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ABSTRACT
As a form of assessment, examinations are designed to determine 
whether students have met learning outcomes. However, students with 
disabilities report avoiding examinations, selecting units of study where 
the assessments align with their strengths. To ensure examinations do 
not contribute to the systematic exclusion of students with disabilities, 
it is important to explore their experiences. In this paper, we use a 
sociomaterial frame to analyse how examination arrangements construct 
inclusion in examinations. Interviews with 40 students were conducted 
across two universities. Inclusion or exclusion was variably constituted 
for students through emergent combinations of social and material 
arrangements. Covid-19 pandemic related social distancing related 
changes such as shifting examinations online, using technology, increas-
ing time limits and moving to open-book examinations contributed to 
increased inclusion for most students, who were able to use familiar 
equipment in spaces they had adapted to their own needs. Staff accep-
tance and implementation of access requirements and assessment flex-
ibility also contributed. While the attitudes and actions of staff involved 
in examinations can facilitate inclusion, reducing the need for adjust-
ments through assessment design is important. This requires consider-
ation of how time, technology, equipment and materials contribute to 
inclusion or exclusion, which may have benefits for many students.

Introduction

Examinations, like other assessments, are intentionally designed to determine who has met 
learning outcomes. However, they should not have the unintended effect of preventing diverse 
students from demonstrating their capabilities. Indeed, students with disabilities report selecting 
their units of study according to an assessment format that aligns with their strengths; many, 
as part of this, describe avoiding examinations (Waterfield and West 2006; Morris, Milton, and 
Goldstone 2019). This might mean that assessment types, such as examinations, influence the 
subjects that students take and ultimately impact the degrees they graduate with. As all stu-
dents might consider the assessment types they will encounter when choosing which subjects 
to enrol in, to promote a just and diverse society, we must ensure assessments do not contribute 
to the systematic exclusion of students with particular conditions or characteristics (McArthur 
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2016). Since examinations are commonly harnessed for certification and accreditation purposes 
(Bearman et al. 2017), it is necessary to understand what can be done to improve the inclusivity 
of examinations. When using the term examinations, we refer to a range of high-stakes timed 
assessment tasks, which can include written papers – both multiple choice and longer essay 
formats – and other types of tasks where students are expected to perform or produce indi-
vidual work within a limited timeframe. In this paper, we undertake a sociomaterial exploration 
of students with disabilities’ examination experiences to consider the extent to which they were 
inclusive and what could be improved in practice.

Examination-related disadvantages have been mitigated through ‘adjustments’ or ‘accommo-
dations’ for students with disabilities in accordance with legislative requirements (e.g. Disability 
Discrimination Act 1992). Adjustments for students with disabilities frequently include: changes 
to timing including extra time and breaks; changes in location such as a quieter, more physically 
accessible or individual room; and the provision of assistive measures such as a scribe or elec-
tronic devices (Hanafin et al. 2007; Madriaga et al. 2010). However, adjustments do not always 
lead to equitable academic outcomes (Brett 2016; Kilpatrick et al. 2017), nor address students’ 
actual access requirements (Waterfield and West 2006). Moreover, making individual ad-hoc 
adjustments is time-consuming and inefficient. A system that focuses on making reactive adjust-
ments is likely to become overwhelmed as participation of students with disabilities in higher 
education continues to increase (Waterfield and West 2006; Kilpatrick et al. 2017; Koshy 2019).

There are additional problems with a focus on adjustments beyond variability in experience. 
To gain access to adjustments, students must self-advocate and/or disclose personal information 
– something that not all students are prepared to do. Those not yet formally diagnosed may 
lack necessary documentation. Obtaining a diagnosis can also be time-consuming and costly 
(Lightner et al. 2012). While 5–6% of students disclose their disability, this is well below the 
estimated population prevalence of 20% (Grimes et al. 2019). Students may choose not to dis-
close their disability or request needed adjustments, since they perceive adjustments may give 
them an unfair advantage or signal their inability to meet expectations without assistance 
(Lightner et al. 2012; Grimes et al. 2017). Furthermore, common adjustments such as placing 
students into a separate room can cause students to feel excluded or different (Waterfield and 
West 2006; Hanafin et al. 2007). While these material aspects are important, what happens in 
interactions with people in preparation for an examination may also contribute significantly to 
students’ experiences and outcomes. These considerations highlight the need to take a different 
perspective on supporting diverse students; rather than continuing to view disability as a 
problem to address at an individual level, the design of examinations might instead be prob-
lematised. We therefore retain the person-first language of ‘students with disabilities’ where 
necessary (e.g. in reference to literature), but largely just use ‘students’ to encourage the sector 
to problematise assessment rather than seeing challenges as residing within the student.

