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Introducing 
Demonstrable Equity
Thanks, in part, to the various 
forms of consternation caused 
by COVID-19, the theme of the 
value of college degrees is back.

One particular discussion is 
around which colleges and uni-
versities students should look to 
for better earnings after grad-
uation. And, while a number of 
recent of reports and articles 
point to the college degree as a 
driver of upward mobility (e.g. 
this study by Klor de Alva and 
Christensen), there is a differ-
ence of opinion regarding which 
types of institutions, specifically, 
offer the greatest value (e.g. 
Fuller and Hess, Mitchell).

Not surprisingly, these analy-
ses are mostly descriptive in 
nature, offering insights related 
to patterns observed within 
the current models of higher 
education. This means that 
they tell us a great deal about 
what is currently happening but 
much less about how changes 
in the current models of high-
er education might produce 
greater long-term value for 
degree-seeking students.

More specifically, what is lost 
in the current conversation is 
a clear and consistent baseline 
definition of value for higher 
education courses and creden-
tials, along with the required 
accompanying evidence to 
support that value.

Until we have such a definition 
and a specification for required 
evidence, it is unlikely that we 
can achieve equity in higher 
education.

What’s Wrong With the 
Way Things Are?

“But wait a minute,” you might 
say. “Isn’t a college degree itself 
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The biggest challenge with the 
current model is that the value of 

a college degree is determined 
almost entirely by public 

perception related to institution 
type and brand. 

the consistent proof of value 
you’re talking about? Isn’t this 
the primary credential for prov-
ing knowledge or expertise 
and securing a career?”

Yes, degrees do currently serve 
this purpose and have since 
the late 60s and early 70s 
when most employers began 
using the college degree as the 
credential required for profes-
sional positions. The problem 
is that today’s degrees, beyond 
representing the required 
credit hours and courses, 
each with a set of high-level 
objectives, do not generally 
(and certainly not universally) 
provide any proof of what a 
student can actually do based 
on their work. They provide 
no truly measurable evidence 
of students’ competencies or 
skills. Furthermore, other than 
the common requirements 
imposed by their accrediting 
bodies, college degrees and 
courses offer no consistent set 
of baseline learning objectives 
to which we might align de-
monstrable evidence or proof 
of mastery.

The biggest challenge with the 
current model is that, without 
the demonstrable evidence of 
value based on what students 
know or can do aligned with 

a set of commonly defined 
outcomes, the current value 
of a college degree is de-
termined almost entirely by 
public perception related to 
institution type and brand. 
That perception is driven by 
name and brand recognition, 
which is often simply historical 
hearsay and marketing dollars. 
Hence the popularity and im-
portance of “top universities” 
publications.

According to common per-
ception, for example, a course 
at a community college must 
be inferior to one at the state 
university, which is generally 
better than the same course 
offered by a regional public 
university. The same course 
might be different but equal if 
offered by a reputable private 
university and even better 

when delivered at an elite 
private university. 

Is this perception accurate? 
Possibly, but there is really no 
way to say objectively, as there 
is no consistent definition or 
specification for demonstra-
ble evidence for courses and 
degrees. Lacking that, colleges 
and universities have tradition-
ally relied on employment and 
earnings data of their gradu-
ates to show that their educa-
tion is good, better, or best.

The unfortunate consequence 
of this current model is that it 
creates a hierarchical system in 
higher education that prevents 
many from having equitable 
access to high-quality learning, 
at least by the current defini-
tion determined by perception 
and brand awareness.



Defining  
Demonstrable Equity
In the context of higher 
education, I use the term 
“demonstrable equity” to 
mean that everyone should 
have a fair chance to receive 
high-quality learning aligned 
to the same baseline outcomes 
and providing opportunities 
for demonstrating evidence 
of their learning success. This 
is especially true for general 
education courses and asso-
ciate degrees, which form the 
foundational layer of higher 
education and the opportunity 
for higher learning.

Students taking the same 
course at a community college, 
a private elite university, and 
a regional public institution, 
should have an equal opportu-
nity to learn the same baseline 
content defined by granular 
learning outcomes. Regardless 
of where they take it, students 
should leave the course with 
an equal opportunity to provide 
common forms of evidence as 
proof of the information that 
they have mastered and the 
skills and competencies they 
are developing. Moreover, 
equity means that all students 

taking foundational courses 
or pursuing associate degrees 
should have the opportunity 
to be evaluated equally by 
potential employers and other 
institutions based on demon-
strable evidence of knowledge 
acquisition and the devel-
opment of specific skills and 
competencies.

Demonstrable equity means 
more than affordability or 
access. It means that students 
taking the same course at dif-
ferent types of institutions with 
different brand values can leave 
with comperable demonstrable 
evidence of their achievements. 
Because that evidence will be 
similar regardless of institution, 
it places successful students on 
equal footing.
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What Would
Demonstrable Equity 
Look Like?

