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THE UNEXPECTED ETHICAL CONCERNS OF DEVELOPING DIVERSITY,
EQUITY, INCLUSION, AND JUSTICE REVIEW TOOLS: A DESIGN CASE
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This design case explores the development of tools to
foster diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice (DElJ) in course
design and teaching at a predominantly white institution.
We designed a suite of tools for instructional designers and
faculty to review online courses, helping to ensure quality
course design and meaningful learning experiences exist for
all students. We are highlighting the design of the course
review tools that were created to increase DElJ in online
classes. Our goal is to have students feel welcome, safe,

and to see themselves represented throughout the online
courses offered at Auburn University. We also delve into the
ethical challenges faced during the development and im-
plementation of the tools, including the decision to rebrand
the tools as ‘community and belonging”to avoid faculty and
administrative resistance. This case highlights the intricate
balance between principle-based and care-based ethics in
our design of the creation of the self-evaluation tool for our
team and faculty. It emphasizes the importance of adapt-
ability, sensitivity to context, and strategic communication in
promoting inclusive practices.

Betsy Gilbertson is an Instructional Designer at Auburn University.
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) inclusive teaching strategies
that leverage technology.

Stephanie Shepherd is an Associate Professor in the College of
Science and Mathematics and Co-Director of AUTeach at Auburn
University. AUTeach is a program that prepares science majors to be
science teachers after graduation. She has spent more than 10 years
learning about and implementing research-based instructional
strategies. Dr. Shepherd conducts ongoing research in the

impact of professional development on faculty’s implementation

of inclusive teaching pedagogy and their students’classroom
experience.

Jeffrey Fergus is the Dean of Batten College of Engineering &
Technology at Old Dominion University. He is an expert and a
longstanding advocate for sustainable engineering for the purpose
of benefiting society. Dr. Fergus has leveraged his extensive
experience and position in advising the awareness and application
of sustainability related teaching and research, for engineers

and non-engineers alike. He was Associate Dean of Samuel Ginn
Engineering at Auburn University.

INTRODUCTION

Designers and educators have an ethical imperative to create
learning environments that promote equity and inclusion,
especially in online teaching environments (Miller et.al,,
2023). However, faculty rarely have the training and institu-
tional support to implement research-based instructional
strategies that are student-centered and affirm a diverse
student body within their courses. Those aspects led the
Auburn Online design team to create a low-stakes evaluation
tool that introduces faculty to pedagogical best practices
for creating student-centered online learning environments
through the lens of diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice
(DEW). Therefore, the initial design process was rooted in
principle-based ethics (Miller et. al., 2023) emphasizing
respect, autonomy, justice, beneficence, and non-malefi-
cence in supporting faculty in assessing both their course
design and implementation. The aim was straightforward: to
furnish instructional designers and faculty with a checklist
for self-evaluation that would help them identify and put
into practice DElJ elements within their courses. The DEIJ
tool was meant to be integrated within the existing Auburn
Online course evaluation process which is intended to
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increase retention, overall student success, and graduation
rates for new and existing online programs.

A pivotal moment in the journey was the realization that
using the words diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice might
inadvertently spark resistance or even opposition within the
university community and beyond. The original DEIJ label,
while accurately reflecting the purpose, was feared to incite
backlash, particularly in a publicly funded land grant insti-
tution where the discourse around diversity and inclusivity

is often fraught with political tension. It was imperative to
recognize the potential negative response to promoting and
adopting the inclusive checklist and rubric. Consequently,
the team decided to rebrand the tools under the title of
‘community and belonging”This strategic renaming was
aimed at fostering wider acceptance and support from fac-
ulty and administration, thereby ensuring the tools'effective
implementation and use. This represents a shift in the ethical
lens from principle-based ethics to care-based ethics as we
wrestled with the complex web of relationships among stu-
dents, faculty, administration, the prevailing cultural climate,
and the underlying power structures of the university.

The design case thus extends beyond the mere creation of
evaluative tools to a nuanced understanding of the ethical
landscape in which these tools are situated. It underscores
the necessity of adaptability, sensitivity to context, and
strategic communication in promoting inclusive educational
practices. The process highlights strategies to counter
resistance and encourage reluctant faculty to engage with
the community and belonging course review tools.

CONTEXT

Auburn University is a Carnegie 1 Research university

and the second largest public institution in the State of
Alabama. Although it is a research-focused institution,
Auburn has continued its tradition of excellent education
and service. The Biggio Center for the Enhancement of
Teaching and Learning has worked collaboratively with
faculty and administrators to elevate innovative teaching
and the scholarship of teaching and learning across campus
since 2003. Auburn Online resides within the center and
provides design and technical support for individual faculty
and academic programs to develop high-quality online
courses. As a part of our mission, we created a continuous
improvement plan to review the quality of online programs
across the various components of each course to ensure all
courses are grounded in research-based design principles
and learning theories. The review is a three-year process that
includes analytical data that is synthesized by an instruc-
tional designer and discussed with the instructors, program
coordinators, and department chairs. Initially, our instruc-
tional design team built two course review rubrics: 1) Online
Teaching and 2) Online Course Design. These tools were
designed to streamline the review process for designers
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and provide faculty with the resources to self-evaluate their
online courses. The tools are intended to help faculty build
courses using research-based pedagogy, i.e. providing trans-
parency in learning for students through actionable learning
objectives, clear alignment of assessments to the learning
objectives, and concise content that helps students manage
the cognitive load of learning.

