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Jaime madden

Teaching Online: 
Issues of Equity and Access  
in Writing-centric Formats

the covid-19 pandemic has turned us all into online teachers. In the 
context of this crisis, we have quickly learned new technologies and the 
affordances of asynchronous and synchronous delivery. We have grap-
pled with the challenges of building community and supporting active 
engagement, and we have turned to adapting our assessment methods 
for the remote environment. We have done this work at traditional col-
leges and universities, where online teaching was formerly the purview 
of graduate students and adjunct instructors. Online learning can no 
longer be associated with those who struggle to access traditional class-
rooms, such as disabled students and those who attend for-profit col-
leges. Instead, access to online learning can now be associated with 
access to wealth and to health — specifically as relates to avoiding con-
tact with the virus. In K-12 education, we have seen districts that largely 
enroll white students make the decision to continue online or go hybrid 
for the fall 2020 semester, whereas those that largely enroll students of 
color are returning to the classroom.1

Inequalities pervade the teaching landscape as well. Teaching is not 
a job usually marked as high risk, but within this environment, some 

1. The work of activist and artist @bmore_radical shows how these decisions 
are being made in Baltimore, Maryland. See https://www.instagram.com 
/bmore_radical/?hl=en.
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bodies suffer at higher rates. In a recent article published in this journal, 
coauthors writing as the Brocher Foundation Feminist Collective describe 
their experience and knowledge “of the ways that academia produces 
sickness.” 2 The authors are white and cisgender women at Anglo-Amer-
ican and European universities, and even though they acknowledge that 
they did not experience high levels of racism, classism, linguistic mar-
ginalization, and/or illness, they still found themselves — at different 
stages of their careers —“worn thin” in a system where “bodies are dis-
posable.” 3 Commenting on this problem in another context, disability 
studies scholar Alison Kafer notes that disability is “more fundamental, 
more inevitable, for some than others.” 4 The pandemic has made this 
much clear: able-bodied people are “temporarily able-bodied,” and those 
who experience racism and classism are among the most frequently and 
intensely sickened.

In attending to how teachers and students transition online en 
masse, we need to consider how we are differently positioned within 
institutions governed by the logics of racialized capitalism. It is import-
ant to recognize not only which students can access these online spaces 
but also which skills such spaces tend to reward. It is also important 
to ask which teachers are disproportionately impacted by the transition 
online. In this piece, I describe the challenges of assessment and then 
wrestle with broader questions of access as a scholar invested in feminist 
studies and disability studies. The tension in online education between 
its promise of access and its methods of assessment is, I argue, worthy 
of urgent attention.

the ChallengeS of aSSeSSment
I have taught online courses at four institutions: two private colleges 
and two public universities. Good teaching and learning can undoubt-
edly happen across a range of spaces. In online environments, I have 
found that my best teaching happens in the feedback I give students. 

2. Laura Bisaillon, Alana Cattapan, Annelieke Driessen, Esther van Duin, 
Shannon Spruit, Lorena Anton, and Nancy S. Jecker, “Doing Academia 
Differently: ‘I Needed Self-Help Less Than I Needed a Fair Society,” Femi-
nist Studies 46, no. 1 (2020): 132.

3. Bisaillon, et al., “Doing Academia Differently,” 136, 140.
4. Alison Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2013), 26.
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This is understandable since assessment practices are important teach-
ing opportunities in all contexts. In online environments, and particu-
larly in asynchronous teaching, I have found that it is while carrying out 
assessments of student work that my most intense teaching occurs. It 
is through grading and offering comments on papers and assignments 
that I am most directly in communication with students as their teacher. 
When I mark student work, I ask questions of students, I prompt them to 
consider how our course materials may be placed in conversation with 
their ideas, I correct specific errors, and I generally aim to help them 
advance their understandings. I ask myself how my comments might 
help students advance to a “next step” in their thinking. The answer is 
specific to each student, and I have found that my assessment methods 
require me to tailor my feedback. These direct conversations with stu-
dents about the work they produce are valuable opportunities to guide 
their learning.

