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ABSTRACT
There is often a disconnect around instructional feedback between how the instructor intends the
feedback to be used and how students actually use it. Research shows that students tend to view
feedback as a means to achieve a higher grade, not as a tool for learning. Frequently, this means
that feedback is ignored. Students tend to be motivated by performance goals as opposed to
mastery goals thereby focusing on point acquisition above all. Therefore, this study explores the
question: What is the effect of separating grades from feedback on the motivation of secondary
honors students? Learners in this research study participated in one unit of novel study where
grades were separated from all forms of feedback in order to determine whether this would
change the students’ motivation or focus. Surveys, observation, and a focus group were used to
inform the research.
This strategy could provide educators with an opportunity to change the way they grade in order
to lessen frustration with students ignoring feedback or not using it effectively. Instructors want
students to feel excited about learning but can find themselves constrained by authorized
practices. Shifting the purpose of feedback and delaying the grade while still staying within the
parameters of the mandated grading system may be the solution many have been seeking.
Additionally, this research has the potential to foster students’ perceptions of themselves as
motivated learners in control of their education.

Key Words:
Feedback; motivation; grades; mastery; separation; point acquisition; avoidance; power;
formative; performance
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Introduction
Many societies around the world encourage one path of success for their students: go to
school and earn high grades in order to acquire a good job and become successful. The focus is
less on learning and more on earning the desired grades. Traditional grading practices seem to
encourage this myopic viewpoint by keeping the focus on the ultimate reward: high marks
(Lusher, 2021). With societal pressures as well as systemic practices that begin in the later
elementary grades and continue through the university level, it can be difficult to help students
see value in learning beyond the grade. This system of points can lead to several issues with
student motivation.
One of the first things students do after receiving a grade on an assignment or assessment
is to compare their scores to those of their peers. Comparisons can perpetuate performance goals
whereby students are motivated to out-score their classmates, or they avoid assignments and
assessments because they fear looking ‘dumb’ when compared to others (Schweder et al., 2019).
Some current trends in education, such as Grading for Learning, allow students to retake or
rework summative assessments to encourage students to focus on the learning. Additionally, this
style of grading does not enter any formative grades in the grade book. However, students under
these types of grading systems do not necessarily see the retakes as an opportunity to learn more
or improve a skill but instead as a means to earn a few more points. Anecdotally, students in the
researcher’s classes have clearly stated that they will not complete any assignment that does not
come with a grade in the grade book. Other students feel that they will have completed an
assignment in vain if they discover that there is no quiz on the information or any points
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awarded. Existing research further explores student motivation under traditional grading systems
and their perception of feedback.
Brief Literature Review
Harland et al. (2015) discovered similar attitudes in their study where students admittedly
kept their focus on the grade. These attitudes have been perpetuated by society and educational
institutions and lead students to see school as simply grade attainment, creating poor habits and
encouraging extrinsic motivation (Schinske & Tanner, 2014). Ideally, students should be
intrinsically motivated to read material and complete assignments for the sake of learning. In
reality, many students view the tasks given to them in school as a series of hoops through which
to jump or a checklist of compliance on the road to adulthood. In order to help students become
successful, educators spend countless hours providing constructive feedback in the hope that
students will use the information to master a skill and increase their knowledge.
Unfortunately, many students will use feedback only if it will increase their grade, or they
ignore it altogether. However, Dlaska and Krekeler (2017) found that intrinsic motivation to
learn and improve may increase if students receive feedback without a grade attached or
feedback in addition to a grade. The key seems to be in the type of feedback given and whether
or not students see it as important and useful to their learning (Fithriani, 2019). When viewed as
cyclical, or a conversation between students and instructors, the learning ultimately returns to the
control of the students as they evaluate and apply what they learn from the feedback not only to
the current assignment but to future assignments as well. Zerwin (2020) expounds on this idea in
her list of what feedback should do. It should encourage thoughtful reflection, not focus on
evaluation, it should create more thinking, and above all, feedback should be “tied to a student’s
learning goals” (Zerwin, 2020, p. 64). If these elements are in place, students will be more likely
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to use feedback constructively as a means to learn and reach goals that are more meaningful than
a grade.
Statement of the Problem
The entire process of grading can be stressful for both students and educators. Over
twenty years, the researcher has seen educational trends come, go, and return under new names.
For example, Outcome Based Education from the 1990s was deemed unsuccessful, yet it has
returned under the title of Grading for Learning. Educational trends such as these aim to solve
the problem of grading, learning, and motivation. Furthermore, many hours, evenings, and
weekends have been spent writing feedback for students only to watch those students take a
cursory glance at the grade before throwing the assignment away. As the researcher moved from
teaching English in middle school, to high school, to honors level, the students became
increasingly grade motivated. When given constructive feedback, the most common questions
were not in regard to skill enhancement but to increasing a score. The crux of this problem stems
from a system where instructors are required to assign grades as a measure of student
achievement. Students, especially those enrolled in honors classes, are under pressure from
parents and society to achieve high grades while teachers are under pressure to help these high
achievers while at the same time continuing to give them high marks.
Furthermore, students who are used to earning high marks and are very motivated by a
4.0-grade point average struggle to shift that motivation away from grades, and most see no
reason to do so. After giving feedback to students on their writing, the researcher frequently
hears refrains of, “If I redo this using the feedback, will it increase my grade?” or “I just need
one more point to move my grade to an A; if I redo this, will you give me the point?”
Additionally, when students are asked to read, many are motivated to do so only if there will be a
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quiz. In fact, after canceling a quiz one day, a student told the researcher that she had read the
chapters for nothing since there would not be a quiz. In this way, the students see the instructor
as the gatekeeper to the grade they seek rather than a facilitator of their learning. In another case,
the student explained to the researcher that she should go through his essay, tell him what to fix,
and then he would do it and turn it back in. The researcher had just been explaining to the student
that he should actually be the person in control of his writing and should create what he thinks is
his best work prior to the instructor’s feedback. On the other hand, the researcher also
experienced moments during feedback discussions where students became excited about a
concept or choosing just the right word to convey an idea. In those moments, the motivation took
a sudden shift, and the students were no longer thinking about a grade but instead experiencing
growth. Consequently, trying to help all students feel that excitement, and understand that
feedback can be more than a series of corrections leading to a grade, continues to be a challenge.
As the researcher wrestled with this challenge, she began to give verbal and written
feedback to students on their writing prior to giving a grade. Doing this on a limited basis and
combining the feedback with goal-setting showed some positive results. With this in mind, the
researcher began an investigation into feedback, motivation, and grading in order to discover
how to effectively increase positive results by motivating students to see themselves as the
central component in their learning with the power to make mistakes, learn from them, and build
skills for the future.
Purpose of the Study
The goal of this research was to understand whether the elimination or postponement of
grades has an effect on student motivation. The study centered on sophomore honors classes