Some problems commonly experienced with examinations are already known, and these may 
be exacerbated for students with particular disabilities. For example, while additional time has 
been demonstrated to support students in situations where speed of task completion is an 
assessment feature, it can also be counter-productive for students who experience fatigue, and 
may not assist students with dyslexia whose outputs can be affected regardless of time allowed 
(Waterfield and West 2006; Lewandowski, Cohen, and Lovett 2013). Other groups may need 
even more time than allotted (Grimes et al. 2021). Examinations are by far the largest source 
of assessment design critique and anxiety for students who have failed academic subjects, 
which can lead to further failure (Ajjawi et al. 2020). Inclusion may also need to go beyond the 
mechanics of the task to consider assessment design in a broader sense: elements impacting 
the enactment of examinations include its objectives, materials, policies surrounding assessment 
and the stakeholders involved (Bearman et al. 2017).

However, the literature to date on designing inclusive examinations is sparse. Though there 
are several reviews of inclusive practices in higher education (Roberts, Satlykgylyjova, and Park 
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2015; Lawrie et al. 2017; Stentiford and Koutsouris 2021), only one has focused specifically on 
assessment (Tai, Ajjawi, and Umarova 2021). Whilst Tai, Ajjawi, and Umarova (2021) identified 
13 papers which investigated students’ experiences of particular assessment designs, these 
papers predominantly focused on a single characteristic (e.g. dyslexia) rather than considering 
student diversity more expansively, and little research considered examinations specifically. Since 
examinations in various formats are still a commonplace assessment type, it is important to 
understand how examinations might impact on inclusion for students who have a variety of 
disabilities, learning difficulties or other conditions which have traditionally led to eligibility for 
accommodations.

Considering examinations as sociomaterial arrangements

The literature outlined suggests that, for many students, the challenges with undertaking exam-
inations are social and environmental – including assessment design. To investigate this complex 
intersection between students and their experience of examinations, we adopt a sociomaterial 
frame (Fenwick 2010). We conceptualise any examination as comprising relevant dynamic inter-
actions between people, objects and spaces, including halls, laptops, students, administrators 
and educators. This perspective helps us to interpret how examination practices and experiences 
unfold through time and space. It provides insights into the social and material relationships 
that compose an examination, which by their very nature variably include and exclude actors 
(Bearman and Ajjawi 2021). For example, Bearman et al. (2021) take a sociomaterial perspective 
to describe how practical medical student examinations are designed by many actors but with-
out any input from students or patients. Places and objects play an active part. As Fenwick and 
Edwards (2013, 53) write, ‘Material things are performative and not inert; they are matter and 
they matter’. In another example, Mayes (2019) shows how, for a student who uses a wheelchair, 
disability and exclusion are constituted in school committees through the material arrangements 
of rooms, chairs, doors and stairs. Thus, spaces and objects can include, or exclude. This per-
spective is particularly pertinent in relation to the Covid-19 situation, which has increased the 
potential for inequity through the digital divide and varied home study circumstances, but also 
simultaneously presented opportunities for improved equity through the necessary but rapid 
shift online – for example, by creating less need to travel (Bartolic et al. 2021).

To highlight certain aspects of an experience, we draw on the term ‘arrangements’, from 
Schatzki (2002), to describe the local configurations of objects, spaces and people within which 
an examination activity takes place. By considering how patterns of these configurations lead 
to inclusion or exclusion of students, we can understand both what challenges exist and what 
benefits possible reconfigurations offer. Therefore, we explore students with disabilities’ experi-
ences of examinations to answer the following research question: How do sociomaterial arrange-
ments shape the inclusivity of examinations?