In recent years Auburn University, like many state- funded
institutions, has invested in programs and services to
recruit, retain, and support a more diverse student body

in alignment with the university’s mission to “improving

the lives of the people of the State” Yet, our student body

is not representative of our state. According to 2022 data
the student body is 79% white and less than 5% Black or
African American (Auburn University, 2023). In contrast,

the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that almost 27% of the
2023 population in Alabama identifies as Black or African
American. Rooted in the belief that individual faculty can
directly impact a student’s academic success and sense of
belonging, developing tools that promote best practices in
the classroom, including DELJ, is an ethical imperative. These
efforts are in direct alignment with the commitment made
by our University President to “instilling a campus climate in
which all are welcomed, valued, respected, and engaged"
(Auburn University, n.d.). Juxtaposed with this message,

the state legislature was discussing laws to ban DEI efforts
at state funded institutions. In the spring of 2024, the state
legislature passed a new law (S.B. 129, 2024) that makes it
illegal to maintain DEl offices or programs, thus undermining
initiatives across all levels of the institution. These external
pressures are not unique to this university or the state, many
states have removed or even banned anything associated
with diversity, equity, and inclusion (Chronicle Staff, 2024).

Our Auburn Online design team believes providing opportu-
nities for all students to be successful is inherent in building
high-quality educational experiences. That belief is integral
to our program’s mission of providing high-quality educa-
tional experiences through online courses and programs,
and it is rooted in the ideals of principle-based ethics.
Recognizing that the existing course evaluation process
focused on the instructor and student outcomes, but that it
did not explicitly consider the student’s learning experience;
our team determined it would be a good opportunity

to consider students’ sense of belonging. Specifically, we
wanted to incorporate a diversity, equity, inclusion, and
justice checklist as part of the overall course review process.
The checklist would help our instructional designers, faculty,
online program coordinators, and department chairs under-
stand the important pieces in building fully inclusive online
courses. The development of the care-based framework
originated from Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) work-
shops that | facilitated as the Instructional Designer within
the Biggio Center, in collaboration with the former Office of
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. These workshops emphasized
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Purpose:

inclusive. "wellness check" mentality.

tasks, then provides tailored suggestions and resources.

Goals:

more naturally.
does it acknowledge the problems that exist in the field?

online practice exercises.

consider the authenticity of the context).
neurodivergence (for next round).

relatable to all such crush-based scenarios).

Raise awareness of the importance of DEIJ throughout the AU academic community. We
want to provide support, tools for faculty to incorporate universal design in their courses by
designing a basic checklist that can shared throughout the university to help faculty and
departments recognize where they are on the spectrum of making courses and learning

We intend to develop a tool to assist faculty in conducting a “wellness check” on a given
course’s DEI themes and content. The first iteration is a paper checklist, with the eventual
goal of creating a digital module (rubric) that walks faculty through a series of questions and

1) How do we build DEI into the course to help students value it? Do you think there is a
place in this checklist to focus on the diversity of the learning objectives stated for the
course? As an example in STEM, we tend to focus strongly on the cognitive and
behavioral learning objectives/goals, and miss out on the affective dimensions. If we had
more affective objectives for our students, things like building connections would come

2) Look for how to incorporate DEIJ issues in the real world in the context of the discipline -

3) May need more clarification on what interactives mean such as face-to-face activities or

4) Visual representation- as it relates to images - consider the type of diverse representation
(i.e., are women only depicted as mothers or are they also represented as scientists;

5) To what extent? For future consideration: indigeneity, immigration/nationality, language,

6) Are there multiple examples in one course? (not just football or problems- but also

welcoming language in the syllabus,
images that represent diverse cultures,
ages, religions, and physical abilities, as
well as varied assessments. | felt it was
important to ensure the tool was vetted
by faculty members across multiple
disciplines since our online unit supports
courses across the university. Therefore,

| recruited a few faculty members who
work closely with the teaching and learn-
ing center to evaluate the initial checklist
on their courses, including online, hybrid,
and even traditional face-to-face classes.
Many faculty expressed concern that
they didn't have enough background
knowledge, descriptions, or examples to
use the tool effectively.