where the intention was to move the focus away from the grades toward feedback and the
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application of that feedback to learning goals. This transfer to a new focus was accomplished by
removing letter grades from all assessments for one unit of study. At the end of the unit, in order
to meet the district requirement to assign a grade, the students and the researcher considered
participation in the feedback loop, skill improvement, and self-evaluation to determine a final
score. In addition, student perceptions of their motivation were analyzed through surveys,
observations, and focus groups.
Research Question
Considering research about the relationship between grading and motivation, a primary
question emerged. What is the effect of separating grades from feedback on the motivation of
secondary honors students?
Definition of Variables
The following are the independent variables of the study:
Feedback: written and verbal questions for student consideration, primarily focused on
writing.
Traditional Grading Practices: assigning a letter grade as a method of evaluation of
student work. Traditional grading commonly assigns a letter grade (A, B, C, D, or F) based on
point accumulation.
The following are the dependent variables of the study:
Motivation: reasons why the student chooses to do something. This can include elements
such as mastery goals and avoidance goals.
Mastery Goals: students are motivated by a desire to learn or master a skill.
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Performance Goals: students are motivated by competition with peers or fear of failure or
appearing unintelligent.
Significance of the Study
This study has implications for teachers, students, and the school system. First, this
strategy could provide educators with an opportunity to change the way they grade in order to
lessen frustration with students ignoring feedback or not using it effectively. Instructors want
students to feel excited about learning but can find themselves constrained by authorized
practices. Shifting the purpose of feedback and delaying the grade while still staying within the
parameters of the mandated grading system may be the solution many have been seeking.
Additionally, this research has the potential to foster students’ perceptions of themselves as
motivated learners in control of their education. Through critical thinking fostered by
constructive feedback, students may see themselves less as dependent learners and more as
autonomous scholars (Lusher, 2021). With less frustrated educators and more autonomous
students, the school system may experience a shift in philosophy whereby intrinsic motivation is
encouraged through less emphasis on the extrinsic reward of grades.
Research Ethics
Permission and IRB Approval
In order to conduct this study, the researcher will seek MSUM’s Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval to ensure the ethical conduct of research involving human subjects (Mills
& Gay, 2019). Likewise, authorization to conduct this study will be sought from the school
district where the research project will take place (Appendix A).
Informed Consent
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Protection of human subjects participating in research will be assured. Participant minors
will be informed of the purpose of the study via the Method of Assent (Appendix A) that the
researcher will read to participants before the beginning of the study. Participants will be aware
that this study is conducted as part of the researcher’s Master's Degree Program and that it will
benefit her teaching practice. Informed consent means that the parents of participants have been
fully informed of the purpose and procedures of the study for which consent is sought and that
parents understand and agree, in writing, to their child participating in the study (Rothstein &
Johnson, 2014). Confidentiality will be protected through the use of pseudonyms (e.g., Student
1) without the utilization of any identifying information. The choice to participate or withdraw at
any time will be outlined both verbally and in writing.
Limitations
Within the current grading guidelines, the researcher cannot eliminate grades entirely,
only postpone them. Many subjects in the study are highly grade-motivated and are only
experiencing the shift away from the grade in one class out of seven. This may skew their
perception of their motivations. The research attempted to take this into account with pre and
post-study surveys to help clarify these perceptions. Finally, the research only took place during
one unit of study; however, the results will influence the researcher’s curriculum in the future.
Conclusion
Ultimately, by shifting the focus away from the grade and onto the feedback, the
researcher discovered what the effects of such a shift has on student motivation at the secondary
level, an area with limited research. This was done by delaying the required grade and providing
students with verbal and written feedback first. The students considered the constructive
feedback and used it prior to any graded assignment for a given assessment. Discovering if and
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how student motivation was affected informed the researcher’s instructional practices and may
also lead to a more beneficial assessment and grading process for students and teachers.
CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
Intrinsic motivation is a well-studied concept that many educators strive to encourage.
Teachers want their students to see the benefit of feedback on assessments and to help them feel
the satisfaction that comes with improving their skills. Students are either internally or externally
motivated to complete an assignment; however, previous research indicates that students see
feedback as a means to an end, namely the desired grade (Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017; Koenka, et
al., 2021). One recent theory that attempts to increase intrinsic motivation is the concept of
gradeless learning. In her book on the subject, Zerwin (2020) focuses on how points-based
grading impedes student learning, rewards compliance without providing the data teachers need,
and only implies objectivity.
The current grading system is limited in what it can actually measure. Most of the
important work that students do, such as developing as readers and writers, is “not
quantifiable...measuring it fails to capture its full complexity” (Zerwin, 2020, p. 7). Zerwin
(2020) argues that even standards-based grading systems, or any other scale like a 1-4, are
simply renaming the same limited method of measurement. She emphasizes what other
researchers have posited regarding students’ lack of control over their learning and the lack of
objectivity in the grading process (Pulfrey et al., 2011; Wolters et al., 2014). In addition, Zerwin
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(2020) suggests that feedback is far more important than a letter grade since it gives specific
information not only about a student’s strengths and weaknesses but also about growth and
development. The challenge is to encourage students to see the value in using feedback not
simply as a way to acquire points but as a dialogue with the teacher to help them learn, improve,
and build skills. Guberman (2021), Heikkinen (2021), and Lusher et al (2021) suggest that
separating grades from feedback, or giving them sequentially, is a possible solution. This
question has been investigated in elementary students, middle school students, and
undergraduates, but the efficacy of grades and feedback in motivating secondary students is not
well understood. Three pertinent themes emerge while reviewing the literature: the types of
motivation and how feedback and grading influence them, the learner as powerless in the grading
process, and the focus on grades as the end goal for education.
Student Motivation as Influenced by Feedback and Grades
Andrea Dlaska and Christian Krekeler (2017) completed a study that asks the question,
“Does grading undermine feedback?” (p. 185). One important question to educators is whether
students are motivated to use the feedback that teachers spend a great deal of time creating.
Research indicates that there are two types of goals: mastery goals, in which students develop
competence, and performance goals, in which students desire to demonstrate their abilities in
comparison to others (Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017; Koenka et al., 2021). Using this idea of
motivation and its connection to direct feedback, Dlaska and Krekeler (2017) investigated the
impact of grading on this relationship. The students in their study were in three groups: one
group received direct feedback with no grade attached, one group received direct feedback with a
grade attached, and one group received a grade with no feedback. The students who received
feedback only with no grade attached performed well and reported the highest interest in
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improving. The other two groups did not perform as well as the feedback-only group, but there
was also no measurable difference between giving feedback with a grade and a grade only. They
conclude that students will be motivated by performance goals instead of the more desirable
mastery goals when grades are given (Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017). Schweder et al. (2019) reiterate
that mastery goals increase student engagement in desired learning strategies. However, under a