In the process of carrying out online teaching over the past few 
years, I have grown concerned that writing-intensive assessment meth-
ods do not play to the strengths of students underserved by education 
systems. As more students and faculty turn to online classes because of 
the CoVID-19 pandemic, such forums have grown to include more teach-
ing tools, including those that support synchronous learning. With them 
come a greater range of assignment options —including student presen-
tations, in-class group work, and “breakout rooms” for small group dis-
cussions on Zoom. Even with these and other technologies, though, I 
see that online classes tend to lean heavily on writing-based assessments. 
Indeed, in my experience, online assignments and assessment methods 
are structured as to privilege written expression. Students have to rely on 
the ability to communicate well in writing— through discussion boards, 
email, essays, and Zoom text chats. Writing skills undoubtedly vary among 
students. My principal concern is that underserved students are nega-
tively affected by this overemphasis on writing in the online environment 
because writing-intensive assignments do not play to the strengths of stu-
dents discriminated against by education systems. For instance, stan-
dardized tests, which underfunded school systems are asked to priori-
tize, reward skills that are taught at the expense of writing. Those who 
have benefited from in-depth writing instruction might be able to clearly 
communicate their ideas, whereas those who are more vulnerable might 
struggle with writing projects — even when they are exceptional critical 
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thinkers. I saw this disparity when I taught at a for-profit college. In our 
class discussions, my students were among the sharpest critical thinkers 
I have taught, but I could see how much writing was a struggle for them. 
The skills and knowledge of such students run the risk of not being accu-
rately assessed or rewarded online.5

The pressures that teachers face to provide written assessment are 
difficult to ignore, particularly given that the format of online teach-
ing typically generates multiple mini-assignments that replace in-per-
son instruction. Multiple assignments mean much more feedback is 
required, and written feedback is usually the expectation. While many 
platforms now incorporate non-written methods for delivering com-
ments, most teachers, especially those who are overworked, find it hard 
to stretch their time to provide comments that are comprehensive and 
constructive on this increased number of assignments. If I, as a teacher, 
find it challenging to assess whether students have accurately inter-
preted our course materials in writing-intensive online environments, I 
suspect students find the overemphasis on written modes of communi-
cation to be challenging as well. Researchers at an Australian university 
who sought to understand how students use rubrics found that all stu-
dents surveyed indicated their preference to “talk to [their] tutor about 
what is required for assessment.” Students “indicated that an investiga-
tion of discussion of rubrics in class was important.” 6 In the online envi-
ronment, this task can be achieved during synchronous class meetings 
or virtual office hours, but it usually happens via email. Again, the writ-
ten mode of communication reigns, and the need to be able to com-
municate well in writing, and to accurately interpret the written word, 
cannot be overstated. Students who struggle with writing can fall fur-
ther behind, and indeed faculty are also taxed in new ways.

5. Informal or low-stakes writing projects are not necessarily a solution. One 
of my students at the for-profit college, an excellent critical thinker, men-
tioned to me that because he struggled with writing, his text messages 
to friends and family fell short of what he wanted to communicate. As 
his instructor, I wanted to help him improve his writing skills, but I also 
wanted to adjust our course assessment methods to be sure his knowledge 
was recognized.