This demonstrated that although the
checklist was a good start, it was not
sufficient for a full understanding of
how elements of DEIJ can be incorpo-
rated within a course. In response to

FIGURE 1. The initial framework for creating a DEIJ checklist to support the existing

evaluation rubrics.

pedagogical strategies aimed at addressing unconscious
bias and outlined essential elements for designing inclusive
curricula. The insights garnered from the DEI sessions with
faculty informed the principles and guidelines that subse-
quently served as the foundation for the checklist.

Recognizing the gap in our course evaluation tools, the asso-
ciate director, Shawndra Bowers, and |, the lead instructional
designer on the project, conceived a framework for devel-
oping a DElJ checklist (see Figures 1 and 2). Consequently,
internal conversations among our teaching and learning
team highlighted concerns that a short checklist might be
an inadequate resource for examining courses. We wanted
to encourage an awareness of how thoughtful course design
and implementation can improve students’sense of belong-
ing and learning by eliminating barriers to student success.
This instigated the process of expanding the DEIJ checklist to
create a“Community and Belonging” rubric.

The initial DEIJ checklist (see Figure 2) was created taking in-
spiration from existing design rubrics (e.g. Case, 2017; Moore,
C.etal, 2017). 1 have a strong background in Universal
Design for Learning, a framework developed to improve

and optimize teaching and learning for all people based on
scientific insights into how humans learn (CAST, 2024).

DESIGN PROCESS

I wanted to highlight DEIJ and UDL to help faculty assess
if inclusive strategies were being implemented, such as:
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the feedback, we decided to create a
working group to redesign and expand
the checklist to include a full rubric that
parallels the two other components: on-
line teaching and online course design review tools. We felt it
was important to invite additional faculty and administrators
from various departments and disciplines to ensure the tools
were fully vetted by the Auburn University community.

It was imperative to our design that the additional members
have a basic understanding of course design, along with
teaching practices developed with the goals of diversity,
equity, inclusion, and justice. We extended an invitation to
include a representative from the DEI office for our university.
However, that individual was new to their position and did
not participate in the process of building the rubric. We

had concerns that would impede the adoption of the tools,
but we felt strongly that this new tool would be important
to the university. Therefore, we proceeded without the DEl
representative. The goal for the new group was to include
individuals with different experiences in DElJ that repre-
sented multiple disciplines. The team represented different
stakeholders across the university, along with their exper-
tise, to help build out a rubric that provided the in-depth
explanations needed. Our group expanded to include an
associate dean from engineering who steered many DEIJ
initiatives, a faculty expert in gender studies from the College
of Liberal Arts, and a faculty member who leads workshops
and facilitates inclusive teaching learning communities from
the College of Science and Mathematics (see Figure 3). The
faculty and administrators provided an important aspect of
ensuring the completed rubric would support the needs
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Auburn University Community and Belonging Checklist

This tool is intended to be used independently, either individually or collaboratively, to review the
demonstration of community and belonging elements in a course. It is designed to be modular, so one
can pick a section related to a specific topic of interest or work through all of them, in any order. A more
in-depth process is available to provide context to review ‘to what extent’ community and belonging are
being demonstrated withing each section. Each heading then provides a collection of considerations. The
review process is subjective and reliant on your own self-evaluation or consultation conversation with the
reviewer.

To what extent do you include the following in your Syllabus?

Faculty diversity statement

Encouraging language - informality, personal details, welcoming tone, increase student
comfort

Teaching philosophy

Use clear terminology and explanations for terms or ideas that first-generation college
students and English-language-learners might not know

Links to where to find student help and support resources (counseling, library, tutoring)
“Personal” Connections

o Varied office hrs (by appt/zoom/etc)

o Community building in the course (virtual café’, use of apps, etc)

o Share important resources and provide easy access

oo

oo oo

To what extent do your learning objectives incorporate the following?

O Learning goals that engage students’ own cultures, identities, backgrounds, and lived
experiences
Consider inclusion & equity in relation to your course content or your professional field
Encourage students to critique the field, theories, and the instructor’s assumptions
Real life DEIJ aspects for students to discover what they will encounter once they are beyond
the classroom

ooo

To what extent does your course use varied modes of delivery for Inclusion of different types of
learners?

Video

Real life scenarios/stories/case studies
Interactives

Audio

Traditional textbook

Visual Representations

Electronic book/publisher integration/digital content
Team-based learning
Debates/discussion/discourse

Lecture

Mobile and multiple platforms

Ooooooooooon

To what extent do the visual representations demonstrate the following aspects of diversity to
include:

Age

Culture

Race/Ethnicity

Gender including non-binary and transgender

Physical disability

Relationships/family/sexuality

Religion

Others

oooooooo

To what extent does your course include diverse content?

O Various cultural examples

O Sources: Authors, perspectives, traditions, etc

O Connect to your students’ lives, social identities, & cultural backgrounds?
O Accessibility (ADA and beyond)

To what extent do your assessments provide for equitable assessments/demonstrations of
learning?