traditional system where grades must be given, it becomes a challenge to encourage students to
focus on mastery and learning rather than the grades.
Furthermore, students who receive feedback along with a grade tend to lean more toward
mastery goals in that they will consider the feedback, yet many still see the feedback as a means
of increasing the likelihood of achieving the desired grade (Lusher et al., 2021). Students feel the
pressure of reaching the desired grade which leads to performance goal motivation (Pulfrey et
al., 2011). Pulfrey, Buchs, and Butera (2011) theorize that “grade evaluations generate pressure
to engage in an activity and to do well in it in order to attain the value and limited resource of a
good grade”(p. 686). Feldman (2019) focuses on how schools have created a point system that
encourages extrinsic motivation in which grades do not measure ability and achievement but
instead measure behavior and compliance. Feldman (2019) likens this system to a classroom
“Federal Reserve” where the teacher “can print more currency and inject points into the
classroom economy when needed,” (p. 35) essentially confining both teachers and students in a
false system. Conventional grading seems to destroy the innate interest in learning that young
children possess by retraining them to see education as a system of point attainment.
Additionally, Guterman (2020) encourages a look at motivation from a student’s
perspective. He explains that there are two factors that create performance goals: “external
criteria” whereby the educator decides the desired outcomes and “normative” assessments where
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there are comparisons to classmates (p. 405). Guterman (2020) posits that neither of these will
engender the desired intrinsic motivation in students. Instead, he states that students may have
completely different reasons as to how and why they complete a task or assignment; he calls
these “self-reference” motivations (Guterman, 2020, p. 405). Often, educators view these
motivations as negative or as compliance without in-depth learning, but the students may view
their actions differently, especially when there seems to be no motivation outside of a higher
grade to do more. Moreover, established grading based on points tends to label non-compliant
students as lazy or incapable of doing the work. The system punishes students for circumstances
beyond their control, furthering the illusion of compliance as learning. The disconnect occurs
between the desire for students to be intrinsically motivated and the extrinsic reward that grades
provide (Koenka et al., 2021).
Ultimately, McMorran, Ragupathi, and Luo (2017) explain that there is a cultural and
societal expectation built up around the grading system. The public at large prefers the less
accurate but easily accessible grades and scores, which can be manipulated, rather than a more
comprehensive look at student learning (Bourke, 2016; McMorran and Ragupathi, 2020;
Tannock, 2017). Students internalize this system by the time they reach the secondary level
which impacts their motivation and learning. The challenge is to convince the students of the
“value of learning beyond grades” when society continually reinforces grades as achievement
(McMorran et al., 2017, p. 371). This mindset is instilled in students beginning in the upper
elementary grades by the schools and is perpetuated and promoted by society. This creates a
system of dependent learners who believe their futures are in the hands of others.
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The Imbalance of Power
The traditional system of grading begs the question, “...who is ultimately responsible for
student learning?” (Harland et al., 2015, p. 537). If they are intrinsically motivated, students
should feel autonomy in pursuing their own learning, yet the balance of power in education
mainly rests in the hands of the instructors. Tannock (2017) explains that grades are perceived as
objective when in reality they are dependent upon teacher subjectivity. In actuality, the power is
in the hands of the instructors and in the comparative nature of grading. The educational norm of
not questioning authority furthers “relationships of passivity, obedience and submissiveness
among students towards their teachers” (Tannock, 2017, p. 1350). This lack of autonomy creates
dependent learners who are less accountable and more focused on the grade as opposed to the
learning (Giroux, 2011; Tannoch, 2017). To investigate learning autonomy and grades further,
studies have been conducted regarding the perception of students and teachers and their roles
within the grading process.
Tan (2012) explains that both teachers and students have preconceived ideas as to their
relationship in the grading process. Student perceptions of this power structure create a culture of
winners and losers in the game of education. Bourke (2016) explains that students recognize that
“right answer(s) are rewarded” and there is no space for students to find their own way or vary
from the path of process and expectations set for them by the instructors (p. 102). The
combination of competition with peers and the feeling of powerlessness pushes students toward
performance goals when faced with an assignment (Pulfrey et al., 2011). Students also
internalize the societal belief that grades are an indicator of worth and the ability to “achieve
competitively” outside of school (Pulfrey, et al., 2011, p. 697). The fact that both high and low
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achievers experience this negative motivation shift associated with graded evaluations should
lead educators to find ways to grade more effectively, promoting more positive effects.
Supporters of separating grades from feedback feel that students may feel less inhibited
and will be more likely to take chances and try new things if there is no grade attached to the
attempt (Feldman, 2019; McMorran & Ragupathi, 2020; Nieminen & Tuohilampi, 2020). As
McMorran and Ragupathi (2020) explain, “the lack of repercussions means we are likely to try
again” (p. 926). This attitude leads to mastery goals and a focus on learning as a process rather
than a finite goal or something that can be completed (Shepard et al., 2018). Macias (2018) calls
this attitude a “threshold concept” (para. 4); these are concepts that are transformative to the way
that students think about or perceive a subject. The main element in her practice is that teachers
become facilitators as opposed to the final authority in grading and learning (Macias, 2018).
Nieminen and Tuohilampi (2020) further explain that not only do educators need to promote
agency in students, but they also need to investigate what agency is possible “within various
assessment environments” (para. 3). Guberman (2020) states that eliminating grades “allows me
to promote a culture that embraces and learns from struggle and failure, rather than punishing it”
(p. 89). Therefore, as teachers release the power that traditional grading inherently provides,
students become more accountable and autonomous.
Ideally, to counter the power structure, feedback should be seen as a two-way interaction,
rather than a teacher telling students where they went wrong. Tan et al. (2019) explain how
feedback can encourage students’ metacognition when used as a guide for their learning to
improve understanding and eventual outcomes. Feedback becomes a step in a cycle that puts the
learning back into the hands of the learners, creating a foundation on which to build (Boud &
Molloy, 2013; Hattie & Zierer, 2018). As Bond and Malloy (2013) explain, “Unless students see
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themselves as agents of their own change, and develop an identity as a productive learner, they
may neither be receptive to useful information about their work, nor be able to use it” (p. 705).
Consequently, the imbalance of power in the grading relationship inhibits the autonomy and
intrinsic motivation that educators wish to see in their students. This demonstrates that teacher
intent and student perceptions of that intent do not necessarily align. The key lies in the ability of
the students to see how they can use feedback as a form of give-and-take with the instructor that
can enhance their learning. When students see themselves as “active participants in their own
learning” the emphasis shifts from the teacher to the student and creates more autonomy
(Fithriani, 2019, p. 7).
Grades as the End Goal
The history of grading exposes flaws in accepted grading practices that hurt both students
and instructors. For students, traditional grading decreases intrinsic motivation and often creates
low-performing students. The grade “trumps the comment” or feedback while the grade itself is
often not an accurate indicator of student learning (Schinske & Tanner, 2014, p. 161). Even
when students use feedback, they frequently see it as simply a way to achieve a higher grade, not
as a tool for learning (Harland et al., 2015; Lusher et al., 2021). Some see grades and education
as a game of points as opposed to an opportunity for learning. Harland et al. (2015) show
evidence of this when students interviewed referred to assignments by the point totals rather than
the topic or purpose which indicates a fixation on grades and keeping up with assignments as
opposed to increasing knowledge or skills.
Grading has also been shown to negatively impact teachers’ time in that “grading may be
distracting instructors from integrating other pedagogical practices that could create a more

