability status (disaggregated index or as binary indicator)

Placement year enrolment

Assessment Context

Time period (Pre-, During-, Post-COVID)

Assessment timing (in term vs. final for Model 1)

Assessment type (Model 2 and Model 3)

Term of delivery (Term 1 or Term 2) (QMUL only)

Module Characteristics

Quantitative module (binary indicator)

Module level (4, 5, or 6)

Core vs. optional module (QMUL only)

Discipline
Departments (UoS: Accounting and Finance; Management; Economics)

Degrees (QMUL: Single degree ; joint degrees)



Quantitative Analysis

Component Description Examples

Miay

Mark of student i on assessment a in 

year y
Grade (0-100)

SCiy Student characteristics Ethnicity, Gender, SES, Disability

MCay Module characteristics Level, Quantitative, Core/optional

ACay Assessment characteristics In-term vs final, Assessment type

ITiay Interaction terms
Ethnicity × Module/Assessment 

features

ui Random effects
Intercepts + Slopes (student 

heterogeneity)

εiay

Residual error
Unexplained variation



Quantitative Analysis
Two points to clarify:

1) 𝐼𝑇𝑖𝑎𝑦: relevant interaction terms (e.g. ethnicity × time period ; assessment type; 

quant); these terms allow to test research questions

Research Questions:

• Do ethnic achievement gaps vary by assessment types and module (quantitatitve 

for QMUL) characteristics?

• Did COVID change ethnic achievement gaps?

• Gender and SES (for Uos Discipline Economics)

2) Random effects ui (random intercept to control for confounding factors, ensuring 

unbiased ethnic gap estimates through like-with-like comparisons; random slopes to 

account for student heterogeneity)

• Each student has their own "starting point“ (motivation, ability, etc..)

• Each student reacts to context differently (time period and module level, quant and 

high stake for UoS, core for QMUL) 



UoS



Model 1

3 Departments 

Economics (BSc 

and BA)



Results UoS: Model 1

Predicted margins - model estimates adjusted for compositional differences 

accounting for differences in student characteristics and institutional factors

3 Departments Economics (BSc an BA)



Results Model 1
3 Departments 

Economics (BSc an BA)



Model 1 Gender and SES 
(only Economics)



Model 2



Model 2 (Coursework)
3 Departments 

Economics (BSc an BA)



3 Departments 

Economics (BSc an BA)



Results: Model 2
3 Departments:

Economics (BSc an BA):



Model 3

3 Departments 

Economics 

(BSc an BA)

. (**)Technical Reports and Group Work were excluded from the sample used in the regressions because they 

accounted for only a small % of the  



Results: Model 3

Economics (BSc an BA)

3 Departments 

Economics





Other Factors:
The FSM disadvantage disappears post-COVID across the full Business School 

sample, and no gender intersectionality is at play. 



Conclusions UoS (3 Departments)

Ethnic attainment gaps are persistent but vary with time period, assessment 

format, and task type. Three main conclusions:

Pre-COVID gaps were substantial

– Most ethnic groups faced significant disadvantages in final exams and 

coursework.

– Essays and untimed assessments showed the largest early gaps.

COVID-19 reduced but did not remove inequalities

– Digital assessment narrowed gaps, but less than in Economics.

– Black students remained consistently disadvantaged across most formats, 

including digital ones.

Post-COVID gaps reappeared across all groups

– Renewed disadvantages emerged in nearly all assessment types.

– Written reports, short-timed coursework, and untimed exams showed the largest 

gaps.

– Digital timed exams continued to show no significant differences



Conclusions UoS (Economics)

Ethnic attainment gaps shift with assessment design and wider structural 

conditions. Three main conclusions:

COVID-19 narrowed gaps

– Attainment gaps reduced or disappeared during COVID, especially in digital 

timed exams.

– Structured, time-limited tasks lowered barriers for several groups.

Gaps re-emerged post-COVID

– Once assessment returned to standard formats, disparities widened again.

– Black students faced renewed penalties in written reports and untimed digital 

exams.

– Asian students no longer showed the pre-COVID disadvantages seen earlier.

Post-COVID marks declined for all groups

– Performance dropped across ethnic groups.

– High-stakes final exams were most challenging, while coursework remained 

more stable.



Limitations (UoS)
• FSM patterns are difficult to interpret confidently. Even though FSM 

disadvantage disappears post-COVID, we cannot isolate whether this is due to 

assessment flexibility, cohort characteristics, policy shifts, or support structures

• Some assessment formats have small subgroup samples, especially UEX 

exams or “Other” ethnic groups, limiting statistical power. 

