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students’ behavior in assigning grades than did elementary teachers” (p. 70) and also favored 

giving zeroes for incomplete work. Link (2018) found that teachers at secondary teachers were 

more likely to factor in effort, homework completion, and meeting deadlines in grades. It is 

these aspects of grading that do not coincide with the purpose of communicating student 

learning and instead focus on punishing students not in compliance with policies and may 

ultimately serve to discourage student motivation and learning. In her discussion, Link (2018) 

cites Guskey, a professor of educational psychology, who stated that “secondary teachers tend 

to see grading and reporting as a vital component of classroom management and control” (p. 

78). This purpose is supported in Link’s (2018) findings that “non-traditionally trained teachers 

were more likely to consider students’ behavior when assigning grades compared to 

traditionally trained teachers” (p. 74), assigning more zeroes for unfinished work and 

emphasizing grades on homework completion. While according to Brookhart (2016) grades 

consist of a “mixture of multiple factors that teachers value” (p. 32), this may lead to a 

definition and purpose of grading practices that is inconsistent from teacher to teacher.  

Best Intentions  

While the purpose of grading may be muddled, teachers, no matter their beliefs, want 

students to be successful in their learning and meet rigorous standards. This characteristic of 

teachers is apparent in the qualitative study conducted by Babb and Corbett (2016) which 

surveyed 260 college writing teachers to determine emotional responses to failing grades. 

While students are thought to earn their grades, assessing students is also an emotional for 

teachers because “grades, grading, and being evaluated have a lot to do with how we teach” 

(Babb et al., 2016, p. 1). Disappointment, concern, and frustration were the most common 
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teacher emotions in regard to failing students. One teacher commented, “I feel I have failed to 

support the student adequately” (Babb et al., 2016, p. 3). This sentiment “captures a sense 

among respondents that teachers bear responsibility for student failure” (Babb et al., 2016, p. 

3), failing grades are part of an inherent system in which teachers are attempting to help 

students learn best but force teachers to measure learning in a certain way. 

It is understandable that teachers would use grades as a motivator in that system, even 

if the motivator is not always effective. A study on grade inflation by Gershenson (2020) of 

about 8,000 Algebra I teachers resulted in two important findings for purposes here: “Students 

learn more from teachers who have higher grading standards” (p. 5), and “Teachers with higher 

grading standards improve their students’ performance in subsequent math classes up to two 

years later” (p. 6). Gershenson also found support for the adage that high expectations matter. 

The teachers with the highest expectations used individual assignments to teach students 

rather than to simply assign points for completion leading to higher retention of material on 

end of course exams. As Gershenson (2020) stated, “One way that teachers convey their 

expectations to students, sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly, is through the grades 

they assign” (p. 13). The idea that brings teachers’ best intentions together with high 

expectations is the necessity of strong feedback. Gershenson (2020) quotes Eva Moskowitz of 

Success Academy as a secondary source:  

When teachers give high grades for mediocre work, no one asks any questions and they 

can carry on as before. When they give more realistic grades, they have an obligation to 

follow up with detailed feedback, more support, and better instruction. It’s not 
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surprising then that most — often unconsciously — opt for the first course of action. (p. 

34)  

The assumption is often that students understand the feedback they are receiving through 

grades, but this is not always the case.  

As the Common Core has stated, its focus is on “developing the critical-thinking, 

problem-solving, and analytical skills students will need to be successful” (Common Core State 

Standards Initiative, 2020). With rigorous standards and rigorous grading practices should come 

high levels of student learning. Traditional grading practices, however, treat learning as a static 

event, something that has happened. In today’s reality, students must be motived to learn how 

to learn. Traditional grades offer a snapshot of a moment in time, but learning is more 

complicated than that, and it is important that students see it as such. It is the ability to learn 

that will (Demirel, 2009). The Gershenson study used end of course Algebra I exams to 

determine achievement, but the Common Core is pushing for an application of skills that lead 

to lifelong learning. 

In an independent study conducted by Dartmouth College, freshmen students who had 

earned the highest score on the Advanced Placement exam in psychology were given the final 

exam for Dartmouth’s introductory course to determine the knowledge they retained. Ninety 

percent failed (Lewin, 2013). While rigorous tests may measure knowledge, grades become the 

compensation for doing the work and extrinsic rewards do not induce long-lasting behavior. 

Students may be able to learn enough content to pass a test, but, according to Demirel (2009), 

“a lifelong learning individual renews his/her life perspective, conduct, and values. That person 

also has to ‘learn learning’” (p. 1710). By allowing some students to succeed and be motivated 



GRADELESS LEARNING   22 

while others are not, groups of students are allowed to fall behind exponentially. 

Unfortunately, grades are a mixture of assessment of student deficits, critical thinking skills, 

behaviors, and knowledge. This “large variation among teachers in the validity and reliability of 

grades, both in the meaning of grades and the accuracy of reporting” leaves a lack of clarity 

about what truly helps students learn despite teachers’ best intentions (Brookhart, 2016, p. 35). 

Motivation  

Knowing that teachers want the best for students, it must be asked if grades help 

motivate students to learn. In over one hundred years of grading studies, Brookhart (2016) 

found that alongside student learning, other aspects were considered including “effort, ability, 

improvement, work habits, attention, and participation” (p.32). Teachers are using grades to 

encourage students to learn, but also to comply with behaviors that are attributed to quality 

learners. In this way grades can be seen as a motivator, but whether that motivation lasts 

beyond a class or an educational career is unknown. Grading for compliance also is in conflict 

with the stated purpose of communicating student achievement to stakeholders. While grades 

may motivate students in the short term, education critic Alfie Kohn (2012) contends that 

grading tasks reduce student interest in a topic, incentivize choosing the easiest task, and 

reduce overall quality and creativity of thinking. Students are motivated to do well in the class 

rather than learn deeply and engage in complex tasks.  

Reeves et al. (2017) identify four areas where the consequences are “grave: the use of 

the average to calculate a final grade; the grading of practice, or homework; the use of the zero 

on the 100-point scale; and the use of grading as punishment for misbehavior” (p. 43). While 

the intentions of teachers may be to create positive traits and study habits in students, it is 
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these areas that cause a decrease in student motivation, especially in regard to grading 

homework or practice, which the authors state “leads to two types of negative outcomes – 

blindly compliant students who sullenly work at skills that rarely matter, and their even more 

sullen peers who work at nothing, unable even to approach the task because they can’t do it 

independently. The first group finds school excruciatingly boring; the second group finds it 

humiliating. Students in neither group engage in authentic learning” (p. 44). Inauthentic 

learning experiences often lead to cheating due to the lack of student engagement. Students do 

not see the purpose of learning when the focus becomes the grade. It is much more important 

to get the points rather than to do the learning.  