Through Variation, Flexibility or Autonomy in

Project

Presentation

Worked Problems

Written Assignments

Audio recordings

Include clear guidelines for any online interactions, netiquette
Have flexible due dates to accommodate diverse students’ needs
Provide Transparency through clear-focused grading metrics
Rubrics

Provide samples, exemplars and non-examples

Oooo0oOooooon

To what extent do you use inclusive wording in your course?
Syllabus

Course materials (readings, videos, etc.)
Assignments and Evaluations

Learning Management System

oooo

FIGURE 2. The original DEIJ checklist tool.
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and experiences of most faculty as they
design and implement research-based
instructional strategies.

As the lead instructional designer, |
carefully selected the faculty members,
established the meeting structure,

and set the agenda for each meeting.
Through our collaborative approach, we
worked to systematically review each
criterion together. This collective effort
advanced the initial principle-based
ethical framework by incorporating
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) prin-
ciples. Additionally, our discussions were
informed by a background in Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) training, which
brought a care-based framework into the
evaluation process. This integration pro-
vided a critical perspective on assessing
the inclusivity of both the checklist and
the rubric and how the tools would be
perceived.

The Working Group in Action

To build a robust set of tools that would
be tailored to the specific situational
factors of our institution, we had to
develop a common vision as a team (see
Figure 4). Subsequently, we had extensive
conversations to determine common
definitions and shared understandings.
We quickly realized that despite our
background in DElJ, we still struggled

to agree on the terminology. We met
regularly over about 6 months to discuss
the criterion for each area and the appro-
priate wording that ensures accuracy and
understanding. We decided to share the
tools with Biggio Center Faculty Fellows.
The Faculty Fellows represent all colleges
in the university and provide mentoring,
training, and leadership in teaching
excellence across campus. We asked
them to review the rubric and provide
their impressions of the tool. An example
of feedback that we received from one
faculty member informed us, “Might need
to explain inclusive wording” It became
apparent the faculty member felt that
most syllabus wording is generally inclu-
sive and wondered what was considered
“exclusive”. Some faculty felt word choice
such as, “Approachability in positive
phrasing,"was confusing. Other feedback



Working Group

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS
Assoc. Dir. of Learning Experience Design
Instructional Designer

ADMINISTRATORS & FACULTY
Assoc. Prof. of Sociology
Assoc. Prof. of Geoscience

FIGURE 3. The working group included designers, administrators, and faculty. The team also received feedback and support from

Biggio Center Faculty Fellows in development of the tool set

Step Stakeholders Description
Onine Course Review | AD Designers
Prior to 2022 Instructional Faculty P P P

DEIJ Checklist .
Fall 2022 AO Designers
DEIJ Rubric

Spring/Summer 2023 Working Group

Working Group,
Faculty Fellows

Testing and Revision
Summer/Fall 2023

Implementation of Community
and Belonging Tools
Spring 2024

AO, Biggio Center

AO Designers,
Instructional Faculty,
Researchers

Future Revisions

plan for Auburn Online clients

Developed to address the lack of explicit support for
these components in the existing rubrics

Adapting the checklist into a rubric with supporting
information.

Expanded supporting information and revised critical
definitions following feedback. Rebranded the
checklist and rubric to Community and Belonging
Tools

Integrated the Community and Belonging Tools with
existing AO review tools. Rubric component launched
in Qualtrics

Collect faculty feedback for ongoing refinement of the
tools. Provide workshops for online an F2F
instructional faculty.

FIGURE 4. Timeline of the process from development of the original DEIJ checklist to the final Community and Belonging Tool Set.

included: (a) include robust instructions, (b) provide a
glossary of terms, examples, and hyperlinks directly from this
survey, (c) don't use acronyms, and (d) consider using exam-
ples for less widely recognized concepts. Considering the
feedback received from the Faculty Fellows, we developed a
glossary with the help of a Faculty Fellow from the College of
Nursing with experience communicating complex medical
information to any audience. We developed the glossary as
an online resource that users can reference while using the
tools if they have questions.

In addition to language, we discussed the critical compo-
nents of the course — syllabus, lectures, reading materials,
assignments, and other ancillary class materials. We recog-
nized that while syllabi are very important to faculty as the
road map for their entire course, students may never even
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read it. Course design and materials provide a greater oppor-
tunity to implicitly or explicitly communicate our values as
designers and faculty. We wanted to help faculty embrace
inclusive teaching strategies to foster student engagement
and improve student learning outcomes for all students, but
especially students from historically excluded identities. We
also revisited other examples of DEIJ resources for faculty
including “Syllabus Challenge: Infusing Inclusive Practices”
(Case, 2017) that informed the creation of the original check-
list. While we knew the rubric format would provide a greater
depth of information for faculty, several members of the
working group expressed concern that it might feel punitive
to faculty. We felt it was critical to frame the checklist and
rubric as an opportunity for faculty to learn about creating
inclusive teaching environments as opposed to a corrective
tool. With that in mind, we were very intentional about how
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we presented the rubric and began calling it a “tool” rather
than a rubric. We also believed it was important to keep the
format simple to adopt. Therefore, we created three basic
levels of performance in each category: 1) getting started, 2)
working on it, and 3) well done.