Such a commitment would 
allow students to take general 
education courses and earn an 
associate degree at any institu-
tion, regardless of the type or 
brand, with the understanding 
that they would have an equal 
opportunity to learn the same 
content, develop comparable 
skills and competencies, and 
provide comparable evidence 
of those achievements that 

First and foremost, demonstrable equity requires a commitment by institutions to do six things:

could be easily recognized by 
others.

In other words, students 
would be assured of having an 
equitable opportunity to exit 
their course or degree learning 
experience with similar recog-
nizable evidence as students at 
other institutions, regardless of 
the type or brand.

In a system focused on de-
monstrable equity, the focus 
is on the evidence of learning, 
student-owned and verified 
by the institution, as opposed 
to the inscrutable stamp of 
successful completion that is 
today’s transcript. The end 
result is that all students can 
begin on equal footing with a 
fair chance to compete in the 
professional world.

Design courses that identify 
granular course concepts

1
Align each of those concepts to 

specific learning outcomes

2
Create assessments and 

assignments that align to all 
learning outcomes

3

Create proof-of-learning 
assignments that provide 
meaningful evidence of 
a student’s knowledge 

acquisition and skill 
development

4
Provide learning-visibility 
to all students in the form 
of achievement related to 

knowledge goals and skills and 
competencies

5
Give every student a 

mechanism for selecting 
examples of learning 

evidence for knowledge, 
and to share that evidence 

with others

6



Demonstrable Equity 
In Practice
I am not suggesting that every 
institution should necessarily 
have the same set of evidence 
aligned to common course con-
cepts and learning outcomes. 
What I am saying is that they 
should all have a clear set 
of criteria for demonstrable 
knowledge and skills that lead 
to concrete, sharable evidence 
that students own and can 
share with potential employers. 
I am also suggesting that, at 
least for general education 
courses and associate degrees, 
institutions should align their 
evidence, at a minimum, to a 
basic set of 50-60 concepts 
and specific learning outcomes.

This should be the goal 
of higher learning in the 
21st century.

This work begins with curricu-
lum design, shifting the center 
of gravity in courses away 
from the traditional instructor 
toward a greater emphasis on 
knowledge proficiency, skills, 
and competencies.

The curriculum-design process 
involves creating assessments 

and mastery assignments that 
provide measurable and mean-
ingful evidence that students 
have attained specified levels 
of mastery. Assessments and 
assignments must be aligned 
to specific competencies and 
proficiency levels, and all 
human graded assignments 
must be rubric-based to ensure 
fairness and consistency in 
proficiency evaluation.

In this model, curriculum out-
comes and the skills and com-
petencies they comprise are 
associated with performance 
badges and certificates with 
supporting evidence from stu-
dent coursework. Students can 
still receive traditional grades 
based on proficiency achieve-
ment, but the ultimate focus 
is on measurable proficiency 
supported by multiple forms of 
evidence.

Instruction is not less import-
ant in a demonstrable-equity 
model but its function does 
shift. The baseline outcomes 
for general education and 
associate-degree courses be-
come less elastic and the role 
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The ultimate 
focus is on 

measurable 
proficiency 

supported by 
multiple forms 

of evidence.

of instructors is less about disseminating information than guiding 
students to information and skill proficiency.

Is this really achievable? The work by non-profit organizations 
such as Khan Academy and TEL Education shows that this can 
and is being done. And, with COVID-19, many institutions are re-
alizing the need to reinvent themselves in order to remain relevant 
in the coming years.

My hope is that the current confluence of events and reflection 
across higher education will lead to an intentional focus on de-
monstrable equity. I believe it is the only way we can provide truly 
equitable education at the college level.

Showing demonstrable equity 
begins with creating core sets 
of granular learning outcomes 
for the common general educa-
tion courses. While standard-
izing what should be taught in 
higher education courses will 
always be balanced against fac-
ulty concerns about academic 
freedom, there is ample exist-
ing foundation for identifying 
granular outcomes in traditional 
core courses in the Humanities, 
Social Sciences, and Sciences.

These courses, which comprise 
part of the foundation for a 

Showing Demonstrable Equity: 
A Core+ Approach to Outcomes 
and Evidence

majority of degrees across most 
colleges and universities in the 
U.S., have experienced a natural 
evolution that has resulted in 
a set of commonly held expec-
tations regarding high-level 
course objectives and curricu-
lum models. The shape of this 
evolution has been reinforced 
by two specific phenomena: 

1. Greater student mobility and 
the need for easy transfer 
of college credit for these 
courses across regionally 
accredited colleges and 
universities

2. A textbook industry that 
has developed textbooks for 
these courses with Tables of 
Contents that represent and 
reinforce a common set of 
material used for instruction

Building on this existing foun-
dation, the real work in demon-
strable equity would likely begin 
with a consortium of colleges, 
universities, OER providers, 
and employers that worked to 
identify core granular learning 
outcomes for a set of general 
education courses. This would 
likely take the form of 40-60 

https://www.khanacademy.org/
http://www.tel-education.org
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learning outcomes for each 
course, depending on how 
standardized a specific course 
is across higher education. The 
goal would not be to identify 
all possible granular learning 
outcomes for a course, but 
rather those 40-50 outcomes 
that represent what is most 
commonly taught in a specific 
course at most institutions. 
This approach would allow 
individual institutions the flex-
ibility to supplement the core 
learning outcomes with custom 
outcomes aligned to specific 
subject areas and competen-
cies unique to the institution.

