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Cultivating Belonging Through 
Assessments
Ensuring Every Student Feels Valued



Welcome & Introduction (5 minutes)

Hear from a Peer (15 minutes) 

Create an AI-Powered Peer Collaboration Activity
(35 minutes) 

Thank you and conclusion (5 minutes) 



Join the Conversation! 



Say hello! 

Using iClicker, please briefly introduce yourself 
with your name, your institution, and your course 
area

 
(short answer) 



Why Belonging Matters
● Improves academic performance:

 Students who feel they belong engage more deeply and 
achieve greater academic success.

● Supports student retention:
 A strong sense of belonging reduces isolation, stress, and 
dropout rates.

● Enhances student wellbeing:
 Feeling included and valued improves mental health and 
emotional resilience.

● Builds inclusive classrooms:
 Prioritizing belonging ensures all student voices are 
respected and celebrated.

● Fosters growth mindset:
Belonging encourages students to take risks, embrace 
feedback, and continue growing academically.



Hear from a Peer



Using Grading Conferences to
Cultivate Belonging through Assessment
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The Origins of an Idea

● Backed up with grading led to reflection
○ Why did I get into teaching? What did I like?
○ Recollection of writing center days

● Why do students ignore comments made on writing? Do they even look at the 
comments? 

● How can feedback become supplemental instruction? 
● How can I make this feedback interactive and meaningful?



The move from “traditional grading”:  Not even “the good, 
the bad, and the ugly”

Stacks of papers…

even online!

Grading after hours
with a beverage?



What Wasn’t Working: Time

● Adjunct or a K12 educator

● Barely enough time to use the restroom

● Wake, Coffee, Teach, Eat, Sleep, Repeat



What Wasn’t Working: Efficiency?

● Even with efficiency “helpers”

● Quick keys and comment libraries

● Recorded comments

But…are 
students 
listening?



What Wasn’t Working: The “One Way” Ticket

????????   



What Wasnʻt Working: Not understanding…

    Comments
or

How to Improve



What Wasn’t Working:  Passive Learning

If comments arenʻt accessed, and even if they are, no active, engaged 
learning is taking place.



Something needed to change!

🤯  🤔  💡  🤗   😌



Grading Conferences!
An immediate hit 
with students!

A chance to talk 
about the paper 
and ask questions 
(shy in class, no 
fear of judgment)

Didn’t have to wait 
and wonder about 
the grade.

Students started to apply 
what was learned in the 

conference and self-correct 
for the next assignment

Recognition 
   and 
     Understanding



General Process

● Read the essay out loud
● Students take notes
● No written feedback on a paper ahead of time (the conference is also a type 

of shared “discovery”--Is this what you meant to say?)
● Sitting down with students to go over work: one paper and one student at a 

time
● Students make (30-minute) appointments to come in (roughly equal to 

amount of time spent grading an essay by hand and writing comments)



Conferencing:  A Timesaver

Outwardly, it seems like it takes more 
time, but the time it takes explaining 
something to a student and having 
them demonstrate their understanding 
saves educators a LOT more time than 
having to write the same comments 
again and again and again (ad 
nauseam). 



Conferencing:  Active Engagement and Learning

Remember this student? Look at this student!

! GOT IT! 
FINALLY!



Conferencing:  Efficient

Explain/Suggest it. Instructor explains 
grammar, punctuation, style, 
organization (the change)

Write it. Students write the 
commentary they feel is important

Apply it. Students apply commentary to 
subsequent revision or future 
assignments



Conferencing:  Personal and Positive
Personalized Learning: Tailored to individual student needs 
based on their writing, what they do well, what skills they need 
to practice.

Humanizing Feedback: Unlike generic written comments, a 
conference allows for tailored feedback that addresses the 
student's specific needs and questions.

De-mystifying Writing: Like students who come to office 
hours to ask questions, a dialogue takes place that helps the 
student to understand writing–many for the first time.

Building Relationships and Cultivating Belonging: The 
one-on-one interaction helps build a rapport between the 
teacher and student, fostering a more personal and empathetic 
connection.

Creates a Positive Learning Environment! 
Students who feel better about themselves and 
their abilities are happier and more engaged.



What Was Noticed

● Better understanding for subsequent assignments
○ Allowed for a reduction in assignments (from 6 to 4 in one class and 

3 to 2 in another)
● Students learned to self correct, even within the conference itself
● Not “memorizing in the moment,” but rather applying and practicing 

what a student has learned to make their writing better (this is what 
writing is all about–not the discovery/rough draft; it’s the revision, where 
the rubber meets the road)

● Grading for all students was done in a week (or less)
● Chair was less grumpy about not meeting the 10-day deadline for all 

grading…bonus!



Conferencing: Authentic Assessment

Real-Time : During the grading conference, a teacher can use 
guided questions and prompts to help students think more 
deeply about their writing. Questions like, “Can you explain this 
idea more?” and “How does this paragraph help support your 
thesis?” can help students clarify ideas and develop structure.

Modeling and Demonstration: Teachers can help model and 
demonstrate effective writing strategies during a writing 
conference. For example, “See this passage here? How could 
we make this clearer? Maybe if we added some details?” 
Demonstrating to formulate a solid topic sentence, thesis, or 
conclusion are also ways to help students better understand 
the writing process. 



Conferencing: Differentiated Instruction that Leads to 
Acceptance

Differentiation: Grading conferences enable educators to 
meet students “where they are,” providing tailored instruction 
that accommodates the diverse abilities and skill levels within a 
general learning community. 