At the same time as we were developing the DEIJ rubric, our
state legislature was considering a bill that would ban the
teaching of “divisive concepts”in state institutions of higher
education. Divisive concepts were defined in the proposed
legislation as “that fault, blame, or bias should be assigned

to a race, color, religion, sex, ethnicity, or national origin,

or to members of a race, color, religion, sex, ethnicity, or
national origin, solely on the basis of race, color, religion, sex,
ethnicity, or national origin”(H.B. 7, 2023). As a team, we were
confident that our work did not violate any potential laws.
However, we were also aware that the political landscape
would dissuade faculty from using the tools we were de-
veloping. Our intent from the beginning was to encourage
faculty to use student-centered approaches in their teaching
to improve learning outcomes. If using the words diversity,
equity, inclusion, and justice were going to be a barrier for
our faculty and administrators, we needed to adapt. This
was how we came to rebrand the checklist and rubric to the
Community and Belonging Tool Set.

THE ETHICAL LENS

Principle-Based Ethics

Our Auburn Online design team starts every project with
Universal Design for Learning framework as a guiding princi-
ple. Therefore, we wanted to incorporate UDL and inclusive
teaching strategies more broadly within our continuous
improvement plan for all online courses. Essentially, we
wanted to communicate the value of inclusive course design
to our clients (faculty, coordinators, and department chairs)
and provide support for them to implement strategies that

promote students’sense of belonging and academic success.

The development of the review tools was initially grounded
in a strong principle-based ethical desire to uphold inclu-
sive course design and teaching. The tools encourage the
moral and ethical responsibility to respect all students in
their multi-dimensional identities that include culture, race,
religion, sexual orientation, gender identity, socio-economic
status, physical and educational abilities, and many other
aspects that make us human. We, as designers and teachers,
have the ethical imperative to incorporate research-based
instructional strategies that foster a feeling of inclusion for all
students, as well as provide equitable learning experiences
that promote academic success. In principle-based ethics,
the four principles form a set of pillars for moral life; respect
for persons/ autonomy, justice, beneficence (do good),

and nonmaleficence (do no harm). | understand that most
faculty want to be good instructors. However, the choices
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instructors make in how they present material and create
assignments can create barriers for many students (do harm).

Respect for Autonomy

In the rubric, we ensured autonomy could be demonstrat-
ed through the course content and structure. The rubric
provides guidelines for faculty to design courses that work
within their disciplinary context to empower students by
providing the opportunity to think critically and share open-
ly. The community and belonging tools support including
multiple perspectives and encouraging open dialogue
through various teaching methods and assessments. The
strategies that we highlighted provide opportunities for
instructors to adapt to diverse learning styles and needs,
while acknowledging and valuing students’backgrounds
and experiences. This fosters an environment where all
students feel included, respected, capable, and valued for
contributing their thoughts and viewpoints.

Beneficence (Do Good)

One goal of this tool is to help faculty in creating supportive
and safe learning environments where students are en-
couraged to discuss and explore concepts, including DELJ,
without fear of judgment or backlash. The tools provide
instructors ways to incorporate adequate support for
students to decrease any potential distress related to course
content. The tools also emphasize that courses should
encourage students to engage with their communities and
apply what they have learned outside the classroom. We
wanted to decrease stress for faculty by presenting the tools
as supportive, not punitive, and introducing them to DElJ
concepts without feeling inadequate or threatened.

Nonmaleficence (Do No Harm)

An instructor's examples, wording, and assignments should
be created without any intent to do harm. Thus, the checklist
and rubric were crafted to assist faculty in cultivating an
awareness that their unintentional actions may inflict harm.
This process involves recognizing and addressing potential
pitfalls, such as the use of exclusive terminology in assign-
ment explanations, or through the depiction of only one
subset of people in instructional materials. Those types of
actions can erect barriers or alienate students. The tools are
designed to break down barriers and help faculty connect
with all students in online classes. The checklist and rubric
extend beyond the basic ideas of DElJ by helping faculty
to ensure that course materials and discussions do not
perpetuate harm or trauma, particularly to individuals from
marginalized groups by explaining a course should include
things like: trigger warnings where necessary, mechanisms
for students to provide feedback on course content and
instruction that they find harmful, and to opt out of any
assignment that may trigger trauma responses. Hopefully
utilizing these tools will prompt ethical reflections among
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faculty about the implications of DEIJ and inclusive teaching
practices, and the review process will encourage consid-
eration of how actions and policies affect various groups,
aiming to minimize harm and maximize fairness.