In contrast Dlaska and Krekeler (2017) found in a study of college learners that grades 

for “learning purposes did not undermine or enhance the effectiveness of [corrective 

feedback]” (p. 198). An important note is that the sampling of students in this study had a mean 

average age of just under 22 years old, which could result in a stronger desire for corrective 

feedback. “In order to benefit from the indirect [corrective feedback] for the new piece of 

writing, students had to be able to detect their own errors and transfer the conclusions they 

drew from them to the new text” and “learners benefited from [corrective feedback] on their 

writing irrespective of grades” (p. 198). The attitudes of the learners in the study found 

relevance in the work and were motivated toward mastery of the task. Motivation can be found 

in students owning their own learning progression, as Sturgis (2014) determined that 

“monitoring their own learning progression sparks students’ ownership and responsibility for 

their learning” (p. 17).  



GRADELESS LEARNING   24 

The possibility of age and academic success as factors in positive responses to grades is 

supported by Klapp (2015) who found evidence that low achieving students were 

disproportionately affected by receiving grades than their high achieving counterparts. Her 

study of over 8,000 Swedish students was possible because Sweden changed a policy that 

allowed schools to determine whether they would give grades through sixth grade or not. The 

study found that “low-ability students who had been graded in Grade 6 had lower grades in 

Grade 7 compared to ungraded students” and that “only a negligible positive effect of grading 

for high-ability students was found” (Klapp, 2015, p. 304). High achievers were found to be 

more likely to interpret grades as feedback than low achievers, ultimately leading to a negative 

bias towards school; this bias also affected boys more than girls (Klapp, 2015).  

Although this traditional grading system is one that is seemingly taken for granted, 

helping create conditions where students see progress toward a goal can improve motivation. 

Reddan (2013) found in a survey of 29 third-year college students that those students found 

many advantages in grading the field project course, the top reason being “Improved grade 

point average to assist into postgraduate programs” and the second being “Increased 

motivation and effort” (p. 228). When the most valuable aspect to grading is to be evaluated 

more highly because of GPA, and increased motivation due to this GPA, it is clear that these 

students are motivated by the status that comes with grades. Similar to the study conducted by 

Dlaska (2017), based on their current education status, these are successful students in regard 

to traditional grading practices and are more likely to use feedback and be reinforced in their 

skills. While grades may serve to motivate learners who are strong students, they may alienate 

the struggling student. Grades, particularly at younger ages, but also seen in the Reddan study, 
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serve to sort students. Without a strongly developed sense of self, a student’s low grades can 

lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy. This is supported by Klapp (2015) who found that when 

students were graded their overall chance to finish secondary school was diminished. The 

motivation to learn lies in the feedback and reflection, as Reeves, Jung, and O’Connor (2017) 

state, “When the curriculum is rigorous, all students make mistakes, but the most successful 

students always learn from those mistakes” (p. 43). Intrinsic motivation is derived from the 

hope of using feedback to master rigorous concepts. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study adapted the self-determination theory in which autonomy and self-direction 

leads to intrinsic motivation. By removing the rewards of grades and giving meaningful 

feedback and encouragement, students could, in theory, become more engaged with the 

content and be motivated to learn (Gagne & Deci, 2005). An engaged student is motivated, 

curious, attentive, and enjoys learning. By examining students’ enjoyment as well as 

determination of difficulty levels, one can determine how engaged a student is at a particular 

moment in time. 

Conclusions 

The shifting purpose of traditional grading practices has allowed for many factors to be 

part of the evaluation of students from simply getting the work done on time to learning 

deeply. Grading reform has focused on defining the purpose of grades, particularly to 

communicate student learning. Teachers want the best for students, and if students are going 

to use the feedback provided by teachers, traditional letter grades or percentages distract from 

the learning. If teachers eliminate traditional grading practices and focus their efforts on an 
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alternative method of feedback inclusive of student reflection, perhaps a shift of emphasis will 

occur from grading to learning. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 While the purpose of school is to learn, the purpose of grading is not as clear. 

Curriculum has changed, content has changed, teaching strategies have changed, but 

traditional grading practices have largely remained the same. The purpose of grades is to 

communicate student learning and inform teaching, but grades can be also used by teachers to 

motivate students (DeLuca et al., 2016). Learning has evolved from knowledge of content to an 

application of knowledge, and the skill of learning is not easily measured by traditional grading 

practices (Demirel, 2009). A system of extrinsic rewards associated with grades has largely 

become the focus of students rather than the potential feedback and learning that is the true 

intention of school. Grades then become demotivating to students and decrease student 

interest in the subjects of study (Kohn, 2012). This mixed-methods study examined a classroom 

without traditional grading practices or evaluating and assigning points to individual 

assignments. By removing traditional grading practices, it was the researcher’s intention to 

focus on feedback and student learning rather than points and letter grades in order to restore 

hope and motivation to students to use feedback in future activities. Upon review of the 

literature, it was evident that previous studies focused mostly on qualitative interviews. This 

study analyzed the student engagement quantitatively as well as perceptions of a non-

traditional grading system in which students evaluate themselves in regard to growth and in 

relation to learning targets (see Appendix C). Additionally, knowing that students learn the 

most from teachers with the highest expectations (Gershenson, 2020), it was necessary to 
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examine possible grade inflation in such a system as well as student perceptions of their 

learning experiences.  

Research Questions 

1. What effect does the elimination of traditional grading practices have on student 

engagement in learning? 

2. What impact does the removal of traditional grading practices and implementation of a 

reflective process have on students’ perception of their learning? 

3. What effect does student self-evaluations to determine final grades have on potential 

grade inflation? 

Research Design 

 This study utilized an action research approach to inform the current grading practices 

of the researcher, those in his school and district, and the audience of readers. Individual 

assignments were submitted to the teacher and returned with feedback only. Grades were 

determined by a student evaluation at the end of each quarter. The researcher chose a mixed 

methods design to measure results. The survey conducted took various forms: student rating 

scales and questionnaires, and teacher observation of student work. A quantitative measure of 

student engagement was chosen due to the importance of engagement in relation to student 

effort in their ability to learn. A qualitative approach using student surveys and written 

quarterly reflections was chosen to understand the overall perceptions of students’ experiences 

with grading in relation to learning both in the researcher’s course and in comparison to other 

courses (see Appendix D). The researcher also used a quasi-experimental approach to 

determine to what level grades determined by students were accurate assessments of student 
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learning. The researcher evaluated and recorded student work on assignments but this was not 

part of the feedback shared with students. This type of design was necessary in order to 

understand to what level grade inflation would occur when students evaluated themselves.  

