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With Zeynep Ürkün on “Equality” 

 

In George Orwell’s allegorical novel Animal Farm, it 

says “all animals are equal but some animals are more 

equal than the others”. For Aristotle, a philosopher, a 

scientist and also a teacher: “The worst form of equality 

is to try to make unequal things equal”. I agree with 

both, and think equality is a tricky issue. When you 

have the chance to have a conversation with an 

assessment guru, “equality” and “fairness” naturally 

become your conversation piece. So I used this chance 

with an experienced teacher, an expert on testing, an 

outstanding event coordinator at IATEFL TEA SIG, and 

now the general manager of the fairies who make 

children’s wishes come true, Zeynep Ürkün.  

 

Deniz Şallı-Çopur: Hocam, I’ve searched the internet a bit for equality. It generally has a positive 

connotation; for example, it is in the motto of the French Revolution [Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite]. 

But in recent years in addition to equality we have more emphasis on fairness. In Gezi Park protests, 

I remember we had messages on the walls like “equality does not mean justice”. In political 

speeches, it is usually mentioned as an aim like “equality for all”. Everyone wants equality when 

they think they are in a disadvantaged position, but they also do not want to be equal or treated 

equal in some cases where they think they have an advantage or superiority. So I sometimes think 

equality is something relative. What do you think? 

 

Zeynep Ürkün: That’s very true. This makes me think about something related to common sense. I 

think it was Voltaire, who said “common sense is not that common”. So some notions such as 

common sense, equality, fairness, which you assume will be comprehended in the same way by 

everyone, are not really comprehended in the same way. So I do agree with you, it depends on your 

perspective.  

 

DŞÇ: Equality and fairness are considered as the qualities of a “good teacher”. And we expect 

teachers to treat students equally, but sometimes treating them the same does not mean being fair.   

 

ZÜ: For me, equality is really important. Because I spent the majority of my academic life as an 

assessor, obviously equality there is very important too. When you are dealing with in the area of 

education and when you are dealing with teachers as a big population, and when you are dealing 

with learners as a big population, you have to treat them in as similar a manner as possible. That 

goes for administrators, if you are an administrator, all teachers should be equal. And if you are a 

teacher, all learners should be seen as equal. Does it work that way in reality, probably it doesn’t. In 

reality, at the end of the day, I think, it is all about human relationships, and you form and develop 

relationships with different people in different ways. So you are more inclined to be fair towards the 

people that you’ve formed a relationship with. And if a relationship didn’t form there, you would be 

eventually favoring one for the other. So in reality, I really don’t think equality really exists. It 

doesn’t. Having said that though as an educator, you have to have mechanisms in place to get as 
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close to that as possible. That’s why I think we’ve got democracy. Democracy is an attempt to get 

everything as equal as possible, but will you be able to do it for everybody? No. In a democratic 

regime, some people will agree and some people will not agree. So what are you gonna do? Who do 

you favor? What do you do? You go along with the wishes of the majority. Equality is such a thorny 

subject, I think. In certain circles, in civilized societies, in civilized institutions you are able to get to 

that at a certain level. But I don’t think it will ever be possible to do it perfectly.  

 

DSÇ: Hocam, what about assessment? Does assessment aim to be equal or fair?  

 

ZÜ: It depends on what type of assessment you are aiming for, but I’ve often struggled with this 

notion. When I was working as an administrator, as a manager of my teaching colleagues, I never 

stopped teaching, so to a certain extent this was true for my students as well. I knew, I was very 

aware that every mechanism that you try to put into place to treat the students in a standardized 

way is actually to their benefit. There, from the point of view of the educators, when you bring 

emotions into play then you sacrifice fairness, and you really should not be doing that in an ideal 

world. From that perspective, as long as they are produced in the correct way, probably a multiple 

choice test would be the best way of assessing teaching and learning. But we know it does not work 

like that. Nothing in the world can be black and white like that. Again, what you can do in the area of 

assessment is to try and get to that level of standard as much as possible and we do that by ensuring 

that we’ve got certain sets of criteria that teachers need to grade with, you do that by ensuring that 

papers get graded by none class teachers, you do that by ensuring that papers get graded more than 

once, you do that by ensuring that sometimes borderline students’ papers get a third look, and then 

if a student is borderline overall, then all of the papers get another check, and so on. All of these are 

mechanisms in place that aim at reaching that level of fairness. And that is one of the most 

important aspects of validity. If you are unable to claim in the outside world that you mechanisms 

have validity in terms of scoring, then you are not doing your job. That’s simply can’t be happening.  

 

In assessment, everything starts with item creation stage. We talked about that on and on. Item 

creation, item trialing and every other stage of the assessment cycle is just as equally important as 

the scoring side of it. I know colleagues get tired, they feel “why are we marking this, why can I mark 

my own class papers, I will be fair?” But no you won’t. Because you will be favoring not in the sense 

of giving extra grades maybe, but we are all human and we are inclined to think “he was doing so 

well in class” But it gets half a grade more, we’ll be disadvantaging other students. So we are trying 

to put as many mechanisms as possible so we get as close to that level of fairness as possible.  

 

DSÇ: What I realized is that when you are not the judge it is very easy to ask for equality, but when 

you are the judge it is much more difficult to deal with that.  