Justice

Justice can be a difficult concept to highlight in the process
of reviewing course design and teaching. Nevertheless, it can
be included through careful consideration of how decisions
impact different students. The checklist and rubric provide
a framework for evaluating these impacts and making
decisions that align with ethical principles of justice. Faculty
will hopefully embrace using transparency in assignment
templates, create rubrics, and use examples that are not
culturally biased. The tools help faculty review their content
and assessments through the lens of justice for educational
access and setting all students up for success.

By aligning the tools for evaluating courses for DEIJ with
these four ethical principles, educators can enhance the
quality and effectiveness of their courses and programs. This
approach ensures that the courses not only cover important
content but also adhere to high ethical standards that
respect and benefit all participants.

Care-Based Ethics

The expansion of the original checklist to include the rubric
and the subsequent rebranding to the Community and
Belonging Tool Set represents a shift in the ethical lens. We
made design choices to help lower the barriers to faculty
and departments adopting the tools, while we continued to
uphold the principle-based ethical framework. We did not
want fear, lack of understanding of the tools, or the current
laws to hinder the adoption of the tools. This reflects a shift
to include a care-based ethics framework in the implementa-
tion of our set of review tools.

Attentiveness

We needed to give attention to external factors, like the po-
litical climate, and internal factors like the lack of a common
understanding of DElJ among faculty from varied disciplines.
It was important that the labels we used, or the structure of
the tools, not hinder the goal. We feel our attention to these
factors will help the tool be successfully used by our faculty,
and possibly faculty at other institutions, in the future.

Responsibility

As we moved toward implementation of the review tools,
we had to contend with the conflict between encouraging
faculty to embrace design and pedagogy that demonstrates
diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice throughout their
courses, while at the same time, our state legislature was
proposing laws to limit DEIJ efforts at all state institutions of
higher education. We felt we had a responsibility to continue
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developing and sharing the tools as part of ethical educa-
tional practices despite the fact the underlying framework
could be perceived as negative. As our DEI office has been
dissolved, we feel the tool will hold even more importance in
the future to ensure inclusive learning environments exist for
all students.

We also recognized that not all faculty and administration
would be receptive to implementing DElJ in course design
and teaching strategies. This prompted us to re-evaluate
how the tool would be promoted and supported. The ethical
consideration became focused on care-based ethics to
ensure we did not create backlash in the use of the tools,
and that we safeguard the principles provided within them.
The focus expanded to be able to promote and protect the
interests of faculty and students who could feel alienated if
there was backlash to the use of the reflective DElJ tools.

Responsiveness

It quickly became apparent that the tools needed to change
in name and the promotion of the tools needed to be less
confrontational, as the state legislature had proposed a law
that banned the funding of diversity, equity, and inclusion
efforts on college campuses. The team was cognizant that
using the words diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice
would stop some faculty from utilizing the rubric. It was also
determined that the word “rubric” should be dropped to
disarm faculty reactions that they are being “taught”how to
be more inclusive. The rubric was rebranded as an inclusive
“review tool”in a suite of tools available for enhancement of
teaching and learning that could be highlighted in faculty
annual review materials.

Changing the name showed forethought, when our legis-
lature proposed and passed a new version of the anti-DEI
legislation, (State Alabama) SB 129. Although our DEIJ Rubric
does not violate the law in any way, it is critical that we avoid
any misconceptions engendered by a title. Renaming the
rubric “Community and Belonging Review Tools” encourages
acceptance and use of the review tools.

Competency

The challenges for adoption of the tools evolve from initial
implementation to expanding usage. There is a range of un-
derstanding of, and appreciation for, DEIJ within the faculty.
Those that already embrace the importance of promoting
DEl in their classes would not need to be convinced of the
value of the tools, but they may resist implementation if the
tools are difficult to use. We have some concerns about the
university fully supporting the implementation of the tools.
That, along with faculty’s willingness to use the tool for self
or peer evaluation, along with their heavy workloads, makes
us concerned about the scale of adoption of the tools. Thus,
it was essential to design the review tools to be user-friendly
to encourage faculty to adopt and effectively utilize them for

184



assessing community and
belonging in their courses

as well as those of their Encouraging Language is formal and
language conveys info in a non-
peers. offensive manner, but
the tone is distant and/or
impersonal towards
. . . tudent:
Plurality, Communication, s
. Clear Steeped in academic
TrUSt and ReSp eCt’ terminology wording that can be
Solida”‘ty or Caring confusing to students,

Expanding adoption
beyond this predisposed
group may face additional
challenges associated
with resistance to DEIJ
among instructors, as well
as unit leaders. As noted

i Course Course objectives are
above, the effort will be el o e
branded as promoting encourage and do not mention
H d b | students 10 SE'.‘:.;""S de\_':lomng the
community an elong- ability to critique
y 9 critique the field, literature, theories, and

theories, and the
instructor’s
assumptions

ing to avoid negative
reaction to triggering DElJ
words. The institution

appreciating faculty
perspectives.