Methods

Ethics approval for this study was granted by Research Ethics Committees at two Australian 
Universities (University 1 – approval 22567; University 2 – approval 2020-339).

Participants and data collection

Recruitment at the two Australian universities targeted students registered with their institution’s 
disability support service. Students were contacted by email in October 2020 by their disability 
support service and invited to express interest in participating in an interview. We adopted 
maximum diversity sampling across reported characteristics to invite 20 students from each 



Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 393

institution to interview, to offer sufficiency in answering the research question whilst maintaining 
depth in the data (O’Reilly and Parker 2013).

Interviews were semi-structured, conducted remotely (via video conference or telephone), 
and recorded by members of the research team in November and December 2020, after two 
semesters’ worth of learning and assessment disruptions in Australia where many universities 
‘pivoted’ to online or remote assessments as a safety measure for social distancing and lock-
downs. Interviews ranged from approximately 30 min to 1.5 hours. Students were asked about 
their experiences with examinations and/or timed assessments, their experiences of assessment 
more broadly, their adjustments, and their background, including any circumstances which may 
have impacted their university study and participation in assessment.

To give all students who had expressed interest an opportunity to share their examination 
experiences, students who were not selected for an interview were invited to submit a written 
or audio-recorded response to a list of prompts. The prompt questions addressed the same 
topics as the interview schedule. All student submissions were deidentified and assigned a 
pseudonym. Audio recordings were sent for transcription.

A total of 51 students participated, with 40 participating in interviews and 11 asynchronously 
submitting responses to the interview prompts. A range of age groups were represented, with 
11 students aged 18–24, 15 students aged 25–34, and 16 students aged 35 or over. Nine stu-
dents did not provide their age. Many disciplines were represented, including arts and human-
ities, law, information technology, science and engineering; however, there was a substantial 
proportion of health professions (e.g. nursing) and health sciences (e.g. biomedicine) students, 
who made up 49% of all participants. Students reported one or more conditions that required 
an access plan: 27 students (53%) reported one condition; 19 students (37%) reported two 
conditions; and 5 students (10%) reported three conditions. Thirty-four students (66%) also 
reported they were either rural, regional or remote, had a low socio-economic status background, 
were first in family to attend university, or had a combination of these characteristics.

Data analysis

Research team members initially inductively analysed two transcripts each using a sociomaterial 
sensitising lens. We attuned to how the social arrangements (e.g. asking for an extension) and 
material arrangements (e.g. space, time, objects such as a faulty computer) came together to 
include/exclude students (MacLeod and Ajjawi 2020). The team then met to discuss and develop 
an initial codebook based on our interpretations. Two members of the research team (MD and 
PM) then coded two further transcripts using NVivo software and met to discuss and refine the 
codebook. A third member of the research team (JT) then coded a further transcript to identify 
any further possible codes and to interrogate their relations. The three team members (MD, PM 
and JT) then met to discuss, merging duplicate themes and reorganising themes and subthemes 
to improve the codebook’s utility. Coding of all interview data and student submissions was 
carried out by three members of the research team (MD, PM and JT). The research team met 
severally and iteratively as more transcripts were coded to develop our interpretations and 
meanings of the data. We present our findings with a general description of student experiences 
and then draw out common patterns or themes for the sociomaterial arrangements of exam-
inations and what they constitute in terms of students’ perceptions of inclusion/exclusion.

Findings

Students’ individual experiences were quite varied. This was likely a result of the specific and 
situated sociomaterial arrangements in which each student was enmeshed, consisting of 
examination-related and personal circumstances. Complexity of personal circumstances included: 
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financial situation; work commitments; spaces/locations available for study; carer and family 
roles; distance study; regional location; and cultural differences or obligations. Students who 
had access plans with adjustments to examinations – which might include additional time, 
stretch breaks, separate rooms, an oral format, or assistance such as a scribe or technology – 
felt that, when implemented, their adjustments were usually helpful in allaying their stress 
around demonstrating their capabilities. The sociomaterial arrangements constituted very different 
experiences for students, with some commonalities to what students perceived as a positive 
and inclusive examination experience. While these arrangements were entangled, we now turn 
to unravel the layers of complexity and interplay through the following themes: social arrange-
ments; technological arrangements; arrangement of examination spaces; examinations tempo-
ralities; and task layout and configuration.