Setting 

 This study was conducted in a city in the Midwest with a population of around 50,000. 

The city has a four-year university as well as a two-year college. The city’s three largest 

employers are in the fields of healthcare, manufacturing, and public education.  

 The school in which the study was conducted is one of two high schools in the city. 

There were 1,033 students enrolled the school at the start of the 2020-2021 school year with 

the following breakdown of demographics: 72.5% Caucasian, 2% Native American, 6% Black, 

6.3% Hispanic, 5% Asian, 8% two or more races and .2% unspecified. The school was evenly split 

with 50% male and 50% female students. In regard to disability status, 14.3% of students 

received special education services for individual education plans, and 8.6% of students 

received services for a 504 plan. 6% of the school’s population were enrolled in the English 

Learners program. There were 17% of students who received free or reduced lunch.  

Participants 

A total of 44 students participated in the study. Students were between 16 and 18 years 

of age at the time of the study and all were members of the researcher’s two AP Literature and 

Composition classes. 61% of the students were female, and 39% were male. These students had 

an average cumulative weighted GPA of 3.883 before the 2020-2021 school year. Students are 

84% Caucasian, 11% Asian, 2% Black, and 2% Hispanic. One student was on an Individual 

Educational Plan for math but also received help in reading. 
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Sampling  

Due to the researcher’s role as teacher and instructional coach, there were only two 

class periods available for the study. This study was based on a nonrandom, convenience 

sample of the 44 students enrolled in two sections of the researcher’s AP Literature and 

Composition class. The researcher received permission from the school principal as well as a 

parent or guardian of the participants. Although all students were involved in the grading 

practices, only those who responded with signed consent letters participated in the qualitative 

surveys of the study. 

Instrumentation 

 In order to measure student engagement, the researcher used the Wellington 

Engagement Index (WEI). The WEI was developed by Brisk from The Wellington School and was 

discovered by the researcher through Brisk’s TEDx Talk (2016). The WEI asks students to rate 

the class on an x-axis ranging from “Hate it” to “Love it” and a y-axis from “Challenged” to 

“Unchallenged” (see Appendix B). Students were asked to plot their single dot on a coordinate 

grid every three to four weeks to denote their engagement in the class. If a student reports that 

they love the class while being challenged, that student is said to be engaged. Each student 

received their unique login number, and upon completion the data was recorded by the 

website. 

 In order to measure students’ perception of learning, a survey was given in which 

students compared their experience without grades to their perception of learning in other 

classes (see Appendix D). The survey was important in helping the researcher understand the 

story behind the numbers in the WEI. The survey asked students to rate their perception of 
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learning overall, whether the class was more or less difficult because of the grading process, 

and overall feeling of the grading process. Participants were asked to identify benefits and 

drawbacks of self-evaluations in regard to their learning. 

 Finally, in order to measure potential grade inflation, the researcher implemented a 

system to evaluate the quality of student work on individual assignments. The gradebook 

system was a checkmark system in which the researcher recorded a check plus for work that 

exceeded expectations, a check mark for work that met expectations, and a check minus for 

work was below expectations. This system simplified the traditional points system but allowed 

the researcher to use feedback from assignments to inform teaching practices. The checkmarks 

were not shared with students as feedback; however, the quality of student work could be 

compared to the final grade as determined by the student. 

Data Collection  

To examine student engagement throughout the semester, the Wellington Engagement 

Index was administered every three to four weeks. The process was explained by the 

researcher the first time and clarified the second time in order to ensure students were using 

the tool correctly. Ideally, students would consider their experience in the entire class, and by 

spacing out the student responses, emphasis was placed on overall engagement in the class 

rather than engagement in individual class periods. Additionally, the WEI collects and tracks 

individual student data as well as class and teacher data. 

 After the participants participated in the study for the semester, a questionnaire was 

distributed to students. Students were asked to complete the short answer questionnaire 

during the class period. While this study took place over the course of the second semester, the 
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class had implemented the self-evaluation system throughout the year. The researcher was 

able to compile self-evaluations and student comments from quarterly reflections as well as the 

questionnaire. 

 Finally, in order to determine whether students evaluating themselves as the 

independent variable had an effect on grade inflation, the dependent variable, the researcher 

kept a gradebook to obtain quantitative data necessary to determine the accuracy of both 

feedback and evaluation. For each completed assignment, the researcher recorded a check. 

Participants were not given this evaluation back with their individual feedback as that could 

have been seen as a type of grade. 

Data Analysis 

The data collected for the quantitative portion of this study included gathering student 

engagement data through the Wellington Engagement Index. Although the data was not 

collected prior to implementing gradeless learning, the engagement data was compiled and 

organized by student. This data was examined over the time of the study and examined for 

patterns or trends. The researcher searched for themes among students, classes, time periods, 

and genders of the participants as well as any other emergent themes. The WEI data is 

categorized into quadrants: engaged, bored, entertained, and on the grind. The researcher was 

able to search for patterns through these classifications. The researcher also calculated 

engagement data using the level of engagement on the WEI. The differentials were calculated 

to determine the change in the “love it” scale as well as the “challenged” scale. These 

differentials measured the change and were averaged for all students in the study. 
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 The qualitative data collected through student responses to questionnaires as well as 

comments on quarterly evaluations were compiled and organized by the researcher. The 

responses were organized by question then studied by the researcher to perceive trends. The 

responses were coded and grouped based on common perceptions. Searching for patterns in 

attitudes and beliefs allowed the researcher to generalize overall feelings of students in regard 

to the elimination of grading practices and ultimately the impact on student learning, 

perception on learning, engagement, and motivation. After the initial coding and categorizing, a 

second read of each theme in order to create a further concept or theory was completed. 

Through these generalizations the researcher was able to understand perceptions of students 

in terms of how much they learned as well as if they felt this type of grading contributed to 

their learning. 

 The quasi-experimental data collected through the checkmark system of grading was 

recorded in the researcher’s gradebook. Assignments fell into three categories: exceeds 

expectations, meets expectations, and below expectations and were recorded using a system of 

checkmarks. For analysis purposes assignments that exceeded expectations were given a three, 

assignments that met expectations were given a two, and assignments that were below 

expectations were give a one. Using a two as the standard for meeting expectations, the 

researcher calculated the overall grade and created a differential by subtracting the average 

from two. The degree that the average was away from two could be examined as an indicator 

of the quality of work. These data points were compared with the quarter grades assigned to 

each student to determine the accuracy of the grades assigned in regard to the level of student 

work.  