• Economics is part of the School dataset, so comparisons between “Economics” 

and “Business School” are conservative; excluding Economics would likely 

amplify differences

• Integrity concerns in digital timed assessments remain unresolved. The 

consistent absence of awarding gaps in timed digital exams could reflect both 

genuine equity gains and potential masking effects from un-proctored 

conditions.



QMUL



Results Model 1
3 Degrees (Economics, Econ and Finance, EFM Joint programme) 

Economics (BSc)



Results Model 1
3 Degrees (Economics, Econ and Finance, EFM Joint programme) 

•COVID effects varied: White, Asian, and Other groups stayed stable or improved, while Mixed-

heritage students dropped sharply and Black students showed little change.

•Post-COVID gaps widen: Black students decline markedly across all module types; Mixed-

heritage students recover only partially, increasing gaps with other groups.

•Structural pattern: Similar trends appear in Economics-only data, indicating system-wide drivers 

rather than subject- or assessment-specific effects.



Results Model 1

Economics (BSc) • Asian students show a peak 

during the COVID online 

assessment period, followed by 

a return to pre-COVID levels 

post-COVID (return to in-person 

exams).

• Black students show the 

sharpest deterioration, with a 

marked decline in the post-

COVID period.

• White students remain broadly 

stable and have the highest 

performance post-COVID.

• Awarding gap (vs. White group) 

convergence during COVID 

and a large divergence post-

COVID, driven by a widening 

White–Black gap.

• Across modules, Asian–White 

differences narrow more in 

quantitative modules (reflecting 

Asian students’ quantitative 

advantage), whereas Black 

students experience severe 

post-COVID losses in both 

module types.

Within Group Differences



Module 2 (Coursework / In-term Assessments)

3 Degrees (Economics, Econ and Finance, EFM Joint programme) 

Economics



Model 2 3 degrees

Economics

3 Degrees (Economics, Econ and Finance, EFM Joint programme) 



Results Model 3

Economics

3 Degrees (Economics, Econ and Fincance, EFM Joint programme) 



Other Factors:



Conclusions QMUL (3 degrees)

Ethnic attainment gaps shift across periods and formats , 
with patterns differing from Economics-only analysis. Three 

main findings:

Minimal gaps Pre-COVID and during COVID
– Across quantitative and non-quantitative modules, ethnic gaps 

remain small and statistically insignificant.
– Mirrors Economics-only results and reflects the temporary 

equalisation of emergency online assessments.

Sharp widening Post-COVID, especially in final exams
– Large White–Black gaps emerge across all final-exam formats.

– White–Asian gaps appear in non-quantitative finals.
– These disparities are larger than in Economics-only, 

driven mainly by joint and non-Economics programmes.

Coursework shows discipline-specific differences
– The Asian quantitative coursework advantage seen in 

Economics is absent in the wider School.
– Non-quantitative coursework shows post-COVID awarding 

gaps, consistent with final-exam patterns.

Ethnic attainment gaps shift across periods and formats , 
with patterns differing from Economics-only analysis. Three 

main findings:

Minimal gaps Pre-COVID and during COVID
– Across quantitative and non-quantitative modules, ethnic gaps 

remain small and statistically insignificant.
– Mirrors Economics-only results and reflects the temporary 

equalisation of emergency online assessments.

Sharp widening Post-COVID`, especially in final exams
– Large White–Black gaps emerge across all final-exam formats.

– White–Asian gaps appear in non-quantitative finals.
– These disparities are larger than in Economics-only, 

driven mainly by joint and non-Economics programmes.

Coursework shows discipline-specific differences
– The Asian quantitative coursework advantage seen in 

Economics is absent in the wider School.
– Non-quantitative coursework shows post-COVID awarding 

gaps, consistent with final-exams.



Conclusions QMUL (Economics)

Ethnic attainment gaps shift across periods and formats , 
with patterns differing from Economics-only analysis. Three 

main findings:

Minimal gaps Pre-COVID and during COVID
– Across quantitative and non-quantitative modules, ethnic gaps 

remain small and statistically insignificant.
– Mirrors Economics-only results and reflects the temporary 

equalisation of emergency online assessments.

Sharp widening Post-COVID, especially in final exams
– Large White–Black gaps emerge across all final-exam formats.

– White–Asian gaps appear in non-quantitative finals.
– These disparities are larger than in Economics-only, 

driven mainly by joint and non-Economics programmes.

Coursework shows discipline-specific differences
– The Asian quantitative coursework advantage seen in 

Economics is absent in the wider School.
– Non-quantitative coursework shows post-COVID awarding 

gaps, consistent with final-exam patterns.

Ethnic attainment gaps shift across periods and formats , 
with patterns differing from Economics-only analysis. Three 

main findings:

Minimal gaps Pre-COVID and during COVID
– Across quantitative and non-quantitative modules, ethnic gaps 

remain small and statistically insignificant.
– Mirrors Economics-only results and reflects the temporary 

equalisation of emergency online assessments.