Social arrangements

Student-staff interactions, particularly with unit chairs and other teaching staff, were not always 
easy; relationships needed to be established with individual teachers who each responded 
differently, which took time. Students’ progress through units with different teaching staff also 
meant this was a recurring process that unfolded in unexpected ways. When academics were 
insensitive to student situations, this could create additional workload and stress for students 
to ensure their adjustments were upheld. For example, Courtney, a health professions student 
with a physical condition and learning disability, described feeling like ‘an inconvenience’ when 
her adjustments weren’t automatically recognised. Many students reported these kinds of hiccups 
in the process when their requirements were not communicated effectively and efficiently. 
Missed connections could occur both when requesting adjustments in advance from unit chairs, 
and with invigilators in the case of in-person examinations. Such incidents could be distressing 
and significantly impact students, as Ellie, a health professions student with a medical condition 
and learning disability, highlighted:

I shouldn’t have to fight for something that should just be given to me, because I actually have had a 
disability for years now… I shouldn’t have to, just because you can’t physically see it doesn’t mean it’s 
not there… It is very frustrating emotionally more than anything.

However, positive relationships could be equally impactful. Yasmin, a science student with a 
mental health condition, identified her most academically successful units as those where her 
unit chair was empathetic and flexible, noting ‘I think that made the most difference for me’. 
Students also described their interactions with accessibility staff as highly supportive. In contrast 
to the semester-long relationships with unit chairs, students were generally able to develop 
long-term relationships with their accessibility liaison team, since they had sustained contact 
with the same person or people over time. For students such as Ethan, a law student with 
complex intersecting mental and physical health conditions, an ongoing relationship with a 
familiar and supportive accessibility liaison officer was critical; as he explained, ‘I was really 
good at masking my issues… [my accessibility liaison officer] can see through my facade a 
lot now’.

Technological arrangements

With the shift online as a result of Covid-19, technology constituted examinations in central 
ways. Many students found this more inclusive, especially being able to type answers rather than 
handwrite. For others, technologies such as access to computers had already been part of their 
examination landscape. An adjustment as simple as access to a computer made a significant 
difference for Samira, a health professions student with a mental health condition and learning 
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disability. Samira explained that she didn’t think she could complete her degree if she weren’t 
permitted to use a computer, noting ‘handwriting and speed is not my friend… even though 
my knowledge base is good’. For other students with a physical condition making handwriting 
difficult, or those with a learning disability (particularly dyslexia), adjustments that allowed access 
to a scribe or assistive technology were often crucial. Vanessa, a health sciences student with a 
medical condition, found speech recognition software a big help: ‘if you’ve got a lot of typing 
to do, in a situation that might normally take you a while, if your hands are a bit sore’.

However, technology was not always helpful. Students reported that poor internet connec-
tivity was problematic when accessing online quizzes, tests and oral assessments. Rebecca, a 
law student with a medical condition and mental health condition, reported, ‘one of my 
assessments [was] a mock court for evidence law. I just found that really difficult to do because 
this was all on Zoom. I was struggling to hear people and there was a lag’. Poor internet 
connections, especially in rural areas, meant students needed to prepare for possible disrup-
tions in advance, including purchasing additional mobile internet devices as backup and 
having university helpdesk contact details to hand. When connectivity issues occurred, students 
faced the additional burden and stress of providing sufficient proof of their system access 
difficulties through screenshots and calls to IT support. Cameron, a student with a physical 
disability, also found a difference between his previous accommodations for in-person exam-
inations – where he could use Microsoft Word, which includes grammar and spell-check – and 
online examinations – where the web page interface did not have this functionality. He 
resorted to copying and pasting between the two mediums, which he found ‘frustrating and 
time-consuming’.