GRADELESS LEARNING   34 

Procedures 

 The study took place during the third quarter of the 2020-2021 school year. Although 

the researcher had already been operating without grades, the measurement and study was 

not taking place before the second semester. Students logged into the Wellington Engagement 

Index website using their unique student code and placed their data point on the engagement 

index in the corresponding point for their level of enjoyment (x-axis) and their level of challenge 

experienced (y-axis). If the students were challenged and they enjoyed the class, they were 

engaged. While this is not truly a baseline assessment, it was a place to start as quarterly 

reflection requirements were not the same as they were in quarter one.  

 Learning without traditional grades continued throughout the course of the school year. 

Students received feedback on assignments but not points in the gradebook. At the end of each 

quarter, students completed a quarterly reflection in which they evaluated their growth, their 

level of mastery of identified learning targets, as well as their learning through descriptive 

grading criteria (see Appendix C).  

 A survey was administered to students on April 1, 2021, to understand the perceptions 

of students on their learning in the course. Students were asked to evaluate their level of 

learning, their level of learning in comparison to other classes, and whether or not removing 

grades had an impact on their learning or motivation in the class (see Appendix D). Once the 

questionnaires were collected the researcher was able to begin analysis of the perceptions of 

students.  

Throughout the course of the study, the researcher evaluated student work in a 

gradebook. This grading system allowed the researcher to determine what individual 
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assignments would have scored in a more traditional grading system. By comparing the final 

quarter grades determined through student self-evaluations to the expected grades as 

recorded by checkmarks in the gradebook, it could be determined to what level grades were 

inflated or not inflated due to the student self-evaluation. 

Ethical Considerations 

 This study was granted authorization to the researcher by the Minnesota State 

University – Moorhead’s Instructional Review Board on February 1, 2021. Parents were notified 

of the study through a letter on February 4, 2021, and signatures were returned to verify 

informed consent. Participants in this study were protected through privacy and an assurance 

that their identities will remain confidential. This study examined a practice that was already 

occurring in the researcher’s classroom prior to the commencement of the study. Participation 

in this study posed no greater risk to students outside that of a normal school day.  
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Chapter 4 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Description of Data 

 The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to determine the effect of the elimination 

of traditional grading practices and implementation of a quarterly reflective grading evaluation. 

The study examined student engagement, student perception of learning, and potential grade 

inflation in a nonrandom, convenience sample of 44 AP Literature students. At the start of the 

school year, a gradeless learning system was implemented in which students did not receive 

points in the gradebook for individual assignments. At the end of each quarter, students 

created a self-evaluation using evidence from all available assignments to determine their 

overall quarter grade. The self-evaluation planning form can be found in Appendix C.  

Quantitative data was collected through the Wellington Engagement Index, a measurement of 

student self-reported engagement. Additionally, the study analyzed the quality of student work 

in comparison to the individual’s quarter grade in a quasi-experimental format to determine 

the presence of grade inflation. Finally, qualitative data was collected through student surveys 

in order to determine perceptions of engagement, learning and motivation. 

Chapter four presents the salient findings of the research and is organized to explore 

the data collected then to answer the three research questions.  

Engagement 

 In order to determine the effect of student engagement in learning the Wellington 

Engagement Index (WEI) was utilized. The WEI asks students to rate the class on an x-axis 

ranging from “Hate it” to “Love it” and a y-axis from “Challenged” to “Unchallenged” (see 
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Appendix B). The WEI was first given on February 24, 2021. Because of the fact that gradeless 

learning was in place for the entire school year, this data cannot be considered baseline data. It 

was collected, however, in the middle of quarter three and not in conjunction with the end of 

the evaluation period. The WEI was given again on March 31, 2021, two days after quarterly 

evaluations were due and final quarter grades were returned. Table 1 below show the 

engagement scores from both the first administration (Love it 1 and Challenge 1) and the 

second administration (Love it 2 and Challenge 2) as well as the change  

Table 1 

Wellington Engagement Index Results 

Student Love it 1 Love it 2 Change Challenge 1 Challenge 2 Change 

AA 
BA 
CA 
DA 
EA 
FA 
GA 
HA 
IA 
JA 
KA 
LA 
MA 
NA 
OA 
PA 
QA 
RA 
SA 
TA 
UA 
AB 
BB 
CB 
DB 

90 
8 

74 
31 
4 

34 
4 

35 
93 
47 
54 

115 
88 

-125 
8 

85 
32 
- 

102 
- 

116 
93 
56 
5 

-21 

76 
-5 

100 
-10 
8 

67 
30 
-40 
93 
68 
60 

117 
86 

-144 
61 

104 
114 

0 
79 
- 

81 
73 
39 
5 
-7 

-14 
-13 
+26 
-41 
+4 

+33 
+26 
-75 
0 

+21 
+6 
+2 
-2 

-19 
+53 
+19 
+82 

- 
-23 

- 
-35 
-20 
-17 
0 

+14 

134 
-55 
76 
96 

118 
37 
39 
83 

109 
121 
97 

118 
99 
75 
95 
71 
89 
- 

16 
- 

118 
80 

114 
121 
141 

125 
-71 
92 
85 

124 
124 
64 
32 

116 
90 
68 

123 
92 
64 
80 
67 
88 

112 
44 
- 

56 
82 
99 

122 
78 

-9 
+16 
+16 
-11 
+6 

+87 
+25 
-51 
+7 
-31 
-29 
+5 
-7 

-11 
-15 
-4 
-1 
- 

+28 
- 

-62 
+2 
-15 
+1 
-63 
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1. Students saw their grades as accurate representations of their learning and effort in the 

class. 

2. Motivation was a key factor both positively and negatively for students learning without 

traditional grading practices. 

3. Students began to value learning over grades when only feedback was received on 

individual assignments. 

The following discussion expands on each of these themes and interweaves the thoughts of 

the students to fully develop each theme. 

Grades as Accurate Representations 

 While an overwhelming majority of students voiced their approval for gradeless 

learning, a strong theme emerged that students also needed grades and feedback to be 

accurate in order to learn at high levels. As opposed to traditional grading systems in which all 

assignments receive points which are totaled up at the end, students felt the system of looking 

at their work as a whole allowed for more focus on growth. What emerged was a pattern in 

which students felt that they learned more in this class but that they also had a need to feel 

validated whether in comparison to their classmates or in regard to the quality of work.  

 The need for clear expectations and criteria of learning was evident. Student IB stated, 

“Gradeless learning allows me to solely focus on the growth I’ve made and the little things I still 

need to improve on personally rather than just what I should do to meet a grading standard,” 

but in subsequent questions she stated, “I want a clearer evaluation of where my teacher thinks 

I stand… Sometimes I want more clear criteria for my work.” Student IA agreed, “I don’t always 

know the expectations of quality.” 
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Many other students agreed with this idea of uncertainty of what strong work was. 