Provide real-life Course includes

promotes the university COMMUNITY one alternative

. . . AND view in the course
“family”, which provides e trough o st
an opportunity to link aspects for ki

students to
discover what
they will
encounier once
they are beyond
the classroom

the tools to an element
of the university culture,
as the tools could help
students feel that they are

Getting Started

Avoids the use of
alienating language, tone
is neutral, with some
personal involvement
toward students

User-friendly “Plain”
wording that relates to
students. Provides
simple definitions of
terms necessary for the
course and field.
(Example:

What is an abstract?
What is an annotated
bibliography? )

labus

1
_ Getting Started ‘ Working on it

Well Done Notes

Uses inclusive language

that invites in and A
empowers all

perspectives. The tone

is encouraging and

warm towards students.

Includes explanations
that help demystify
academia for students.
What do “office hours™
mean, what a “syllabus™
is for and how to use™.
Considers how cultural
differences/lived
experiences might help
or hinder students’
understanding.

Course Objectives and Assessment

Course objectives
mention students the
impact of the learning
within the course, i.e.
developing the ability
to critique literature,
theories, and
appreciating faculty
perspectives.

Course shares
multiple cultural and
world views on
concepts, theories,
and practices
throughout the course.

Course objectives
focus on significant
learning, i.e. explicitly
mention students
developing the ability
to critique various
literature, theories, and
appreciating faculty
perspectives.

B

Course includes
historical and current
real-life perspectives
for students to reflect,
share, and discuss
during the course and
provides venues for
students to continue
learning and sharing
once the course is
over.

a part of that university
family. While the devel-
opment of belonging to
the community is a selling point, the language used needs
to be carefully crafted to avoid association with a political
agenda. In addition to facing instructor resistance, this could
cause concerns among administrators, even those who

may be supportive of DElJ efforts due to the concern of an
appearance of political indoctrination to external constitu-
encies. Similarly, course modifications should be presented
to students in a way that demonstrates that efforts are being
made to expand access and belonging without making any
students feel that they are being negatively impacted. While
implementation is controlled by the instructor rather than
the students, if students feel they are being subjected to an
unwanted DElJ agenda, they could complain, which would
have negative consequences for the roll-out and adoption of
the tools.

PRODUCT

The community and belonging (rubric) review tool starts
with an overview section that includes descriptive infor-
mation, goals, definitions, and instructions for the user(s) to
understand how to best utilize the information provided. The
instructions state:“This tool is intended to be used inde-
pendently, either individually or collaboratively, to review
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FIGURE 5. Representative criteria from the downloadable version of the rubric.

the demonstration of community and belonging elements
in a course. It is designed to be modular, so one can pick a
section related to a specific topic of interest or work through
all of them, in any order. Faculty may utilize the checklist for
a general review or opt for a more comprehensive process
to assess the extent to which community and belonging

are demonstrated within each section of the detailed rubric.
Each heading provides a collection of DEl components to
consider. The review process is subjective and reliant on self-
evaluation or consultation conversation with the reviewer
The team carefully considered how to convey our intention
to support faculty in refining their courses to improve
students’engagement and success. The suggested workflow
includes self- and peer-evaluation guidelines.

The review begins by gathering situational factors such as
the level of the course, how many students, and the length
of delivery (i.e. 5-, 7-, 10-, or 15-week course). Situational
factors help the reviewer understand (or reflect on) the
overall context of the course and its objectives. The rubric
section of the tool is divided into three categories: 1)
Syllabus, 2) Course Objectives and Assessments, and 3)
Modes of Delivery/Content. Each category includes several

criteria with

in-depth descriptions. The team decided to use

three performance ratings — Getting Started, Working on
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It, and Well Done. These
emphasize that building
inclusive courses isn't an
all-or-nothing endeavor;
but that instructors

can implement these
strategies incrementally.
If the tool is used as a
peer review, it is intended
to be followed up with
a one-on-one consulta-
tion to get clarification
from the faculty on any
questions, as well as
have the reviewer share
insights and additional
suggestions.

The final iteration of

the Community and
Belonging Tool was
launched online in the
summer of 2024 as a
pilot (see Figure 5). An
electronic survey format
was chosen so that the
data generated is easily
accessible to the instruc-
tor or reviewer through
an automated email. This
allows for the results to
be received immediately
after completion as part
of a self-evaluation, or

it can be analyzed and
then shared through a
consultation as part of

a peer review. Users are
also given the option to
download and print a
hard copy version of the
tools. This format allows
the tools to have a much
larger reach than the

Review Tool Feedback Survey

Your feedback is appreciated. The information you provide will help us understand how the tools
are being used, along with what we can improve within each tool. Please take a minute to
provide us with your thoughts about what is going well, what can be improved, and what parts
were most useful. Please also inform us if any part of the tool you used is confusing. Thank you
for answering the questions below each time you use a tool.