Arrangement of examination spaces

Physical arrangements contributed to inclusion in a number of ways. Students reported positive 
on-campus experiences when their place-related adjustments had been properly implemented 
– for example, when they were provided with a quiet room separate to the large examination 
hall. Shifting to remote/online examinations due to Covid-19 had substantial benefits for stu-
dents with a range of conditions, including not having to travel long distances, being able to 
access the physical supports they needed, and taking breaks without fuss. Ben, a science student 
with a medical condition and learning disability, explained his home environment already had 
the equipment and software he needed for a positive examination experience. He noted, ‘I don’t 
need to worry about my exam accommodations being ignored or something like that, or the 
room changing. None of those problems occur’. Courtney, a health professions student with a 
medical condition and learning disability, noticed a shift in her mood when undertaking home 
examinations: ‘I go in relaxed. If I get overwhelmed, I can take a deep breath, I’m at home and 
I can relax again and then go back to it’. Not having to travel to examinations was also seen 
by many students as a significant benefit of the Covid-19 environment. For Danielle, a health 
sciences student with a medical condition who lived in a regional area, ‘having the exam 
online… meant I wasn’t drained from driving to an exam location’.

Students also commented on how in-person examination spaces had an impact on their 
experience. Glen, a health sciences student with a medical condition and physical disability, 
pointed out he was able to monitor his progress against other students in an in-person context:

One of the things that I really appreciate[d], in a way, was seeing when other people that were in my 
class stood up to leave because then I could get a sense, ‘Well, I’m running behind or I’m okay’. I could 
see where I was, whether I was on track or not, and that was useful.

Several students also appreciated sitting their in-person examinations in a room separate 
from the main cohort but with other students who had similar requirements, as there were 
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fewer distractions but still a sense of inclusion. As Sofia, a health sciences student with a learn-
ing disability, noted:

when I had to go to the physical place, I would see other people also getting extra time and stuff to go 
have breaks. It was really nice to feel normal, I guess, in that sense. I haven’t really felt excluded.

In some instances, students’ requirements for physical adjustments were overlooked and the 
error could not be rectified on the day of the examination. For students such as Glen, a health 
sciences student with a medical condition and physical disability, this meant having to undertake 
examinations in inappropriate conditions. Glen has an extreme heat intolerance, so he was 
meant to be provided with an electric fan under his accessibility plan. Although Glen submitted 
this information in advance, he found that ‘at four different places, it never happened’. His 
accessibility plan also specified that he should have undertaken his examinations in a separate 
air-conditioned room, ‘but no one knew what to do about it’. This particularly illustrates the 
tensions between the adjustments, the spaces and the people who implement adjustments.

Access to special equipment, such as a more comfortable chair or a standing desk, was also often 
an important adjustment for students – and not only for those with a physical condition. For Kellie, 
a health professions student with a mental health condition, having her noise-cancelling headphones 
and a small pillow with her was ‘almost comforting. It’s like a tool that sort of grounds me’.

Practical examinations or assessments were particularly mentioned by students studying 
health professions courses. Students with learning disabilities such as dyslexia found practical 
examinations helpful, as they enabled students to demonstrate their capabilities through a 
medium other than writing. Some students also preferred to be assessed in authentic situations 
such as clinical practice. The opportunity to demonstrate hands-on capability, with real-time 
feedback and chances to re-demonstrate capacity and refine practice, were seen as a positive 
in these settings. For some students, being assessed in a clinical situation was important even 
though these assessments could sometimes be more challenging. Eliza, a health professions 
student with a learning difficulty, acknowledged that online examinations at home could be 
easier to prepare for, but noted that:

The career path that I’m following, you can’t do it at home, you have to go into the clinic, you have to 
be scrutinised by the doctors checking your work. I feel it’s something that you need to get used to doing.