Grades and Student Motivation

20

positive and effective classroom environment for learning” (Schinske & Tanner, 2014, p. 163).
Instructors are pressured to spend the bulk of their time grading which decreases the time they
have to explore and improve their practice or create more meaningful experiences for students in
the classroom.
However, there are some concerns that if grades are separated from feedback or
eliminated, motivation will decrease. Students themselves express that they will only prioritize or
complete assignments that are graded. Without the grade attached, students are not confident that
they would do any work or use their time wisely (Harland et al., 2015). McMorran and
Ragupathi (2020) reveal that both students and instructors worry that poor study habits and lack
of motivation will be direct results of eliminating grades. Additionally, the same study questions
whether gradeless learning reflects the realities of the workplace; if not, educators who adopt a
gradeless approach may be setting students up to fail by allowing them to adopt poor habits
(McMorran & Ragupathi, 2020). While eliminating grades can be beneficial in theory, it may be
too idealistic given the role of education as preparation for entering a society where similar
structures are in place (Heikkinen, 2021; Pulfrey et al., 2011).
If students are to understand feedback as a tool to use in their learning and for motivation,
a few elements must be present. Fithriani (2019) posits that students need to see the connection
between feedback and learning outside of the grade for it to be meaningful. One way to
accomplish this is to create clear expectations for assignments prior to giving feedback which
allows students to understand how to improve. This process lessens frustration and increases
engagement (Krijgsman et al., 2019). Educators must clearly communicate “what students
should learn and what that learning looks like” in order for feedback and ultimately grades to
have meaning (Feldman, 2019, p. 188). The use of productive feedback is a way to move
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students from passive learning to achieve the desired grade to a more autonomous and active role
in their education (Lusher et al., 2021). As Zerwin (2020) wrote, “Students should be the single
most important users of classroom data about their learning” (p. 9).
Additionally, Nieminen and Tuohilampi (2020) and Harland et al. (2015) refer to their
institutions’ graduate profiles as an argument in favor of gradeless learning. Both studies express
an institutional and societal desire that schools shape individuals capable of making choices,
working independently, and who see learning as a lifelong process. Similarly, Rochester Public
Schools has outlined six qualities in their Graduate Profile, some of which might be aided by
exploring a feedback first approach to grading or feedback without grades. One of the profiles is
“Resilient Learner” which in part “views setbacks as opportunities for growth and learning
(Rochester Public Schools). This profile could reflect the research that encourages risk-taking
and failure as a means of learning if grades are separated from feedback (McMorran and
Ragupathi, 2017). Additionally, it expresses the need for individuals to “engage in reflection and
accept feedback for...improvement and self-advocacy” (Rochester Public Schools). This is a
valid argument for trying to find a way to give students the experience of feedback as a dialogue
with the teacher and a stepping stone in their own progress on the road to autonomous motivation
to learn. On the other hand, one instructor argues that graded “assessment was perfect
preparation for a ...world in which students would continue to be assessed, judged and
accountable throughout their lives” (Harland et al. 2015, p. 532). This argument is reflected in
two of the Rochester Public Schools profiles that stress strong skills in core subjects as well as
soft skills that help students in the workplace, such as meeting deadlines (McMorran et al., 2017;
Rochester Public Schools).
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Theoretical Framework
This study focused on dialogic feedback while eliminating the pressure to use feedback
solely to achieve a grade by taking the grades out of the equation, at least temporarily. The intent
was to increase the student motivation for mastery goals and lessen performance goal behaviors
(Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017; Lusher et al., 2021). The process teaches students to see three levels
of feedback and understand that it is a cycle ultimately placing the metacognition and learning
back in the hands of the learner (Boud & Malloy, 2013; Hattie & Zierer, 2018). Through surveys
and focus groups, students expressed how separating grading from feedback impacts their ability
to shift to mastery goals.
Research Question
What is the effect of separating grades from feedback on the motivation of tenth-grade
honors students? The existing literature primarily focuses on undergraduate and elementary
school students; however, the relationship between grades and motivation in students at the
secondary school level has not been extensively studied. There is a need to discover what effects
exist when traditional grading procedures are altered, particularly from the students’ perspective.
Conclusions
Most educators spend an inordinate amount of time providing feedback to their students.
Often, this feedback is ignored if there is a grade present. Most of society, along with educators,
purport to value life-long learning and autonomous motivation in individuals, yet the common
grading system worldwide contradicts those values by encouraging dependence on instructors
and performance goal motivation. Perhaps the separation of grades and feedback will encourage
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students to see feedback as a process and cycle by which they can increase their metacognition
and ultimately take control of their learning.
CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Introduction
While instructors view the purpose of constructive feedback as a vehicle to enhance
student skills and understanding, students’ perceptions of feedback and how it relates to their
learning are less clear. Students need to see the connection between feedback and learning
outside of a grade, otherwise, feedback is not meaningful (Fithriani, 2019). When accompanied
by a letter grade or score, feedback is often disregarded completely, especially when the student
is satisfied with the grade attached. Students tend to see feedback as a means to achieve a higher
grade (Lusher et al., 2021). Therefore, it seems that once the desired grade is achieved, students
do not see any purpose in reading or using feedback to build skills or improve learning. Students
tend to ask questions like, “If I rewrite this, will my grade improve?” This is a concern because
the focus is the grade rather than learning or skill enhancement. There is a lot of pressure on
students to perform; the measure of that performance revolves around grades.