6. Ruth Bachus, Emma Colvin, Elizabeth Bronwen Knight, and Lenora Ritter, 
“When Rubrics Aren’t Enough: Exploring Exemplars and Student Rubric 
Co-Construction,” Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy (2019): 5.
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equitable aCCeSS
Disability studies and disability justice have long led the way in conver-
sations about access. When classes began to transition online midway 
through the spring 2020 semester, I found inspiration from scholars 
of feminist and queer disability studies in coping with the shift. Aimi 
Hamraie authored a guide for educators that includes information about 
digital apps that transcribe pre-recorded audio. Hamraie’s guide also 
offers reminders that some students need to limit their screen time for 
health reasons and that teachers should not assume that “everyone has 
access to fast internet or cameras for livestreaming.” 7 Technological 
access is directly about forms of social inequality related to class and 
wealth. The mass transition to online learning will also push some stu-
dents into environments where they are at a greater health risk, such as 
public spaces for accessing Wi-Fi or computers. Such students may have 
enrolled online at higher rates, but during the pandemic, they will have a 
harder time accessing both online technologies and healthcare. How do 
we ensure that our virtual and in-person classrooms center their needs? 
Moreover, even as we make incremental adjustments and modifications 
to our classes, how do we also envision a wholesale transformation of 
education systems?

“Access” is a key concept in disability studies and disability justice, 
where it often refers to reforms of architecture and technology. The con-
cept can also be understood in a broad, transformative sense to focus on 

“institutional and material change” rather than bending or “fixing” dis-
abled bodies and minds to fit within preexisting structures.8 Classrooms 
need to be bent, fractured, and made accessible to disabled people. Ham-
raie’s guide explains that disabled people have “long engaged in refining 
methods for remote access” as they have sought to participate in classes, 
protests, and visits with doctors. In other words, the technologies and 

7. Aimi Hamraie, “Accessible Teaching in the Time of covId-19,” Mapping 
Access (blog), March 10, 2020, https://www.mapping-access.com/blog-1/2020 
/3/10/accessible-teaching-in-the-time-of-covid-19.

8. Bess Williamson, “Access,” in Keywords for Disability Studies, edited by 
Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin (New York: New York Uni-
versity Press), 14–15. See also Cynthia L. Selfe and Franny Howes, “Over There: 
Disability Studies and Composition,” Multimodality in Motion: Disability and 
Kairotic Spaces, n.d., http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/18.1/coverweb/yergeau- 
et-al/pages/index.html.
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practices from which we all now benefit are indebted to the work and 
expertise of disabled communities, who themselves have regularly been 
denied such access.9

online forumS and aCCeSSibility
Early scholarship on online education emerging from women’s and 
gender studies, most published in the 2000s and early 2010s, praised 
online platforms for facilitating access to education. Feminist commit-
ments seemed to be in line with data indicating the high rates of online 
participation among groups historically underrepresented in education, 
such as single mothers, full-time workers, and people unable to leave 
their homes or travel to urban campuses.10 A 2007 report delivered to 
the National Women’s Studies Association explained that online classes 

“have the advantage of improving access for those populations of stu-
dents from which Women’s Studies has always drawn a sizable contin-
gent—working women, older students, and mothers.” 11 Betsy Eudey’s 
position on “access” is the most comprehensive statement of this posi-
tion, since she goes beyond arguing that those historically underserved 
by education systems are empowered by the online medium. She argues 
that a wider range of students have unique access to feminist pedago-
gies through online forums. For instance, she finds that men participate 
more often in her online women’s and gender studies classes than those 
held in traditional classrooms; she also notes that when her online stu-
dents use discussion forums, the conversation is “often more inclusive 
and meaningful” than in face-to-face classes, where time constraints 

9. Hamraie, “Accessible Teaching in the Time of covId-19.”
10. Nancy Chick and Holly Hassel, “‘Don’t Hate Me Because I’m Virtual’: Fem-

inist Pedagogy in the Online Classroom,” Feminist Teacher 19, no. 3 (2009): 
201; Ellen Cronan Rose, “‘This Class Meets in Cyberspace’: Women’s Stud-
ies via Distance Education,” in The Feminist Teacher Anthology: Pedagogies 
and Classroom Strategies, edited by Gail E. Cohee, Elisabeth Daumer, The-
resa D. Kemp, Paula M. Krebs, Sue A. Lafky, and Sandra Runzo (New York: 
Teachers College Press, 1998), 114–32; Dan Carnevale, “Distance Educa-
tion Attracts Older Women Who Have Families and Jobs, Study Finds,” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, November 8, 2002, A33.