Other students, however, still experienced stress in practical examinations or assessments. 
Tegan, a health professions student with a learning disability, explained that even though she 
had previously ‘blitzed through’ practical procedures in a non-assessment setting, when it came 
to the actual assessment ‘I failed because I froze and didn’t do the procedure correctly… as 
soon as they took the camera off of me I did it again and did it perfectly’. Unfortunately, in 
this instance Tegan was told she just needed to ‘get over’ her anxiety.

Examination temporalities

The time configuration of examinations impacted inclusion. Additional time was a common and 
much-appreciated adjustment for students. Cassie, a health professions student with medical 
and mental health conditions, reported that additional time gave her a chance to take a break 
and reset before returning to tricky questions, explaining: ‘I would have really struggled had I 
not been given extra time’.

As a result of Covid-19, a large proportion of assessments shifted to more flexible timing 
arrangements, which many students found suited their conditions or commitments well, reducing 
their reliance on specific examination adjustments. Some timed online examinations could be 
commenced at any time within a 24 or 48-hour period, allowing students to start at a time 
that worked best for them, with maybe two or four hours to complete the task. This was ben-
eficial to students with caring or work commitments they couldn’t alter, as well as to students 
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with certain conditions. For Hannah, a law student with a mental health condition, a 48-hour 
window allowed her to follow her normal morning routines and ‘start my exam when I [felt] ready’.

Other examinations involved a longer time period in which students could complete the 
task, such as 24 or 48 hours, allowing students to work throughout the day, taking breaks for 
meals, rest or a mental timeout as needed. This was beneficial for students such as Lisa, a 
business and commerce student with a medical condition that induced severe migraines. An 
examination open for a 24-hour period allowed Lisa flexibility: ‘if I wake up with a migraine, I 
can drug up, download it, think about it, lay down for a bit, [chuckles] come back and do it’. 
However, some students felt that an extended examination period was more stressful, as the 
open timeframe made it difficult not to spend more time on the task than the guidelines 
specified. Charli, a science student with a mental health condition, explained that her 24-hour 
examination felt less like an examination and more like a 24-hour assignment. She noted, ‘they 
said it should take two hours, but it really took much longer, and you just don’t know when 
to stop. That I found wasn’t really helpful’.

Task layout and configuration

The examination task design was also an impactful aspect of examination arrangements. Online 
open-book examinations increased concerns about cheating, and a common response was to 
alter question formats from multiple choice to longer answers. This led to diverse consequences 
for some students due to their condition or disability. Jacob, a health sciences student with a 
mental health condition, explained that multiple choice answers limited the chances of him 
introducing errors into his answers, which decreased his stress levels, whereas in longer answer 
formats ‘you have no idea what you’re doing when you’re typing things in and you always feel 
a little bit scared’. For others, the open-book material format helped to reduce stress and fatigue 
associated with memorising information for closed-book examinations, and also emphasised 
the application of knowledge concepts rather than testing memory. Students spoke of reassuring 
strategies such as having textbooks to hand, collating extensive notes, and even preparing 
model answers they could draw upon. For Siobhan, a health professions student with a mental 
health condition, an open-book examination ‘took away the mental stress that I’ve really felt in 
the past… of having to sit there and memorise things when I wasn’t in the mental space’. Ellie, 
a health professions student with a medical condition and learning disability, found that case 
study type questions were easier to answer than others she had encountered, but also rec-
ognised that not everyone might perform well with this style of thinking and demonstrating 
capability. She observed: ‘I think people need to be more careful with how exams are written 
because not everyone thinks in the same way’.

Students also spoke positively of examination designs which they could relate to their future 
practice. They relished the opportunity to focus on and demonstrate capabilities and knowledge 
that they saw as important for professional or disciplinary practice, promoting possibilities for 
inclusion beyond the university. However, students did not always feel examinations accurately 
reflected authentic practices. Rebecca, a law student with a medical condition and a mental 
health condition, noted that in some cases written assessments allowed her to demonstrate 
her capabilities realistically, but time-limited examinations did not reproduce the conditions she 
would encounter when practising law. She explained: ‘with the exams I don’t think I’ll ever be 
in practice, and be told like, “You must write this memorandum of advice in two hours and 
you only have one book to do it, go”’. Students also reported being highly dissatisfied and 
demotivated when assessment was perceived as ‘busy work’ with little relevance to the discipline 
or students’ goals. Ellie, a health professions student with a medical condition and learning 
disability, described her frustration with an examination that included logic and word puzzles 
rather than testing unit content, noting, ‘I don’t think that’s a true measure of testing someone’s 
intelligence in regard to content’.
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Discussion