These comments fell into two main categories, comparison with other students in the class and 

questions about ability or adequate skills. Many students shared sentiments similar to student 

RB who stated, “Not seeing a measurement of my knowledge in the class the way I’m used to 

makes it more challenging to know where I’m at in comparison to my classmates and class 

expectations.” Student SA commented, “I sometimes felt anxious on how I am placed 

academically in the class.” Multiple students, including Student NB, mentioned grades provide 

“a gauge” for how well they are doing. Student NB went on to say, “I felt like I wasn’t 

competing with anyone.” 

Student GB was more focused on learning targets, “The hardest problem with gradeless 

learning has been seeing if I am ‘on pace.’ In classes with grades, you might know the class 

average or that an ‘A’ signifies good work.” He also stated, “It allowed me to focus on learning 

targets and room for growth without needing to worry about each individual assignment’s 

grade.”  

Along with clear expectations, strong feedback helped students learn. This theme, also 

found in the literature, was proven to be true in the current study. When asked how not 

grading individual assignments affected effort, Student JA commented “Good; constructive, 

technical feedback is all I need.” Student IB’s answer to the same question was, “No, because I 

still wanted the best feedback I could get.” Student KA thought that the system “helped with 

stress and provides good feedback.” The importance of feedback was also emphasized by 

Student EA who stated, “I constantly underestimate myself, so I automatically assume I’m doing 
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bad. I think I suck at everything.” Without clear feedback that allows students to see their 

growth, students could become frustrated over the course of nine weeks.  

 When asked directly about the accuracy of grades, students overwhelmingly believed 

their quarter grades were accurate representations of their performance in the class. Students 

had a variety of reasons but all but three explicitly stated, “Yes,” in response to the question of 

their grades as accurate measures of learning. Student QA stated, “My grades were accurate 

because I was consistently putting in effort and was able to demonstrate my learning.” Student 

MB commented,” I feel at the end of the quarter that my grades are accurate because I have to 

prove I’ve hit every mark.” Student GA stated, “I can point to where I have grown and how I 

match up to the standards.” 

The three dissenting responses to the question on grading accuracy offered some 

insight to the murkiness of grading systems in general as Student FB stated, “No, because a lot 

of the things I learn can’t really be represented by a letter.” Looking deeper revealed students 

continue to think of grades in the system that they are used to being evaluated in and exposed 

the values held about grades. Student TB stated, “Accurate for my learning? Yes. By normal 

standards like turning in assignments on time or being consistently perfect? No.” While a 

traditional system might value timeliness, this system does not. Student WB stated, “Yes, they 

were accurate because I think improvement is more important already knowing it.” Student 

JA’s insight on learning is foundational for a gradeless learning system. He stated, “Growth is 

hard to show consistently. It’s like stocks; it doesn’t always happen in a straight line.” Students 

appreciated how a gradeless learning system reflects that growth and learning is not a perfect 

process. Student UA stated, “You aren’t screwed over for the rest of the quarter because of one 
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mishap on an assignment. You have room to actually learn instead of just getting an assignment 

done for a letter.” Students believed accuracy grades was not equivalent to perfection, that the 

learning process should be respected, and that student growth should be rewarded. Student 

WB stated, “I really like the grading system because one bad assignment shouldn’t make or 

break your grade.” Student CB agreed and stated, “The best thing about gradeless learning is 

that if I completely butcher the assignment given, I can go back and learn what I did wrong 

instead of receiving a bad grade.” 

While a traditional grading system favors consistency, it is clear that students in this 

study valued a system in which they were not expected to be perfect. Student RB stated. “It can 

be hard to know if my work is ‘good enough’ because I’m so used to having grades, but I wish I 

had always had gradeless learning so I would focus on understanding instead of an A.” While 

the traditional grading system was something that students were used to, it was not necessarily 

viewed as an accurate assessment of their learning. Student OB shared his values of growth and 

improvement of skills, “It helped my focus on specific things I needed to improve in order to 

become a stronger reader and writer.”  

Motivation 

 Another important theme that emerged throughout the student surveys centered on 

motivation. A number of students thought gradeless learning had a negative effect on their 

motivation, while others believed the effect to be a positive in terms of motivation. A pattern 

emerged in which students who viewed their motivation to have suffered because of gradeless 

learning were more likely to give themselves a B. Students who believed their motivation 

increased without grades were more likely to give themselves an A. The same division occurred 
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in regard to stress. A majority of students believed gradeless learning removed large amounts 

of stress, while others felt that less pressure reduced their motivation to complete the 

assignment. 

 One idea emerged as an important insight to traditional grading: the system is designed 

with the worst in mind, hence a minimum set of standards to meet. Student IA thought the best 

thing about gradeless learning was “I definitely hold myself to a higher standard.” She went on 

to say, “There are different expectations [in classes], and in this class I am held to a higher 

standard, making me want to strive for progress,” and, “[Gradeless learning] makes me want to 

do better because if I have to give myself a bad grade, I’m not holding myself accountable.” 

Student SB added, “I wanted to actually see myself grow, so it pushed me to work harder.” 

Instead of relying only on the teacher’s evaluations and grades for validation, students found 

motivation in validating their own work.  

 This increase in motivation was determined by some to be a result of not fearing 

mistakes. Student MB stated, “I like that gradeless learning forces me to reflect upon myself 

and my work and takes away the fear of receiving a poor grade which pushes me to take 

greater risks in my work…and not fearing mistakes makes this class feel like a safe space.” 

Student EB agreed and stated, “I feel less pressure to be wrong, so I can take my time doing my 

assignments well.” Student TB stated the best thing about gradeless learning was “feeling free 

to make mistakes without the negative consequences of receiving a poor grade on an 

assignment. Student LB added, “I made lots of mistakes but have learned a ton.” 

 Students also found that seeing their growth added to their motivation. This seemed to 

be a shift in thinking that some students made more easily than others. Student KB explained 
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that shift, “I feel that the gradeless learning set me back in the beginning, but the more I 

learned, the more effort I wanted to put in.” Student MB stated, “The grading scale forces me 

to reflect more than in an average class, and seeing my growth motivates my learning.” Student 

AA found not grading individual assignments “has 100% made me care more about doing well.” 

Student BB thought gradeless learning “made me want to work harder and actually set a goal of 

passing my AP test and knowing what I need to further improve to prepare for it.” Not all 

students made this shift, as Student NA stated, “I didn’t care as much. I learned less in this 

class.”  