11. Amy K. Levin, “Questions for a New Century: Women’s Studies and Inte-
grative Learning,” National Women’s Studies Association (2007): 35.
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do not allow all voices to be heard or to be heard equally.12 According 
to Eudey, feminist pedagogies are not only usefully paired with online 
forums, but can be an intrinsic feature and therefore hyper-relevant to 
what she sees as the future of education.13

From a different perspective, I judge that it is precisely because his-
torically underserved students participate online at high rates that we 
must deploy some skepticism about arguments such as Eudey’s. Online 
classroom environments arguably have not served vulnerable student 
populations particularly well, even when they have afforded flexibility 
and access to education. This mode of learning has not been a sufficient 
corrective to traditional classroom structures that serve students ineq-
uitably. I want us to ask when, where, and by whom “access” is being 
deployed as an administrative buzzword as well as how its impact can be 
very different from its intent.14 In our response to the pandemic, we need 
to be keenly focused on questions of access as understood by disability 
studies and disability justice. Let’s learn from this work and ask how the 
online teaching environment might be structured to unwittingly under-
serve those students who already struggle.

As I work to ensure that my fall 2020 online classes do not over-
emphasize writing-based assignments, I am offering students a range 
of production opportunities, such as making visual art and podcasts. 
Such projects help them to interrogate who produces knowledge and 
what forms it takes. When I have used podcast assignments in the past, 
I have asked students to review an essay or book chapter and to antic-
ipate a public audience that may not be familiar with our course con-
tent. This gives them a chance to express themselves in ways that are 
different from how they have been trained to write and to practice com-
municating clearly and concisely. The podcasts were three to four min-
utes in length, and students used either the recording tool embedded in 
the course delivery platform or another tool of their choosing. Several 

12. Betsy Eudey, “Civic Engagement, Cyberfeminism, and Online Learning: 
Activism and Service Learning in Women’s and Gender Studies Courses,” 
Feminist Teacher 22, no. 3 (2012): 234–5.

13. Eudey, “Civic Engagement, Cyberfeminism, and Online Learning,” 235.
14. See Louise Hickman and David Serlin, “Towards a Crip Methodology,” in 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Disability: Looking Towards the Future, vol. 2, 
edited by Kate Ellis, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Mike Kent, and Rachel 
Robertson (New York: Routledge, 2019), 136.
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students incorporated music, most sounded conversational, and some 
recruited another person to act as interviewer or host. The projects were 
creative and richly diverse. VoiceThread is another audio-based tool that 
instructors use to center primary source materials such as music videos 
and visual art.15 For instance, students can post infographics created 
by activists, the work of an artist we studied, or audio from a speech. 
They can then comment on these materials using text, audio, or video. 
Instructors can usefully provide feedback in audio form as well, which, 
for some, will save time and also convey a constructive tone more easily. 
For classes that more frequently encourage students to draw, map, or 
take notes manually, a tool called Rocketbook may be useful; students 
produce content off screen using a pen and reusable notebook that 
can later be digitized. In courses that stress oral communication skills, 
recording tools such as Panopto allow students to practice delivering 
presentations. Finally, for teaching close reading strategies, Google Docs 
and Hypothesis are tools that allow students to work together to anno-
tate a document.

As we build, adjust, and revise our online classrooms, the principle of 
access is not just about which students have computers and good inter-
net connections. We urgently need to turn our attention to how we con-
duct online teaching in service of students for whom writing is a challenge, 
broadening the range of assignments and types of assessment methods. 
Otherwise, the online environment might deepen already-expanding 
social and economic inequalities.

15. Voice-based assignments are not accessible to all, including deaf students. I 
do not present them as solutions to the limitations I have identified as char-
acteristic of written work.
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