This study has demonstrated a number of ways in which sociomaterial arrangements impact 
on students’ experiences of inclusion in examinations and other high-stakes timed assessments. 
Covid-19 related changes to examination spaces, temporalities and examination format were 
usually perceived positively as many allowances and adjustments were made more available, 
and students were able to configure their home examination environments without having to 
rely on others. Staff acceptance of students’ access requirements and the implementation of 
any adjustments, including ensuring appropriate physical spaces, was important for inclusion. 
Further, students noted that some examination arrangements better aligned with the future 
ways they might be called upon to act beyond the university. They perceived that successful 
navigation of those examination arrangements would also have an impact on inclusion beyond 
their studies, as proof that they had capabilities applicable within work environments.

Whilst we artificially unravelled the layers of complexity in our narrative, we acknowledge 
that sociomaterial arrangements are not separable: they operate together, and can combine 
synergistically, or act in tension, resulting in a particular experience for a particular student. 
While material aspects such as timing, location, format and content of assessment impacted on 
inclusivity, staff attitudes and actions also contributed to – and either heightened or diminished 
– inclusive assessment practices through their impact on examination arrangements. Thus, while 
some material arrangements might ultimately have facilitated inclusivity, such as access to a 
computer to complete a task, the social arrangements determined possibilities for access to 
improved inclusion. These findings align with previous research which highlights that the social 
aspects of accessing adjustments – including social stigma (Lightner et al. 2012; Grimes et al. 
2019) – are significant barriers to inclusive assessment in higher education.

Creating and maintaining genuine supportive relationships with staff was important to stu-
dents in this study. This could be interpreted similarly to the concept of the educational alliance 
(Telio, Ajjawi, and Regehr 2015), which develops a supportive participatory relationship with 
mutual understandings of activities and goals, and has been demonstrated to be an effective 
environment for productive feedback. However, the educational alliance in the case of exam-
inations extends to more than just an individual educator and the student. Through taking a 
sociomaterial framing, we identified that the facilitation of an inclusive alliance which supports 
students to participate in examinations involved spaces, technological arrangements and task 
design, in addition to students, academics, tutors, invigilators, facilities staff and external pro-
fessional bodies. However, the resultant inclusion or exclusion effects from any set of examination 
arrangements were emergent; in addition to prospectively establishing inclusive alliances, we 
also need to consider what can be learned from previous arrangements.

One major finding in our study was that assessment flexibility enhances inclusivity. All 
assessment types may pose challenges for students with disabilities and students more broadly; 
however, examinations typically have standardised conditions around social and material aspects. 
Students reported the move to online examinations during the Covid-19 pandemic as improving 
inclusivity, primarily because of the increased flexibility offered around aspects including the 
examination’s location, the assessment timeframe and the student’s access to resources. While 
some students reported there were benefits to the routine of an in-person invigilated exam-
ination, the majority described their online examinations as being less stressful and better able 
to be tailored to their individual needs and capabilities, sometimes without the need for their 
usual accommodations. This artefact from the pandemic opens up discussion about how greater 
flexibility can be designed into examinations and other forms of higher education assessment 
to increase inclusivity and minimise the need for individual accommodations. However, greater 
flexibility often means decreased standardisation, requiring a move away from a belief that 
fairness in assessment is based on equality (i.e. everyone performing the same task under the 
same standardised conditions) to one where it is based on equity (i.e. differentiating according 
to student needs to support capability and diversity) (Tierney 2013; Harris and Dargusch 2020). 
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For greater flexibility in higher education assessment to become commonplace, this major 
philosophical shift needs to be embraced by all stakeholders, including those involved in 
accreditation and the future industries where graduates will work.

