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Center for Excellence 
in Teaching and 
Learning 



 
Objectives 

 

1. To make explicit the diverse 
ways we define and 
operationalize academic rigor 
and academic quality 

2. To consider the “ecology of 
academic rigor” (i.e. student-
faculty-content-context 
interactions) in course design 
to enhance academic quality 
 



What does academic 
rigor mean to you?   

Waterfall chat 
1. Type your answer in the chat 
2. When I say go, hit enter 



“When I first came to Clark, I was expecting 
tons and tons of work, I mean that's what it 
was like for me in high school, taking a bunch 
of AP classes. They tell you college is going to 
be scary, college is going to be so much work 
that you're not going to have any time to do 
anything except for work. So I came in 
prepared for that kind of level of rigor and it 
took me a lot of time in classes to realize that 
rigor is not just about having tons to do, and 
you know meeting crazy expectations all the 
time. It's about really what you get out of it. If 
you're doing busy work there's no rigor 
involved there. If the work is meaningful and 
challenging as well, and you know you feel 
supported in those environments, then its 
rigor.”—Clark student 

“Rigor,” in the 
academic sense, is 
referring to that fine 
line between 
challenging and 
frustrating a student. 
It means that students 
are challenged to 
think, perform, and 
grow to a level that 
they were not at 
previously (TeachHUB, 
2014). 

If it’s code for ‘some 
students deserve to 
be here, and some 
don’t,’ then it needs 
to go (Jack & Sathy, 
2021). 

Academic 
Rigor: Three 
Perspectives 



Course Workload Demands 

# hours students spend on 
course work outside of class 

 

Course Learning Expectations 
& Cognitive Challenge 

Course practices and 
assignments that require the 

demonstration of higher 
order thinking (analysis, 

synthesis, evaluation) 
promoting students’ use of 

deep approaches to learning 

A Starting Place to Understand Rigor… 



The Ecology of Academic Rigor 
Classroom 
facilities 
 
University 
Policies 
 
Social 
determinants 
of health and 
education 
 
Power (isms) 

Power dynamics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Structured group reflection 
Describe the interactions you hear and notice as well as what you do 

not hear in relation to academic rigor 
Interactions Describe what you 

heard 
Notice what you did 
not hear 

Student-Faculty 

Student-Content 

Student-Student 

Faculty-Content 

Faculty-Student/Student 

Student-Content-Faculty-Context  

Other interactions? 

General reflections on pedagogy and rigor 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdcpPlK3QkSGUVQgnAy5OTDP30VYlOR8jUQIkIqK6ptTxlwqQ/viewform?usp=sf_link


Student Definitions 

https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=5e29e022-85d3-4549-98d2-ae16011afdd9&start=0
https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=c60e30d9-a5a3-428f-a110-ae160119d23d&start=0


Faculty 
Definitions 

https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=f7edb4a2-c854-4cb6-805c-ae160122bc47&start=0
https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=6b27c5d4-0ad9-4666-a8a1-ae16012c3cb8&start=0


Student-
Faculty Dyads 

https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=39fd512a-8db0-4144-adf1-ae16012c5a27&start=0
https://clarku.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=061bbf17-98b3-4b6a-81fa-ae1601257a80&start=0


Structured group reflection 
Describe the interactions you hear and notice as well as what you do 

not hear in relation to academic rigor 
Interactions Describe what you 

heard 
Notice what you did 
not hear 

Finish entering your observations 
Break out group discussion (15 minutes) 
1. Read through the entries 
2. What do the entries raise for you about your pedagogical approaches? 
3. Do you think your students share Dilasha and Jay’s understandings of 

rigor? Explain.  
4. How can these conversations contribute to a deeper analysis of academic 

rigor and quality at Clark? 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdcpPlK3QkSGUVQgnAy5OTDP30VYlOR8jUQIkIqK6ptTxlwqQ/viewform?usp=sf_link


How Can We Center Student Learning & Apply an Equity Lens  
when making decisions about course design and pedagogy… 

   
Course Design 

• Learning outcome-
based course design 
rather than content 
centered 

• Include student-
student interactions 
(e.g. think-pair-share; 
structured small group 
discussions; flipped 
classrooms) 

• Communicate your  
standards and scaffold 
their learning 

• Syllabus design 
communicates 
intentions for the 
course 

Assignments, 
Assessment, and  

Feedback 

• Extensive structuring of 
learning tasks in 
assignments 

• Offering choice in how 
students express their  
learning with clear 
guidelines about what 
needs to be expressed 
(rubrics) 

• Immediate debriefing, 
feedback, and 
affirmation of learning 

• Recurring, low-stakes 
assessment 

Relational Practices 

• Connect with students 
personally to foster 
inclusion and belonging 
(use their names, 
model sharing 
pronouns, share some 
of who you are, 
acknowledge our 
shared current context) 

• Be intentional about 
creating opportunities 
for interaction as a 
relational and 
instructional practice 

Equity Lens 

• For every decision you 
make, ask yourself, 
“Who potentially is 
being left out as a 
result of this approach? 
What can I do to bring 
them in?” 

Understanding  academic rigor and quality as a function of the multiple 
interactions among faculty-student-content-pedagogy-space/environment 



CETL can help you know if and how your 
efforts are working 

MID-SEMESTER 
COURSE FEEDBACK  

CREATIVE 
ASSESSMENT 
STRATEGIES  

PEER REVIEW   PRAXIS 
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