 There were other students who found an increased amount of pressure due to 

gradeless learning. Student JB stated, “It is hard to get motivated without grades. If I see an ‘F,’ 

I’m more motivated to do things.” Student EB stated, “Because 0 isn’t being put in the 

gradebook for missing assignments, at some points in the quarter I let my work pile up.” 

Although Student EB maintained a high level of work throughout the quarter with a +.571 

differential, others were more affected by this lack of motivation. Student DA stated, “Because I 

can work at my own pace, I often save stuff until the very last minute, which drops my grade 

and increases stress.” Student HA stated, “I feel pressure or stress sometimes helps me hold 

myself accountable.” Student CA elaborated, “I did procrastinate, so…” and she also verbalized 

her disappointment for her motivation during quarter three’s individual grading conference in 

which she assigned herself a ‘B.’ 

It was the lack of pressure that others appreciated, however, especially those who 

identified school as a cause of higher anxiety. Student QB stated, “It reduced my overall anxiety 

on [individual assignments].” Student VB found the best thing about gradeless learning was, 
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“Less stress and anxiety, especially for someone who struggles with anxiety.” He went on to say 

not grading individual assignments affected his effort “positively, I didn’t procrastinate as 

much.” Although Student PB found she had a “lack of motivation that can make you slack off or 

not care about the class,” she named the best thing about gradeless learning was, “Less stress 

and worry about grades which helps to calm anxiety.” Student AA stated, “It made me enjoy 

English instead of dread it.”  

 The idea of students evaluating themselves also removes the confrontational aspect of 

grades. Student IB said, “[The grading system] felt more collaborative, like it was a joint effort 

between my teacher and I to get to the best place possible.” By not pitting teachers and 

students against each other, students noted that there was more confidence because of grades. 

Student TB stated, “Being able to talk through how I progressed through the class helped me be 

more confident in the work I put forward.” This system seemed to allow students to experience 

control over their evaluation. Student LB stated, “I felt like as long as I tried my best that I 

would be a good student and that a letter grade didn’t define me.” 

 Many students noted that a shift in grading practices contributed to their self-

perceptions. A majority noted a positive shift, such as Student RA who noted, “I feel a lot more 

accomplished as a student.” Student PB stated, “It helped me realize that I’m worth more than 

just the grades I get.” And “I feel like the grading system gave me more grace and allowed me 

to not be so judgmental towards myself, and also it didn’t decrease my sense of self-worth.” 

Other students found they were better students who were more invested. Student OB stated, 

“It helped me once again become a stronger student and also gave me the strength of having to 

motivate myself to do my best.” Student SB “It made me realize how important it is to grow as 
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a learner.” Student QA said, “I always felt like a student because I always felt like I was learning 

something; I believe this can happen in both systems, but it definitely happened here.” 

By removing the constant assessment, students were more focused on the learning, as Student 

RB stated, “It helped me not think of myself as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ student and instead just 

motivated to improve my writing.” There were a small number of students who found their 

perceptions of themselves to be negative after the quarter grading period. Student HA, who did 

not turn her work in on time throughout the quarter stated, “It made me think about 

accountability and priorities. Honestly, I don’t feel great.” Some students found that the work 

done in a gradeless learning environment as well as the reflection had a positive effect that 

reached beyond the AP Literature classroom. Student UA said, “It lifted my confidence in 

school,” and Student KB said, “It made me want to better myself as a student.” Student VB said, 

“It gave me more confidence.” 

Learning Over Grades 

 The final prominent theme was in regard to the emphasis placed on learning rather than 

grades through a gradeless learning system. Students found a focus on learning that was not as 

prominently present in other classes. In addition to 74% of students who believed they learned 

more than they did in other classes, many students believed the system of gradeless learning 

offered purpose in their effort.  

 Many students reported that the gradeless learning system helped them focus on 

practicing and learning skills. Student QA stated, “At some points during the quarter I felt more 

focused on the learning aspect rather than the number at the end.” Student RB added, “I also 

work harder to understand the content instead of just doing what it takes to get an ‘A.’” Many 
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students also commented on seeing their growth through the reflections as well. Student RA 

stated, “I am able to really focus on my growth and improvement rather than trying to achieve 

a certain grade. I focus more on complex thinking and taking the time to find deep realizations.” 

Instead of worrying about her grade, Student SB was able to reflect and learn: “It focuses more 

on personal growth instead of just getting assignments done for points in the gradebook.” 

Many other students felt the same way. Student VB stated, “I was able to do actual work not 

just simply for the grade,” and Student AA stated, “I focused on my work and not my grade.” 

There were, however, students who maintained a value for grades. Student BA stated, 

“Yes, I got an ‘A” that is all I care about.” Student UB believed the gradeless learning system did 

not require sufficient rigor. He stated, “(Overall dislike system strongly) AP class should mean 

AP effort, work on time and dedication!!” 

Overall, however, students found that rigorous thinking was able to occur without 

grades.  Student JA stated, “[Gradeless learning] helped me see the ‘big picture’ over a bunch of 

assignments.” Student MA went further and stated, “I’m more focused on the content of my 

work being authentic rather than meeting bullet points on a rubric or doing something just for 

points.” She went on to say, “I was able to focus on individual growth rather than a grade.” 

Student UA had a similar comment: “You have room to actually learn instead of just getting an 

assignment done for a letter.” She elaborated in a later answer and began to consider what 

traditionally graded assignments do: “I wasn’t warned about how to do it to get a good grade; I 

was just focused on showcasing what I learned.”  

 Four students commented on the work necessary to properly reflect on a quarter’s 

worth of work. Although Student LA stated, “It’s good to look back at what I’ve done,” she also 
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found the work of reflecting well to be strenuous: “It is a lot of work to go through all my stuff 

trying to prove myself. I feel like the work I’ve done should just speak for itself. Also, I don’t 

have a grade in the class until the very end.” Student UB found far less subtlety in the situation 

and stated, “The quarterly reviews were very time consuming and unenjoyable.” 

Gradeless learning for the majority of students was found to allow the students the 

privilege of reflecting on their work rather than relying solely on a teacher’s judgement. 

Student AA stated, “It helps me visually see my progress and what I have achieved without just 

worrying about getting a good grade.” Student OB felt she was “very motivated to become 

stronger” and that she “enjoys taking advice and using it to help me.” For this majority of 

students, the quarterly reflections became a teaching tool or a learning event. Student BB 

stated, “Rather than just getting points taken off for what I did wrong, I learned how to improve 

it.” Student AA stated, “I have learned so much. I didn’t know my brain could get this big.” 