While a shift towards an equity perspective of fairness in assessment will take time, this 
research suggests some ways in which examination arrangements can be more immediately 
influenced to improve inclusivity for students. Although our findings are specific to students 
with disabilities (e.g. around how examination adjustments are implemented), the arrangements 
which fostered inclusion in this study might also foster inclusion more broadly amongst diverse 
students with multiple roles, personal characteristics and circumstances.

Firstly, academics, accessibility staff, administrators and invigilators are important actors within 
examination arrangements, in setting up the examination and ensuring it is conducted according 
to plan. Therefore, the people involved in examinations should act in ways to promote inclusion 
with an emphasis on equity. As students pointed out, this might be as simple as acknowledging 
and implementing an access plan or request for adjustments without judgement. Secondly, the 
design of the examination is more than just the content of the questions on the paper: it is 
also the time allocated per question, when students can access those questions, how we expect 
students to be ‘present’ for the examination (even if done at distance/online), what equipment, 
technology or materials are required/allowed, and how the examination links to learning out-
comes and expected graduate practices. Students frequently reported they had previously 
required adjustments or accommodations for in-person examinations. Redesigning examinations 
to reduce the need for adjustments is an important consideration, and academics should think 
about how design may impact students with disabilities differently. Finally, considering the 
examination as a confluence of sociomaterial arrangements also brings in the dimension of 
time. Improving inclusivity is not a one-off action; rather, inclusion needs to continually be 
enacted to modify existing exclusionary attitudes, practices and arrangements. In some cases, 
this could mean removing examinations altogether, looking to more flexible alternative assess-
ment which can minimise requirements for individual adjustments.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. Firstly, we asked students themselves about their previous 
experiences which were impactful, which may have led to the reporting of more positive and 
negative stories, rather than their more neutral experiences. We also cannot make assumptions 
about what all students need, despite the number and breadth of experiences we were able 
to collect. Secondly, we asked students about their examination experiences in late 2020, when 
there had been rapid shifts in the ways assessment was configured due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Students may have focused more on the shifts in arrangements that facilitated their 
participation in examinations during lockdown and social distancing requirements. Therefore, 
the full extent of the impact of prior sociomaterial arrangements on students’ examination 
experiences may have been minimised and under-reported by students. We also focused this 
work on examinations: additional or different issues may arise in other forms of assessment.

In this paper we explored the experience of students who had previously had an access plan 
and examination accommodations, and who were already in contact with their accessibility 
service. Examination design may also impact a broader range of diverse students: in addition 
to students with disabilities, in recent years students from a range of equity groups are increas-
ingly participating in university study, including those from regional, rural and remote and/or 
low socioeconomic status locations (Koshy 2019). Equity group students continue to face chal-
lenges due to inflexible assessment design (Naylor and Mifsud 2019). There may also be students 
who have similar experiences to equity group students, but do not necessarily align with a 
declared categorisation – for instance, students who are the first in their family to attend uni-
versity (O’Shea 2016). Therefore, further research is required to understand the examination 
experiences of students who may belong to more than one equity group category, and how 
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membership of multiple groups (i.e. intersectionality) may compound or amplify inequity 
(Crenshaw 1991). As we learn more about the diversity of experiences, we will gain a better 
understanding of what aspects of examinations are definitely not inclusive, and what might be 
more inclusive across student equity groups.

Conclusion

This study identified the often-hidden layers of complexity that constitute students’ experiences 
of examinations, drawing on sociomaterial framing to explore what might improve inclusion 
within higher education assessment. The social and material arrangements relating to examina-
tions combined to create variable levels of inclusion and exclusion, often in ways that affected 
students physically and mentally. There are some aspects of what happens within the sphere of 
the university which could be targeted to improve inclusion, such as improving responsiveness 
and processes for adjustments, and reconsidering assessment design to identify alternatives to 
examinations. These changes may impact many more students than just those who have declared 
a disability. However, suggested improvements should not be one-off endeavours; rather, practices 
need to be initiated and then continued and reviewed, to improve inclusion in higher education.
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