Pulfrey et al. (2011) and McMorran (2017) found that societal beliefs in the importance
of grades pressures students, especially those in honors or AP level classes, to focus solely on
their grades. This pressure pushes students to compete with classmates and focus more on their
rank within a class, leading to performance goals as opposed to mastery goals (Krigsman et al.,
2017; Pulfrey et al., 2011). The researcher seeks to discover whether student motivation will
change from performance to mastery goals if there is no grade associated with the feedback
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given. The question is will students seek to improve and learn more without a grade attached?
The results will inform current and future grading practices in order to benefit students and help
them to see value in feedback beyond a higher score. This study hopes to further explore the use
of feedback as a dialogue between student and teacher so that the student feels in control of
his/her learning without the negative grade associations. Lusher (2021) points out that many
students do not know how to use feedback; however, Fithriani (2019) explains that when
students are taught feedback as a process, it encourages them to think critically about their
learning. Consequently, teacher intent does not currently match up with student perceptions as to
how to use feedback to approach their own learning (Lusher, 2021). Furthermore, this study
attempted to close the gap in perception of feedback between students and their instructors which
would lead to greater student use of feedback.
Research Question
After reviewing the literature, one question arises: what is the effect of separating grades
from feedback on the motivation of secondary honors students?
Research Design
The researcher is attempting to inform current grading practices for herself and those in
the school and district, as well as the audience of readers. The basis of this action research is
phenomenological in nature. Secondary students have the common experience of traditional
grades accompanying feedback which tends to keep students focused more on the grade than the
learning. The researcher hoped to gain insight into students’ perceptions of their own motivation
once grades are separated from feedback. For the action research, letter grades were separated
from all feedback in a single unit of study in an honors block class. For the entire unit,
traditionally graded reading quizzes became optional and were not graded; instead, they were
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viewed as un-scored feedback for students to assess their understanding of the reading material.
Additionally, the literary essay, which serves as the summative assessment for the unit, was not
given a grade until after verbal and written feedback was given while revision was available.
Students had the opportunity to use all feedback throughout the unit of study to inform their
learning and improve their skills. No grade was given until each student indicated that he/she
was satisfied with their progress and was finished using the feedback. At that point, a letter grade
was assigned based on each student’s participation in the feedback loop with the instructor while
noting improvements in writing skills. The unit of study focused on one novel and took
approximately three to four weeks to complete. Once the process concluded, a focus group of
class participants was interviewed in order to discover students’ perceptions of the process and
how it affected their motivation when it came to learning and grades.
Setting
The study will be conducted at a public high school with a minority population of 44%
where 39% of the students are economically disadvantaged. Student enrollment is approximately
1,700 and breaks down as follows: 56% White; 20.6% Black; 12.3% Asian; 6.2% Hispanic;
4.5% Two or More Races; 0.3% American Indian/Alaska Native; 0.1% Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander. The student body is 48% Female and 52% Male. 39% of students participate in free or
reduced lunch. The high school is located in a city with a population of 106,000 that is best
known for its medical center.
Participants
The participants in the study are the students in the researcher’s tenth-grade honors
American Literature class. This is a block class consisting of 51 students. The breakdown of this
class is as follows: 51% Female; 49% Male; 37% are BIPOC students.
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Sampling
The study was based on a purposive sample of 51 students enrolled in the tenth-grade
honors block class under the instruction of the researcher. The researcher received permission
from the administration as well as the parent or guardian of each participant. Only those students
with signed consent letters participated in the post-study focus group, and of those with consent,
approximately forty-three percent were interviewed. The participants were chosen to represent
varying levels of success as experienced and discussed during the research among those who
volunteered. For example, students who were not successful, students who were moderately
successful, and students who were very successful based on the criteria will all be represented in
the focus group. This class of students is ideal for the study since honors students are often
motivated by and focused on grades.
Instrumentation
Prior to the study, anonymous baseline surveys were given to ascertain student perceptions
and motivation when it comes to grades and feedback (see Appendix B). The instrument used for
data collection was a set of standardized open-ended questions. These were asked in the focus
group of each participant in the same order (see Appendix C). Additionally, informal, qualitative
observations by the researcher will be noted as students progress through the unit.
Data Collection
While the researcher participated in and observed students during the feedback dialogues
throughout and at the end of the unit, the primary data was collected through individual
interviews as well as a focus group discussion. The interview questions were open-ended in
format.
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Data Analysis
Participants in the focus group answered the same questions, first as individuals and then
as a group; this increased the researcher’s ability to compare student experiences. The questions
revolved around experiences, opinions, and feelings with regard to the relationship between
motivation and grading once grades are removed from all forms of feedback. The researcher
looked for trends amid the answers given and analyzed the responses to gauge what effect
separating grades from feedback had on the students’ motivation. Standardized questions
(Appendix C) and alignment of multiple perspectives through an anonymous survey (Appendix
B) enriched the understanding of the research question.
Research Question(s) and System Alignment
Table 3.1.
Research Question(s) Alignment
Research Variables
Question
What is the
effect of
separating
grades
from
feedback
on the
motivation
of
secondary
honors
students?