Sharp widening Post-COVID`, especially in final exams
– Large White–Black gaps emerge across all final-exam formats.

– White–Asian gaps appear in non-quantitative finals.
– These disparities are larger than in Economics-only, 

driven mainly by joint and non-Economics programmes.

Coursework shows discipline-specific differences
– The Asian quantitative coursework advantage seen in 

Economics is absent in the wider School.
– Non-quantitative coursework shows post-COVID awarding 

gaps, consistent with final-exams.

•During COVID, attainment gaps disappeared: Black and White students 

performed similarly; Asian students temporarily peaked, especially in quantitative 

modules.

•Gaps re-emerged only post-COVID — and only for Black students: Declines 

appear across all assessment types (quantitative/qualitative, coursework/exams, 

written/oral).

•Module domain explains some patterns: Asian students have a strong 

quantitative advantage; this prevents a White–Asian gap but does not explain the 

White–Black divergence.

•Key risk is the transition out of crisis: When emergency supports end and 

expectations return to normal, Black students fall behind. Targeted scaffolding 

during recovery phases is more effective than redesigning assessment formats.

•Robust but not causal: Confounding factors remain, but consistent results 

across modules, formats, and periods indicate a real post-COVID divergence 

centered on Black students, not an artefact of measurement.



Limitations (QMUL)
Small subgroup sizes: Mixed-heritage and “Other” groups are small, especially in 

Economics-only, reducing precision and widening confidence intervals.

Programme structure differences: Non-Economics and joint degrees follow 

varied module/assessment patterns, limiting direct comparability with Economics-

only results.

COVID-period variation: Economics used more standardised digital formats, while 

the wider School used mixed formats, affecting COVID-period outcomes.

Aggregated disability data: “Any disability” grouping masks variation across 

conditions; differing declaration rates may affect comparisons.

Unobserved characteristics: Data lack information on study habits, digital 

access, health, responsibilities, and engagement, which may differ across 

programmes.

Selection and progression effects: Economics follows a more uniform 

curriculum; wider School pathways introduce potential selection biases.

Period grouping limits detail: Pre-/during-/post-COVID categories smooth over 

year-specific and cohort-specific variation.



Focus Group 
Student Voice



Focus Group – student voice
Common themes

Assessment:

-Students consistently preferred coursework (in term assessments) to final exams.

 

-Among the final exams, students long, open-ended assessments (essays, reports, take-

home exams) stressful, unclear, and harder to plan for; these formats amplify inequalities 

linked to time, confidence, and home environment.

-Timed exams (especially digital timed during COVID) are perceived as fairer and clearer, 

with stronger structure, clearer expectations, and less dependence on external conditions.

-Students report unequal group-work contributions, leading to anxiety, resentment, and 

perceptions of unfairness, particularly when marks are shared.

-Assessment clarity is a universal concern: students want more precise rubrics, 

exemplars, model answers, and consistency across markers.



Overall Preferences over Assessment

University of Sussex Queen Mary University of London



Focus Group – student voice

Teaching:

-Teaching quality and style have a major impact: students value interactive teaching, 

clear explanations, and lecturers who break down complex material; they criticise assumed 

prior knowledge and passive content delivery.

-High levels of maths anxiety and low confidence are widespread, especially among 

women and students from underrepresented backgrounds; these patterns influence 

module choice and create avoidance of quantitative pathways.

Learning:

-Students make strategic assessment choices, avoiding modules with heavy final exams 

or unclear marking, and at UCL actively use “freedom of information” requests to 

identify “safer” assessment formats (more on this in UCL’s video).

-Many students describe post-COVID fatigue, disrupted study habits, and difficulty 

managing independent learning, reinforcing the challenges seen in the quantitative 

analysis.



Gender-Based Insights Across Analytical 
Themes (UoS)

Theme Female Participants Male Participants

Module Selection Interest, ease, peer influence Career alignment, lecturer reputation

Math Attitudes Frequent avoidance, low 

confidence

Mixed: some confident, some avoidant

Support Needs Support for anxiety, clearer 

schedules

Support for clarity, reminders

Emotional Tone & 

Mental Health

Anxiety around exams, group work 

stress

Stress mentioned, less frequently tied to 

gender

Career Utility Value practical skills, relevant 

content

Similar emphasis on career relevance



Focus Group: summary
Theme University of Sussex Queen Mary University of 

London

University College London 

Assessment 

Preference

Strong preference for coursework 86% prefer coursework General preference for coursework; 

strategic choice

Exam Stress High anxiety (traditional unseen exam 

(UEX) and computer-based exam 

CEX -timed exams)