 

ZÜ: The analogy of a judge is quite a good one. Even when the judge is trying to decide on a case, 

s/he relies on the constitution and the laws, so in order to be able to remain at that level of fairness 

you have to have evidence backing you up, documentation backing you up. That’s why in 

assessment you need the item analysis. That’s why in assessment you need trialing. That’s why in 

assessment you need double grading and third grading. Those are your documentation. If you don’t 

do any of them, then your decision is very likely to be unfair. But that type of data when it is done 

properly, that backs you up. Student names should not really matter. Analyzing their performance 

through your assessment items is what matters. At the end of the day, if you then go back and 

amend the results of the students a little bit, you are definitely being unfair to the others. As far as 

the learners are concerned, if they take the results of their performance seriously and really look at 



the data you are presenting to them, they learn from their mistakes the most. I’m always a supporter 

of sharing the results of item analysis with learners; that has to be transparent. By doing that you 

are ensuring that “look, we are trying to be as fair as possible. You may not be happy with your 

grade, but we haven’t done anything wrong here”.   

 

DŞÇ: It’s like giving them responsibility as well.   

 

ZÜ: It’s very important. A lot of learners reach the age of 18, 19, 20; and unfortunately they’ve never 

been given the chance of taking responsibility. I’d like to stress that “chance”. I guess with all the 

good intentions, parents say “he has to study hard, he is tired, he has to do this and that; I should not 

be asking him to do the housework, I should not be asking him to do this and that. It is enough if he 

just concentrates on his study”. Actually, by doing that you’re actually removing that individual from 

real life because life does not work that way. We all need to work, study, eat, clean, and tidy up… all 

at the same time. It really gets to me when you have a 20-year-old late in your class because he can’t 

wake up and he says “my mum used to wake me up, I can’t now”. It’s unfair. You are thinking that 

you’re doing good for the child. But actually by not preparing that person for real life, you are very 

unfair to your own child.  

 

DŞÇ: Hocam, you now work for Make a Wish, and you are trying really hard to make wishes come 

true. Those wishes are made by children. What’s Make a Wish got to do with equality? 

  

ZÜ: Unfortunately the world is not a fair place, and people don’t get a fair hand. We work with and 

for children who have a life threatening disease. That, to begin with, is an unfair status. But if we 

question that and that only, we’ll be stuck there forever.  The reason why I left academia to do this is 

because I wanted to do something about it, whatever I can in my capacity. Because they are dealing 

with a life threatening disease their treatment can range between 2 to 7-8 years, during which time 

they may stay away from school, they may spend long periods in the hospital back and forth 

between the house and the hospital for treatment and medication. It’s a very long and traumatic 

process, and during that time the focus of life becomes the disease for the child, for their families, for 

their siblings. We are dealing with a very unfair situation there, it’s true. What we try to do is to help 

if we have a kid in this situation who has already been receiving medical treatment but has so much 

else in life that s/he could have enjoyed but is not able to, then why can’t we introduce some 

positivity in their life? What are some ways of introducing that positivity? For a child who still has 

dreams despite the disease, despite the problems s/he is living with, can we not ensure that one 

dream, this child thinks to be impossible, is actually turned into possible. That’s where the idea 

comes from. Sometimes those dreams can be very simple as a battery operated car, but for that 

particular child that is impossible to achieve or the parents are unable to 

effort that. For that child, having a nice bedroom set is impossible to 

achieve. But deep down a child spends so much time in the hospital and 

at home, and desires a bedroom set. Of course what we do is more than 

that because realizing only that dream is of course valuable but when you 

are able to create a day around that in such a way that the impact is 

multiplied. What you do is try to gather as much information about that 

child as possible to and then around that one wish you build around a 

magical day. But it actually starts before that.  

It starts from the time we receive the wish. We send kids the Magical 

Book, and we tell this kid to start imagining. This is when the injection of 

happiness is sent to the system. Even before we go to talk to the child in 



that family about the wish, the child starts thinking about what they would like. Would they like to 

be somebody? Would they like to meet somebody? Would they like to go someplace? Would they 

like to have something? We try to activate the idea “what do I want, what would make me happy”, 

and introduce that type of happiness. Before we go to see the child and we want them to decide 

their priorities. What then happens is our trained volunteers go to the child’s home and they sit 

down together with the child and with the Magical Book. For younger kids, we send boxes which 

they can decorate themselves, put pictures, draw pictures. When we go their home, the child have 

already thought and dreamed about these, and then the conversation starts “why do you want this, 

why would you like to meet this person, why is it important for you?” to dive into the imagination of 

a child, and then with all this information we design a special wish day for them. But until that day, 

they don’t know which wish will be granted. So even after the volunteer leaves home, they still keep 

thinking “which one is gone happen?”. We want them to shift their focus from their disease to 

something hopeful. And then, we grant the wish. This is how we try and bring some level of equality 

to their lives because they have already been dealing with such difficult issues at young ages.  

 

DSÇ: Everyone wants his/her wish to come true, but I think we also feel happy when we see 

someone else’s wish comes true too. At least we are equal in that. I think when people work as a 

volunteer for a child’s wish to come true, they also work for their wish come true but they are not 

maybe aware of that wish yet. Hocam, thank you very much. 

 

ZÜ: Very true. Thank you. 

 