DV:
Motivation
and
perception

Design

Feedback in
the form of
optional
quizzes;
verbal and
IV:
written
Constructive feedback on
feedback
written work
given
without or
prior to any
grade

Instrument

Validity &
Reliability

DV: Focus
groups
post-study using
a Standardized
Open-ended
Interview

Responses by Interviews
all
participants
Focus Group
will be
compared;
Observations
triangulation
will align
multiple
perspectives
and lead to a
better
understanding
of the
research
question

IV: Feedback
process (verbal
and written)
with optional
assessments
Researcher
Observation

Technique

Source

High school
participantshonors 10th
graders
Sample size:
51 (all students
in the honors
American Lit.
classes)

Grades and Student Motivation

28

Procedures
Students in the class read from the assigned text at the rate of approximately one chapter
every two days. Every day that a chapter was due, an optional quiz was available to take online
to provide feedback for the students to assess their comprehension. These quizzes were not
graded; students were not required to take any of these quizzes. During class activities, the
researcher observed and noted student responses in order to informally assess their reading
progress when no graded comprehension quizzes are required. This observation helped the
researcher understand whether or not students are motivated to read when there was no graded
assessment required. Additionally, vocabulary study will be part of the unit. Ordinarily, these
exercises are graded; however, for this unit they were not graded, only assigned and discussed.
The researcher observed whether students are motivated to complete the vocabulary exercises
when no grade is given.
After reading the novel and participating in classroom activities, all students wrote a
literary analysis. Once the first draft was written, students received verbal and written feedback
in one-on-one conferences with the researcher with no grade attached. After participating in at
least one conference and using the feedback given, the researcher and the students decided
together whether another feedback dialogue was useful. Once the cycle of the feedback loop for
that summative assessment was agreed upon by both the instructor and student to have
concluded, the researcher discussed with each student his/her progress and participation and then
assigned a grade. After this process was complete and summative grades were given, a focus
group was formed and interviews were conducted. The novel study took approximately three
weeks and the feedback loop took approximately two weeks with the possibility of a second or
third loop for individual students.
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Ethical Considerations
All students in the class engaged in the feedback dialogue as part of the unit of study.
Participation in the interviews and focus groups was completely voluntary and anonymous when
used in the written results of the study. A parent or guardian gave informed consent (Appendix
A) prior to any student participating in the interviews or focus group. There was no penalty for
declining to consent and students, parents, or guardians may withdraw consent at any time
without repercussions. Any recordings of interviews or focus group discussions will be destroyed
once the study is complete. No identifiable details will be used in any student responses.
Conclusions
Students’ perceptions of constructive feedback are important to understand in order for
instructors to enhance the learning process and shift the focus away from point attainment toward
skill mastery. Altering the grading methods may reveal insights for both instructors and students
to create a feedback dialogue that is more useful to students as they think about their learning.
Overall, through the use of observations, interviews, and a focus group, this researcher intends to
discover whether removing the grade from a variety of forms of feedback will have an effect on
student motivation (mastery or performance-based), particularly among a population that is
already very grade motivated; results of the study can be found in the next chapter.
Chapter 4
DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
Introduction
Educators provide feedback to their students in a variety of ways. One common method
is written feedback on assignments, essays, quizzes, or tests. All too frequently, students do not