Stressful, especially timed 

exams

Mixed attitudes toward exams 

Group Work Mixed views; issues with fairness; 

disliked when assigned randomly; 

liked with choice

Disliked without structure Major dissatisfaction with 

coursework grades that don’t reflect 

individual contribution

Math Confidence Avoided by many, especially females Mixed (some avoid, some 

embrace); first-year fear
Challenges adapting to quantitative 

content; preferences vary

Teaching 

Preferences

Lectures disengaging if passive Prefer clarity and interactivity Practical, connected teaching

Seminar Preferred when small and interactive. Seminar usefulness tied to 

peer/tutor dynamic.

Effective when interactive and led by 

engaged tutors.

Support & 

Feedback

Value supportive staff; need for 

timely, structured feedback.

Strong emphasis on formative 

support.

Appreciated detailed feedback and 

connection to future modules.

Information 

Transparency

Vague module titles Demand for clearer overviews Frustration over unclear module 

space availability

Mental Health 

Concerns

High anxiety and stress Burnout, pressure Group tension, unclear grading 

Stress linked to group dynamics and 

unclear expectations.

Demographic 

Influences

Female, Asian students more 

affected

Confidence tied to 

culture/gender

General (no group specific) 

impact  on group work



UCL Case Study
(Video)

watch video 
UCL video

https://universityofsussex-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/personal/mgc25_sussex_ac_uk/Documents/Susan%20and%20Deyu%20-%20%20QAA%20V2%20(With%20Music%20+%20Caption).mp4?csf=1&web=1&nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJPbmVEcml2ZUZvckJ1c2luZXNzIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXciLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJNeUZpbGVzTGlua0NvcHkifX0&e=8vVtnX


Final Conclusions



Final Conclusions: comparative analysis 

1.COVID-19 temporarily reduced inequality, especially via digital timed assessments

• Black–White gaps closed; Asian students performed strongly; smallest gaps occurred in 

structured, time-limited digital exams.

• Emergency online conditions (lower stakes, simpler formats, higher scaffolding) reduced 

barriers for structurally disadvantaged groups.

2.Return to standard assessment practices re-opened gaps

• Post-COVID, ethnic gaps—especially Black–White—sharply re-emerged across coursework, 

exams, quantitative and non-quantitative modules.

• Indicates pressures linked to returning to autonomous, high-stakes assessment environments.

3.Traditional in-person exams and extended open-ended tasks produce the largest disparities

• Post-COVID widening is greatest in invigilated finals and long-form written tasks (essays, 

reports, untimed digital finals).

• These formats demand sustained independent study and high cognitive load, disadvantaging 

certain groups—especially Black students.

4.Quantitative performance does not consistently protect Asian students post-COVID

• COVID-era strengths do not generalise; quantitative advantages vary across programmes and 

formats.

• Quantitative assessment does not explain the White–Black divergence and does not 

consistently shield Asian students after COVID.



Final Conclusions: comparative analysis

5. Post-COVID performance declined across all ethnic groups

• Marks fell at QMUL, UoS, and UCL; declines were steepest for Black and Mixed-

heritage students.

• Reflects disrupted schooling, reduced routines, cost-of-living pressures, and rising 

academic expectations.

6. Intersectional patterns show persistent structural vulnerabilities

• Students with mental-health-related disabilities face sustained disadvantages; 

socioeconomic effects also visible.

• Female students outperform male students across institutions.

7. Key vulnerability lies in the transition out of crisis, not the crisis itself

• Gaps did not widen during COVID but after, when support was withdrawn and high-

stakes formats returned.

• Divergence—especially for Black students—appears linked to challenges in self-

regulation and intensified expectations.

• Highlights the need for targeted scaffolding during recovery phases, not only during 

emergencies.



Policy Recommendations

Assessment format and inequality: In digital settings, structured, time-limited 

assessments tend to reduce attainment gaps, while open-ended formats may widen them—

particularly for Black students. Avoid 100% high-stakes assessments in favour of a more 

balanced and inclusive assessment diet.

Use caution with un-proctored timed digital exams: May reduce disparities but raise 

equity and integrity concerns due to varied home environments and monitoring limitations.

Post-COVID widening reflects deeper structural pressures: The return to traditional 

formats coincided with shifts in the learning environment that interact with socioeconomic 

background, disability, and other structural disadvantages — making stronger scaffolding, 

assessment literacy, and academic support essential.

Greater programme coherence and targeted support are needed: Aligning practices 

across programmes and Schools, particularly in joint degrees, and providing focused 

support for structurally disadvantaged students are key to building a more equitable and 

resilient assessment system.



Thank you
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