A number of students referred to the style of teaching, subject matter, or overall 

teaching strategies. Student OA stated, “The grading system in this class has allowed me to 

reflect on my growth and setbacks in this class,” and “I learned more in this class, partly 

because Lit is more of a reflective class rather than government which is based solely on notes 

and quizzes.” Another theme in this vein was the dissatisfaction of students when given work 

that is perceived to be busywork. Students OB stated, “I learned more… a lot of other classes 

don’t actually focus on teaching us things…just give us busywork sadly.” Student SB stated, “It 

made me not dread the assignments more and made me not feel like I was just doing 

busywork.” Student QA seemed to find a reason for this as he stated, “I learned more in this 
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class; it felt like the assignments were always tied to a skill important to the class rather than 

busywork meant to take my time.” 

As students found the value in the work, it was found to have an effect on their mindset 

of work completion. Student MA stated, “I work on my actual work rather than finding the 

easiest way to get it in on time (no cheating).” Student IB referred to achieving more than the 

minimum: “I think it’s pushed me to reach my best potential where I would otherwise only do 

the work I need to do to get an ‘A.’” 

 With no daily grade to cloud their learning, students reported finding stronger focus on 

their learning. Student PA stated, “It was actually really nice not to have to focus on grade 

percentage and instead actually just focus on the class itself.” Student GA shared similar 

sentiments: “It made my effort relaxed but controlled. My mind is more clear when in class.” 

Student OB found that clarity led to an increase in motivation: “In my opinion when I’m not 

constantly worrying about a grade, I’m going to be getting on something I’m working on, it 

allows me to expand my thinking and almost put more effort into it.” Student SB felt more 

comfortable in working on challenging assignments: “[Gradeless learning made me less stressed 

about deadlines and how well I did on an assignment, instead I felt more open-minded and 

relaxed when completing them.”  

Research Questions 

 In order to explore the effect of eliminating traditional grading practices on student 

engagement in learning both the Wellington Engagement Index and qualitative student survey 

data were used. Although the WEI data could not be found to determine a direct correlation, on 

average students liked the class slightly more and felt slightly less challenged after completing 
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their quarterly self-evaluation. While this could be due to a number of factors, it is clear that 

nearly the same number of students remained engaged in the class according to the WEI data. 

The qualitative data was more specific in answering the research question. A majority of 

students were more engaged in learning due to the gradeless learning system. Students 

reported finding more purpose in their work, more motivation to complete their assignments to 

the best of their ability, and more focus on learning over grades. Students overall reported 

having more motivation and less anxiety in completing practice assignments. The findings in 

this study were supported by the literature as well. Students in traditional grading systems 

often feel as though they are complying with teacher directions and that grading has a variety 

of stated and unstated purposes. The practice of averaging grades, entering zeroes, grading of 

practice and homework, and using grades as punishment create a system of inauthentic 

learning where students do not see the purpose of the work (Reeves et al., 2017). It was clear 

through this study that students found high levels of engagement and motivation through a 

gradeless learning system. 

 In regard to the second research question, qualitative data was used to explore 

students’ perception of their learning in a gradeless system. Nearly three quarters of the 

students believed that they had learned more than in other classes, and all but three students 

said they learned at least the same amount. Students often referred to themselves as learners, 

or as important pieces of the learning process. They felt a partnership in the learning process 

with the teacher that was not found in their other classes with traditional grading systems. The 

findings in this study concurred with the literature, specifically Aidman et al. (2000) who found 

that grades were not needed for good teaching and that the communication and collaboration 
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created a shared responsibility between teacher and student in working towards a common 

goal. Rather than assuming the worst of students, this partnership in learning removed the 

aspects of classroom management and control (Link, 2018) that create negative perceptions of 

students. The gradeless learning system was found to support a rigorous curriculum in which 

students were expected to make mistakes. As Reeves, Jung, and O’Connor (2017) found, 

successful students are not mistake free, but they learn through their mistakes. By removing 

grades from individual assignments, students were able to see hope in using the teacher’s 

feedback and growing through a reflection on their mistakes and successes. Students were 

more focused on growth and improvement than the points in the gradebook, and this gave a 

majority of the students a more positive view of themselves as learners. 

 In order to answer the final research question on the effect of student self-evaluations 

on grade inflation, it is important to consider the many purposes and meanings of grades. If this 

question is stated simply as whether students received more “A” grades than in previous years, 

the simple answer would be that they did. If the purpose of grades is to assess student work 

and average it over the course of the year, then a gradeless learning with self-reflection did 

lead to grade inflation. A more nuanced look at the data, however, would factor in what Reeves 

et al. (2017) state of the devastating effect of the 0 on the 100-point scale that was used in 

previous years. Assignments deemed as practice were not factored into the final grading 

differential of this study, and these assignments often greatly hurt students’ grades in past 

years. While there were no zeroes added, there were fewer overall incomplete assignments 

which could be due to the perception of students who felt that they would not be punished for 

making mistakes. If the purpose of grades is to assess student learning over the course of a 
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year, then averaging grades punishes students for not knowing material in the beginning of the 

quarter and deemphasizes learning. Students in this study reported learning more than other 

classes and assessed themselves with high marks; 32 students believed they learned more than 

other classes, 8 believed the learned the same as other classes, and only 3 believed they 

learned less. These results compared with the 40 out of 43 students who believed their grades 

were accurate representations of their learning seem to say that the grades were accurate 

overall. There were also minimal grading discrepancies according to the grading differentials 

from the researcher’s gradebook. Students who received an “A” with a negative grading 

differential totaled 4, while students who received a “B” with a positive grading differential 

totaled 3. The students who received an “A” with a 0 differential were almost exclusively the 

students who expressed great amounts of pride in their learning and growth. While these 

students may not have received an “A” in a traditional grading system, it may be answering a 

different question than one simply centered around grade inflation. The answers to this 

research question tie back to engagement in learning, and if students learned more, they feel 

that they should be rewarded for that. The grade did not seem to be perceived as less earned 

by the students. If the purpose of grades is to measure student growth and student learning, 

the gradeless learning system appeared to be an appropriate measure. Students in this study 

agreed with Gershenson (2020) who found that students learn the most from teachers with 

high standards. Eliminating traditional grading practices didn’t eliminate high standards, it 

simply measured learning in a different way. As some students noted, their expectations are 

higher for themselves than those in a teacher’s rubric. If students believed they learned at high 
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levels, it is no wonder they believed they deserved high grades. This study exposes the idea that 

traditional grading is an inexact science that teachers often pretend is exact.  

Conclusions 

 The purpose of grading as part of the learning process is muddled. Although feedback 

and communication of learning is an important part of education, traditional grading has many 

drawbacks and can be detrimental to student learning and engagement. Teachers want the 

best for their students but are mired in a system that uses grades as accountability measures. 