Grades and Student Motivation

30

use this feedback or ignore it completely if the grade that accompanies the feedback is
satisfactory. Students seem to focus on the grade as the primary goal as opposed to improvement
or mastery (Dlaska & Krekeler, 2017). If a grade is not satisfactory, however, students will then
look at the feedback but only as a means to earn a higher mark or a few more points.
Additionally, learners have come to view the process of grading as one-sided; the instructor
holds all the power and gives grades (Giroux, 2011; Tannoch, 2017).
Often, students do not understand their part in traditional grading practices; their focus
remains on point attainment and rank in comparison to their classmates. There is a disconnect
between the instructors’ intentions when giving feedback and the students’ perceptions of how to
use it; therefore, the purpose of this study was to discover whether student motivation to use
feedback would change if it was not accompanied by a grade. Grades cannot be eliminated in
most educational settings, but they can be delayed or postponed until feedback is given and used.
In this study, in order to move the focus away from grades and toward improving skills and
comprehension, letter grades were removed from all forms of feedback for one unit of study until
all students participated in a feedback loop. The loop involved verbal and written feedback from
the researcher in one-on-one conferences with students as well as on ungraded quizzes and
assignments.
Data Collection
Prior to conducting the study, the researcher asked students to take two short, anonymous
surveys in order to gauge general attitudes toward grades and feedback. The novel unit
proceeded as normal with the exception that no grades were immediately given on any
assignment, quiz, or essay; only feedback was given. Quizzes were completely optional and
online so students could use them as tools to check for understanding after reading; the
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researcher provided written feedback for each quiz question in the form of sample short answers
that students could access immediately. Vocabulary assignments were given verbal feedback with
the understanding that students could use the feedback to adjust their answers and examples.
Informal observations during class were made to assess reading comprehension and vocabulary
acquisition to determine if and how students were using this feedback. Students completed a
written essay as the final assessment for the unit of study; they did not immediately receive a
grade but instead completed a feedback loop with the instructor.
While the researcher participated in and observed students during the feedback dialogues
through one-on-one conferences where both oral and written feedback were given, the primary
data was collected through a focus group discussion. The interview questions were open-ended
in format.
Results
What is the effect of separating grades from feedback on the motivation of secondary
honors students?
Themes found among answers to open-ended questions
The first open-ended question, “Were you more or less motivated to read this novel when graded
quizzes were eliminated?” revealed nine meaning units with regard to motivation. Three major
themes emerged 1) Pressure, 2) Comprehension 3) Time, and 4) Focus. The seventh open-ended
question “When there was no grade attached to quizzes, how did that affect your behavior? Did
you find them useful?” is directly related to the first and revealed eight meaning units. These
units were consolidated into themes related to question one: 1) Understanding, 2) Stress, and 3)
Use as a tool.
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Analysis of the second open-ended question “What is the purpose of the feedback you receive on
an essay?” revealed thirteen meaning units. A strong preference for verbal feedback along with
written feedback was evident. The major themes that became apparent were 1) Increased
Understanding, and 2) Improvement.
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The third open-ended question “Can you describe an example of a time when feedback was not
useful to you?” yielded several themes revolving around feedback, or lack of feedback, attached
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to a grade. 1) Miscommunication and lack of autonomy, 2) Finality of the grade, and 4) Focus on
the grade.
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Open-ended question number four “How likely are you to improve your essay when given
feedback?” revealed nine meaning units that were coded into three themes: 1) Grade dependence,
2) Improvement, and 3) Confidence.
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Open-ended questions five “Do you feel pressure to outperform your classmates? Explain.” and
six “Do you feel pressure to avoid looking less skilled or intelligent than your peers? Explain.”
are two sides of the same coin and together revealed 26 meaning units. The following themes
were consolidated from both questions: 1) Competitiveness and Validation, 2) Expectations and
pressure, and 3) Feelings of inadequacy.
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The eighth open-ended question asked of the focus group “When there was no grade attached to
essays, how did that affect your motivation to rewrite?” revealed three meaning units that
showed students still consider the grade even when it is not part of the feedback. However,
open-ended question nine “Did you feel like you could take more risks in your essay writing
during the feedback sessions when there was no grade attached?” revealed ten meaning units
which showed that students will take more risks when the grade comes later.
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The tenth open-ended question “If you receive a grade on an essay that is acceptable to you, are
you more or less likely to rewrite it? Why?” revealed nine meaning units. Among these, several
themes emerged. While most students agreed that a rewrite would be less likely, it would depend
on 1) Personal effort, 2) Workload, and 3) Future need.
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Finally, open-ended question number eleven “How much control did you feel you had over your
grade during this process as opposed to other times when you receive a grade along with the quiz
or feedback?” revealed sixteen meaning units. These units were integrated into the following
themes: 1) More control during the feedback process, 2) Less appeasement, and 3) Improvement
as the focus.
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Data Analysis.
During the literature review process, three main themes emerged. These themes became
the basis for the open-ended questions asked in the focus group. The focus group discussion
supported much of the published literature and prior research with some notable exceptions. The
researcher disregarded the pre-surveys since the subjects of the study explained that they skewed
their answers to please the researcher. The discussion in the post-research focus group was more
authentic since the subjects better understood that the researcher preferred honest answers and
discussion with no consequences or repercussions for the subjects. The data resulting from the
action research corresponded to the major themes found in the literature review.
Research Theme: Student Motivation as Influenced by Feedback and Grades
In prior research, Dlaska and Krekeler’s (2017) research showed differences in the ways
students used or viewed feedback when there was feedback with no grade attached, feedback
with a grade attached, and a grade with no feedback at all. The results of this researcher’s
experimentation support Dlaska and Krekeler’s findings. The feedback-only cycle in this action
research showed that students focused more on improvement than the grade (see Table 4).
However, at the beginning of the research and after one round of oral and written feedback,
students frequently asked, “What would my grade be if I did not rewrite this?” It took more than
one round of feedback before students stopped asking that question. Instead, the researcher
would ask the student what they wanted to do with the feedback and the written piece.
Eventually, students began to frame their answers in terms of what would help them improve
their skills and understanding. This result supports analysis by Schweder et al. (2019) which
shows that students need to be engaged in mastery goals, those which focus on mastering a skill,
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in order to achieve the learning desired. In spite of this positive shift away from performance
goals toward mastery, there was still a lingering focus on the grade.
Research Theme: Grades as the End Goal
In this action research, grades were separated from feedback on essays as well as
traditional reading quizzes. McMorran and Ragupathi (2020) posited that motivation would
decrease and poor habits would increase if grades were eliminated, as explored in this action
research. This researcher felt that motivation to read a novel would decrease without the graded
reading quizzes. Only twenty-five percent of students reported using the optional ungraded
quizzes as tools to check for understanding. Though this percentage was small, those who took
advantage of the opportunity to quiz themselves found these quizzes useful in providing
feedback on their understanding and reading comprehension. One unforeseen result as reported
by the focus group was that a majority of the group felt they enjoyed reading more when the
pressure to memorize details of the reading did not exist. One caveat is that the novel in question
was The Great Gatsby; many students in the focus group did comment that the length of the
novel may have also played a factor in their motivation to read without the expectation of a quiz.
On the other hand, these same students also stated that their motivation shifted from completion
to understanding (see Table 1). This may be accounted for in Fithriani’s (2019) research which
explained that students need to see the connection between feedback and learning outside of the
grade in order for it to be meaningful. Prior to conducting this action research, the ways in which
students could use the optional quizzes were explained, so this may have played a role in the
positive results as students understood the connection and used the quizzes to increase
comprehension. With less focus on the grade, students felt empowered to try new things.
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When asked, “Did you feel like you could take more risks in your essay writing during
the feedback sessions when there was no grade attached?” the subjects of the research affirmed
that they did. One subject stated, “I’m going to experiment a little when I know we are going to
have a conference soon after I write; I have more confidence” (see Table 6). This shows a
positive correlation between taking risks and the feedback loop leading to a move away from
passive learning to a more active role in the student’s own education (Lusher et al., 2021). Based
on other student responses (see Table 6), the ability to take risks without the fear of a lower grade
showed increased autonomous motivation to learn. This supports McMorran and Ragupathi’s
(2017) theory that risk-taking and failure are valid methods of learning through student reflection
and acceptance of feedback. Students in this action research have become much more accepting
of feedback and more open to reflection in subsequent units of study. In spite of all these positive
results that support gradeless learning, some roadblocks still exist.
Study subjects expressed the increased autonomy they felt during the action research, yet
also expressed pressure to perform and measure up to their peers. While most affirmed that they
do not feel the need to appear ‘better’ than their peers, all felt pressure to not appear less
intelligent than their classmates. One positive result of this pressure as expressed by the students
in this study was their desire to keep up in the class so as not to appear unintelligent. As one
subject explained, “I don’t want to look like the idiot who contributes nothing or holds
everybody down” (see Table 5). Additional pressure from parents and sometimes teachers, as
expressed by the subjects, reinforces the research that shows the cultural and societal
expectations that students must earn high marks in order to be successful (Bourke, 2016;
McMorran and Ragupathi, 2020; Tannock, 2017). In turn, this kept some of the focus on the