How useful did you find this tool in evaluating community and belonging in your course?

Not at all useful (1)
Slightly useful (2)
Moderately useful (3)
Very useful (4)
Extremely useful (5)
What did you find most useful, and why?
What did you find least useful, and why?
Did you feel the tool missed any areas that you feel it should help you review?

Did you find the tool transformed how you think about community and belonging across all of
your courses once you used it?

How likely are you to recommend use of this tool to a peer/colleague?
Extremely unlikely (1)
Somewhat unlikely (2)
Neither likely nor unlikely (3)
Somewhat likely (4)

Extremely likely (5)

FIGURE 6. Example questions of the feedback survey for the review tools.

The process is meant to help faculty understand inclusive

initial plan of designing it solely for the online program’s
continuous improvement plan. It also enables departments
to adjust aspects of the rubric that may not fully align with
their specific fields of study, without the need to completely
redesign the instrument. Users will also have access to online
support resources that will help explain how to best utilize
the tool and provide additional information, such as research
articles. Each user can focus on specific criteria of importance
by easily documenting notes in the comment boxes within
the online survey.
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strategies and pedagogy to foster community and belong-
ing on a very personal level that does not feel intrusive

or critical. A key objective of our team was to encourage
growth and motivate faculty to adopt strategies that are
outlined in the tools. There was fear if the tools came off as
punitive, or if the concepts were confusing, faculty would
reject using them at all. The goal of the tool is to encourage
principle-based standards through care-based ethical
teaching practices. We hope this resource supports faculty
from succumbing to the pressures that currently threaten
the advancement of DElJ in higher education.
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NEXT STEPS

As instructional designers and faculty begin using the
Community and Belonging Tools that are currently available
online, we will collect feedback to guide the refinement of
the tools. We have a separate online survey to collect data
from those responses. We conducted an initial study of how
using the rubric impacts the likelihood that individual faculty
in STEM will incorporate strategies that support students’
sense of belonging was conducted. The feedback from that
research assured us we were on the right path, and we will
continue to use that data, along with new data, to evaluate
the use and effectiveness of our tools. Recently, the first full
iteration of the revised Community and Belonging Tool was
shared at a campus UDL workshop, and the response was
overwhelmingly positive. We have begun to encourage its
use across our university through small-group informational
sessions on campus. We also feel confident about sharing
the resources at regional and international conferences to
offer the resources to other faculty and universities.

| plan to design faculty workshops that will explain the
Community and Belonging tools as part of the suite of
review tools that will help faculty and departments enhance
online, hybrid, and even in-person courses. Our hopes are
that the tools can also be used as part of future promotion
and tenure packets as evidence that faculty are committing
to improving their teaching. The tools will also be shared
during future summer teaching workshops offered by the
Biggio Center for instructional faculty to reflect on their
courses, regardless of teaching modality. We are applying for
IRB to collect feedback each time faculty utilize the tools (see
Figure 6).

These data will allow us to better understand faculty per-
ceptions of the role of inclusion (DEl) in teaching, identify
any challenges they encounter, and quantify the overall
impact on their course designs. This feedback is crucial

in understanding the tools'efficacy and in guiding future
modifications or adaptations to better serve the intended
goals of inclusivity in educational settings. We will share and
encourage the use of the tool in hopes that the university
will understand that community and belonging (DELJ) is not
a separate function to education, but instead an integral part
of student success through truly being part of a learning
community that is inclusive in course design and in teaching
practices.

CONCLUSION

In sum, this design case not only illuminates our process, but
also the ethical complexities inherent in promoting DEIJ in

a specific educational context. It provides valuable insights
into the intricate relationship between principle-based and
care-based ethics in designing and supporting educational
review tools, specifically community, and belonging. It also
highlights the importance of contextual awareness in terms
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of both the institutional culture and the state’s political
climate in how we approach the implementation of tools
for improving course content that focuses on inclusion.
This work requires continuous reflection and underscores
the importance of adaptability, sensitivity to cultural and
institutional dynamics, and the need for ongoing dialogue
and engagement with all stakeholders in the pursuit of
educational equity and justice.

Building and sustaining equitable and inclusive learning
environments is a concern at many universities across the
United States as the pushback against DElJ initiatives be-
comes more prevalent. The need for continued support for
faculty to embrace inclusive teaching strategies is even more
essential in this fraught political climate so that we ensure
students feel seen, heard, and that they belong at these
institutions. Thankfully, the ethics and core values of our
tools have stayed the same, even though the consciousness
about the way it is framed for our learning community has
changed. The university supports the core goal of inclusion
because it is part of our mission as a land grant institution
and in alignment with the University President’s commit-
ment to fostering a welcoming campus. We are optimistic
that our tools will mean faculty and students feel supported
in the goal of achieving inclusive learning environments,
while we remove fear in the current political climate. We
believe that the tools will be received in the context they
were designed and that inclusion builds strong educational
communities.
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