This system motivates students in the short term, but extrinsic rewards such as grades do not 

have lasting benefits to student learning.  

 Throughout this study it became clear that students want to learn. Accurate feedback is 

a vital part of the learning process, but grades are not. Although high expectations encourage 

high levels of student learning, expectations do not require a numerical value as feedback. 

Students expressed this idea as well as their value of accurate feedback and assessment. 

Students also have high expectations of themselves, and assuming that they do not often leads 

to adversarial grading conditions. The traditional grading system pits students and teachers 

against one another, often leading to either side bickering over fractions of percentage points. 

Behaviors such as late work often factor into grades as well and further this negative 

relationship. Through a self-reflection, students and teachers became partners in the learning 

process and in reaching high expectations. The reflection became a tool of learning where 

students see their own growth for themselves. Students gained confidence and could articulate 

their learning and achievement of high expectations. With traditional grading practices, 

students are demeaned by a number and negative perceptions are created. The work was done 
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then judged, leaving no hope for the students to use feedback to improve it. Valuing points and 

grades puts the focus on assessing rather than teaching.   

Students are affected in many different ways because of traditional grading; some chase 

perfection while others avoid mistakes. Both were found in comments from students and many 

reported feeling anxiety because of grades. Students in this study, however, had less anxiety 

and stress about making mistakes in learning. It is this anxiety and fear of mistakes that brings 

up questions of the effect that school has on students as well as what teachers have the power 

to change. While grading students seems a necessity, it is causing a cloud over student learning 

and shaping the perceptions they have of themselves. Students want to do good work. Human 

beings want to learn. By assuming the best of students, teachers can increase motivation to 

learn. Teachers in many cases must change their teaching, especially in the cases where they 

believe students wouldn’t do the work without the motivation of a grade. Helping students to 

see the relevance of the work is vital to creating the conditions for a truly rigorous curriculum.  

 While accurate feedback is necessary to help students learn at high levels, it was clear 

that traditional grading practices are inaccurate as well. The focus on compliance over learning, 

averaging grades rather than rewarding growth, and focusing on the negative aspects of 

student work harm students. Even if grades are assumed to be accurate through traditional 

practices, they appear to be a cause of lower levels of student learning. Gradeless learning gave 

students a voice, and who better than the student to understand how much they have learned? 
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Chapter 5 

Action Plan and Plan for Sharing 

Plan for Taking Action 

 Gradeless learning encourages students to learn and creates a partnership for that 

learning with the teacher. With a strong set of learning targets properly mapped out, gradeless 

learning can be implemented into other classes beyond AP Literature and Composition.  

The results of the study communicate a need for strong feedback and student 

understanding of where they are at in relation to learning targets. It will be important to 

explore feedback in future classes. One possibility is to utilize the above expectations, meets 

expectations, and below expectations feedback that was recorded in the gradebook and 

indicate this to students. There is a fear that this will become a form of a grade, so 

experimental data would need to be collected. In this study the learning targets were presented 

during lessons then again during the quarterly evaluation process. In the future it may benefit 

students from seeing the learning targets on each assignment. Another option is to have 

students evaluate themselves based on their understanding of the learning targets for their 

particular assignment. This would help the teacher in understanding if they were on the same 

page with the student. Gradeless learning will not be effective without strong feedback and 

clear learning targets, both of which contribute to a shared purpose and sense of collaboration. 

Plan for Sharing 

 The knowledge and experience from this study pertain to our school and district. 

Through PLC collaboration, grade-level teams a shared understand of priority standards will be 
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developed. This study has the potential to shape our department’s expectations for assessment 

of student learning and grading without creating adverse conditions.  

 As an instructional coach, I have the opportunity to engage our staff in book studies, 

professional development opportunities, and professional learnings. As school initiatives are 

implemented, especially in upcoming areas of reading, writing, and engagement, it will be 

important to ask questions in regard to what is being graded as well as how students are being 

affected through grades. The opportunities to help other teachers directly in changing their 

grading practices can create a culture of learning rather than assessment at our school.  
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Appendix A 

 

November 16, 2020 
 

2211 17th Ave. S. 

Grand Forks, ND 58201 
 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 

 
Your child has been invited to participate in a study to understand perceptions of learning and 
student engagement when traditional grading practices are eliminated. 
 
Your child was selected because he/she is in my AP Literature and Composition class. If you 

decide to participate please understand that your child will be asked to do the following, and 

these are typical classroom activities that pose no risk to your child. 
 

1. Your child will be assessing themselves through quarterly reflections of work chosen by 
the student to illustrate progress toward learning targets.  

2. Your child will be reflecting on their experience through a survey to examine their 

learning experience.  
 

Although Principal Dr. Kris Arason has granted me permission to conduct this study, this 

information will be used as part of my graduate studies coursework at Minnesota State 
University Moorhead, and I need to obtain parental consent to use this information in a 

required final paper. If I didn’t need this information to complete my master’s degree, I would 

still be conducting grades this same way but I would not need signatures. If you sign this form, 
you are giving me consent to use the information that I gather. All information that is used will 

be confidential, and no names will be used. Please also note that your child can choose not to 

participate at any time without any consequences. 
 

Please feel free to ask any questions you may have regarding this study. You may contact me at 

school (701) 746-2400 ext. 1296 or esanders050@mygfschools.org. You may also contact my 
adviser, Belma Sadikovic by calling the graduate studies office (218) 477-2134 or through email 

at belma.sadikovic@mnstate.edu. 
 
You are making a decision whether or not to participate. Your signature indicates that you have 

read the information provided and have decided to participate. You may withdraw at any time 
without prejudice after signing this form should you choose to discontinue participation in this 

study. 
 
 
____________________________________________                
Signature of Parent or Guardian                
 
____________________________________________               
Signature of Investigator                
 

________________________ 
Date 

 
________________________ 
Date 
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Wellington Engagement Index  

The following image is from the Wellington Engagement Index as described in Brisk’s 

TEDx Talk (2016). 
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Appendix D 

Questionnaire Survey Questions 

1. What is the best thing about gradeless learning? 

2. What is the biggest problem with gradeless learning? 

3. How did the grading system in this class help your learning? 

4. How did the grading system inhibit your learning? 

5. In comparison to other classes, did you learn more in this class, learn less in this class, or 

learn about the same in this class? 

6. Describe your level of effort in this class. 

7. How do you feel not grading individual assignments affected your effort on individual 

assignments? 

8. How do you feel not grading individual assignments affected your effort overall in the 

class? 

9. Do you feel that your quarter grades were accurate measures of your learning? Please 

explain why. 

10. How did the grading system affect your perception of yourself as a student in this class? 