In addition to creating this 
draft set of granular learning 
outcomes, the consortium 
would also be responsible for 
creating examples of demon-
strable evidence related to 
specific outcomes and the skills 
and competencies associated 
with them. Both the learning 
outcomes and examples of 
demonstrable evidence, with 
accompanying rubrics, would 
be openly licensed and reus-
able content, as well as subject 
to review by groups of faculty, 
students, employers, and other 
possible stakeholders on an 
annual basis.

The initial library of learning 
outcomes and associated 

examples and rubrics would 
continue to grow over time and 
be open to feedback and ex-
amples from both consortium 
and non-consortium members. 
Institutions would be able to 
share their custom learning 
outcomes and suggest new 
courses, skills and competen-
cies, and types of evidence to 
support. Employers and other 
non-academic groups would 
be invited to participate ac-
tively in all levels of consortium 
activities.

The end result of this effort 
would be an openly licensed, 
university-designed and indus-
try-informed set of common 
learning outcomes, along with 
rubric-based types of demon-
strable evidence tied to learn-

ing outcomes and 21st-century 
skills and competencies. These 
would be provided in formats 
that facilitated their adoption 
and implementation into insti-
tutional curricula and common 
learning technology platforms.

Equally important, the adoption 
of these core learning out-
comes and associated models 
of learning evidence, would 
allow students at a growing 
number of institutions in the 
U.S. to develop comparable 
portfolios of demonstrable 
evidence related to their acqui-
sition of information and skills 
in general education courses.
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While introducing demon-
strable equity into general 
education courses is inevitably 
an institution-informed and 
directed initiative, the task 
necessarily requires buy-in 
and cooperation from general 
education faculty. Faculty must 
be active participants in the 
development of learning out-
comes and assessments that 
lead to measurable evidence of 
information and competency 
acquisition by students.

What is the role of faculty in 
demonstrable equity?

Differentiating Your School 
with Demonstrable Equity

It’s important to remember 
that general education courses 
across institutions in the U.S. 
already share many common 
objectives and information ex-
pectations. This is due, in part, 
to the fact that these courses 
serve as the foundation for 
most institutional undergradu-
ate degrees and are the cours-
es students are most likely to 
transfer from one institution 

to another. This commonality 
has contributed significantly to 
the development of a sizable 
course-materials industry, both 
commercial and openly li-
censed, to serve these courses.

Given the common objectives 
and information expectations 
that already exist in general 
education courses, we can 
see that the development of 
the next generation of these 
courses, one that promotes 
demonstrable equity, is merely 

Evaluate and contribute to common (1) granular course concepts, (2) information topics 
for each course concept, and (3) learning outcomes aligned with course concepts

Contribute to any institution-specific course concepts, learning outcomes, and topics 
for general education courses

Design and createassessments and assignments that align with all learning outcomes 
for general education courses and that result in demonstrable/measurable evidence of 
information and competency acquisition by students

Provide quality instruction and facilitating student engagement that leads to 
information and competency acquisition by students

The Role of General Education Faculty 
In Demonstrable Equity Initiatives
1

2

3

4



www.tel-education.org

an extension of the curriculum 
that already exists. And, as has 
been the case with general 
education courses from their 
inception to the present, this 
new generation of courses will 
promote common outcomes 
and criteria for evidence yet be 
differentiated by the specific 
implementation and evaluation 
of those criteria.

As we have stated, the steps for redesigning general education courses to support demonstrable 
evidence of learning are straightforward. To achieve this goal, institutions must:
• Identify the core courses they want to modify
• Create (1) granular course concepts, (2) information topics for each course concept, and (3) learn-

ing outcomes aligned with course concepts
• Design assessments and rubric-based assignments that are aligned with granular course learning 

and that promote demonstrable evidence of information and competency acquisition by students

In order to achieve demonstrable equity for students across systems, however, institutions are best 
served by working within coalitions to design and create common frameworks for evidence and 
rubric-evaluation.

At TEL Education, we have done significant work in these areas over the past three years, including 
the development of granular course concepts and learning outcomes, rubric-based assignments 
aligned learning outcomes, and mastery standards tied to course concepts and 21st-century compe-
tencies. We would be happy to share our work and insights with any interested institution.

Institutions will be able to 
differentiate their offerings via:
• The learning environments 

they create for the in-
structional delivery of the 
courses;

• The design of the assess-
ments and assignments 
they create to promote 
learning evidence;

• Frameworks for evaluation 
and feedback that encour-
age students to create 
richer and more complex 
learning artifacts;

• Support services that en-
courage both engagement 
and deeper reflection re-
lated to learning outcomes 
and their value related to 
professional success.

Moving forward with 
Demonstrable Equity