Varied Approaches: The more personalized model of the 
grading conference allows instructors flexibility for students 
with specific needs or those requiring an adjusted pacing.

Varied Strategies: Different students might benefit from 
alternative strategies in the writing process. During the 
brainstorming process, for example, one student might use 
outlining while another chooses a brain map. Instructors can 
suggest different approaches and help with idea forming, 
always working with a student and their individual needs.



What the Students Noticed
● “In high school, they [the teachers] wouldnʻt turn you away, but for written comments, 

we would need to go for clarification. With the grading conference, I was able to ask 
questions and get a quick answer.” (Navya)

● “It helped a lot. In high school, there was a lot of group work/group essays, and Iʻd need 
to rely on my peers for feedback, and thatʻs not the same as teachers. With a 
conference, we can get clarification right away and get direction on where we could 
take our papers next. It provides a new perspective. When I wrote the essay and turned 
it in, I would think itʻs great, but with our conference, we were able to see where 
changes could be made and get ideas to make it even better.” (Abby)

● Thank you for doing these [grading conferences]. I always thought I was a bad writer. I 
feel better about my abilities, especially when you explain how I can make my writing 
stronger. (Skyler)



Conferencing:  Empowerment and Motivation       

Encouraging Agency: By involving students in 
the feedback process, they feel more in control 
of their learning and more motivated to improve.

Boosting Self-Efficacy: Positive reinforcement 
and constructive feedback in a supportive 
setting can boost student confidence in their 
writing abilities.



Questions?

Jill.Dahlman@cnsu.edu

For K-12 questions on using Grading Conferences, please contact Piper Selden at 
piperselden@gmail.com

mailto:Jill.Dahlman@cnsu.edu
mailto:piperselden@gmail.com


















Create a Belonging 
Audit Checklist for 
your Assessments



Goal of This Activity

In this activity, you'll create a practical, personalized Belonging 
Audit Checklist to evaluate and enhance your own assessments. 
You'll leave with a ready-to-use AI-powered strategy to ensure 
every student feels included, valued, and supported in your 
classroom.



Establish the Checklist Categories 

1. Language and Tone (inclusive, welcoming wording)

2. Accessibility and Format (readability, clarity, 
variety of formats)

3. Representation and Relevance (examples and 
content reflective of a variety of student 
experiences)

4. Feedback and Personalization (encouraging, 
personalized, growth-oriented)



🗣 1. Language and Tone

● Growth-oriented: Use language emphasizing student improvement rather than fixed ability or 
competition.

● Clear expectations: Instructions clearly communicate expectations without intimidating 
language.

● Inclusive vocabulary: Avoid jargon or phrases that could unintentionally exclude specific student 
groups.

● Supportive framing: Assessment language explicitly conveys support, encouragement, and 
belief in student potential.

● Bias-awareness: Avoid phrasing that reinforces stereotypes or biases about studentsʼ abilities or 
backgrounds.

✅ Belonging Audit Checklist: Detailed Considerations



📚 2. Accessibility and Format

● Multiple modalities: Offer assessments in varied formats (text, audio, captioned video) to 
accommodate diverse learners.

● Clear organization: Use bullet points, numbered steps, or headings to enhance readability.

● Universal design: Ensure assessments are compatible with assistive technologies (e.g., screen 
readers, speech-to-text).

● Timing flexibility: Provide clear options for flexible timing or accommodations for students who 
require them.

● Consistent clarity: Instructions and formatting consistently help students navigate assessments 
easily without confusion.

✅ Belonging Audit Checklist: Detailed Considerations



🌎 3. Representation and Relevance

● Diverse examples: Include scenarios, images, or examples reflecting varied identities, cultures, 
and experiences.

● Avoid assumptions: Eliminate references that assume universally shared cultural experiences 
(e.g., popular TV, holidays).

● Culturally affirming: Include content that explicitly validates and acknowledges diverse student 
identities and perspectives.

● Real-world connections: Create assessment tasks that students from all backgrounds can 
connect to their lived experiences.

● Student voice: Allow opportunities for students to incorporate their own identities and 
experiences into assessments.

✅ Belonging Audit Checklist: Detailed Considerations





💬 4. Feedback and Personalization

● Strengths-based: Clearly identify and celebrate specific student strengths along with areas for 
growth.

● Constructive tone: Provide feedback that is encouraging, specific, and clearly actionable.

● Personalized acknowledgment: Include individual acknowledgment of effort, improvement, or 
unique contributions.

● Growth mindset: Frame all feedback in terms of opportunities for continued learning and 
development.

● Clear support pathways: Offer explicit guidance on how students can use feedback to seek 
additional support or resources.

✅ Belonging Audit Checklist: Detailed Considerations



✨AI Prompt✨
"I am a [course] instructor, and I currently have my students complete the following activity: [describe the 
activity]. 

I would like to review how well this assignment fosters belonging according to the following criteria: 

● Language and Tone: [Your checklist considerations]

● Accessibility: [Your checklist considerations]

● Representation: [Your checklist considerations]

● Feedback: [Your checklist considerations]

Please review identify the strengths of the activity and where it could be improved to better foster belonging for my 
students.” 

Using Your Custom Checklist to Create an AI Prompt



How are you feeling about fostering belonging after 
todayʼs session? 

 
(short answer) 



Q A&
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Name and Contact Information