Grades and Student Motivation

43

grade, even when the students in this action research experienced positive results when not
focused on scores.
When discussing essay feedback, one focus group member stated, “Feedback helps me
see exactly what I did wrong or could improve to increase my grade instead of rewriting an essay
for nothing.” It took this researcher’s refusal to discuss grades, often multiple times during the
feedback cycle, for the subjects to even begin to shift their focus. However, as McMorran et al.
(2017) explain, the traditional system of grades as the sole measure of learning and worth is
internalized by the time students reach the secondary level. For example, one subject in the
action research viewed the ungraded quizzes as a tool, yet the student also used the quizzes to
discover, “Am I understanding this correctly to get the grade I want?” Even with the grade
removed from the feedback, the grade is still clearly on their minds as a measure of success.
Therefore, while some progress toward shifting student mindsets was made during this
action research, this researcher speculates that it will not take long for the students to shift back
into focusing on grades. Even during the process, one student explained, “Sometimes I wish it
[the essay] had a grade on it to tell me where I stand grade-wise. I need to know what I’m
working toward.” This system of traditional grading creates dependent learners; however, in
spite of some of the comments given, this study showed progress in increasing feelings of
autonomy in the subjects. Perhaps over time and with additional frequency, students will be more
inclined to take control of their education becoming more independent learners.
Research Theme: The Imbalance of Power
When the focus group subjects were asked, “How much control did you feel you had over
your grade during this process as opposed to other times when you receive a grade along with the
quiz or feedback?” the student responses were overwhelmingly positive. All respondents
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expressed feeling much more control over their learning and their grades (see Table 8). One
student commented, “I felt like I had a lot more control… I was not worried about my grade
going up and down in one unit” (see Table 8) This result affirms prior research from supporters
of separating grades from feedback which showed students will be more likely to try new things
if there is no grade involved in the attempt (Feldman, 2019; McMorran & Ragupathi, 2020;
Nieminen & Tuohilampi, 2020). The process used during the action research allowed this
researcher to relinquish control to the students thereby encouraging more accountable and
autonomous students. Tan et al. (2019) explain how a feedback loop, such as that of this action
research, can encourage metacognition as a guide to students’ own learning. An interesting result
of this action research was that many students asked for a second and third conference as they
reworked their essays. These students learned to take control and advocate for their learning
needs. As one study subject aptly remarked, “I am in control of what happens here.”
Conclusion
Overall, separating the grade from the feedback seems to have positive effects on both
students and educators especially when it comes to essay writing. While many students had
lingering worries about the grade they would ultimately receive, most were able to pivot and
focus less on the score and more on skill improvement and comprehension. Additionally, without
the eminent need to assign a grade, this educator was able to save time and provide more
immediate feedback to her students. As one study subject pointed out, “In-time feedback is much
more helpful.” The addition of ten to fifteen-minute conferences to begin each feedback loop,
while time-consuming for the educator, has the added benefit of building positive relationships
through creating a dialogue between the student and the teacher. The relationships built during
these conferences were invaluable and created a collaborative and positive community feeling in
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the class as a whole. Furthermore, this feedback loop created more efficient understanding and
allowed students to explain what they were attempting to express in their writing, permitting the
teacher to help them more clearly articulate those ideas. Although the time spent in these
conferences felt labor-intensive at first when compared to hours of grading without fully
understanding the students’ intent as well as knowing that many students would not read the
feedback, taking the time to meet with each student is well worth the effort. The students in the
action research showed signs of autonomy and metacognition outside of the usual goal of point
acquisition.
As long as traditional methods of grading exist, and society places value on those grades,
students will likely be driven to achieve in ways that are measured by points. Ideally, this
research shows that students can see the “value of learning beyond grades” which may have the
added benefit of helping them learn and grow within the traditional system of education by
giving them more confidence in their ideas and room to take risks in order to grow (McMorran et
al., 2017, p. 371).
Chapter 5
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
Discussion
The purpose of this action research was to discover whether separating grades from
feedback would alter student motivation. Commonly, students do not see feedback as useful and
frequently ignore it completely, unless it is seen as a means to acquire more points or a higher
grade (Lusher et al., 2021). Educators have long been frustrated with this situation, especially
after spending long hours writing feedback only to see it ignored. The intention of feedback
tends to be misunderstood by most students, so this study sought to close the gap between
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teacher intention and student understanding of the purpose of feedback. This researcher
discovered that separating grades from feedback, particularly when it came to essays and
quizzes, did indeed help students better understand the point of feedback even though some
focus still remained on points and grades.
Action Plan
This researcher has learned quite a bit about how to address feedback with students in
order for it to have the most benefit for the learner. Spending more time meeting one-on-one with
students reaps more benefits later and ultimately saves time while increasing student learning
and autonomy. This researcher has seen students grow in skill and confidence; one student
remarked, “I have learned more in these fifteen minutes than I did all last year.” This speaks to
the impact a dialogue of feedback can have as opposed to one-way communication from the
teacher to the student. One caveat is that any educator who uses this method must be willing to
relinquish control and place the learning in the hands of the students. All too frequently,
educators steer students away from their own thoughts and ideas, preferring that students write
about what the educator thinks, rather than the educator helping the student elucidate his or her
own thoughts (see Table 8). This results in students spending more time trying to discover what
the teacher wants them to write instead of working on higher-level thinking for themselves (see
Table 3). Looping feedback has many advantages; students and teachers are not the only
beneficiaries of this method.
Parents and administrators like this method of feedback with a delayed grade since most
students have ultimately been more successful after completing the process. Rather than giving
up after seeing an immediate grade, students have an opportunity to immediately discuss and
reconsider their work. This researcher has seen writing and organizational skills improve much
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more quickly since using this feedback looping method. One unforeseen consequence of this
action research is that a small percentage of students are asking the researcher for additional
conferences to discuss a second or third essay rewrite. This shows an increased understanding of
the students’ personal skill levels as well as an increase in autonomy and advocacy on the part of
the learner. Therefore, students are only finished when they feel the work is the best it can be, not
when given a grade they will accept. This researcher predicts that the number of students
requesting more feedback conference time will increase as the process becomes more familiar
and prior methods of feedback become a thing of the past.
In the past, this researcher would spend time grading and giving feedback on student
essays followed by conferences. The method used in the action research of conferencing first has
been much more effective. One modification that needs to take place is finding class time in
order to conference with students; this can be a challenge in a fast-paced honors class. Before
school, during lunches, and after school conferencing did not provide enough time to conference
with every student in a timely manner. Further, as this researcher conferenced with students,
colleagues observed this practice in action and at least two teachers in other disciplines have
begun trying feedback conference loops with their students. This may be the beginning of a
larger shift, especially where higher-level students are concerned although the time commitment
can feel daunting at first.
This researcher has seen the success of this feedback method, including moving quizzes
from graded and required to ungraded and optional. Even though only twenty-five percent of
students utilized the optional quizzes, it was an effective form of feedback for them. Surprisingly,
eliminating the graded quizzes did not have much impact on whether a student read or not, and
after hearing from students how they enjoyed reading more without them, the researcher has
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eliminated required quizzes from her curriculum. Success will be proven when students read a
longer, more challenging novel; if they continue to flourish and keep up with their reading
without any grades along the way, the researcher will consider this method effective. Based on
the feedback from the focus group, the researcher is planning to continue the methods used in
this action research through the end of the school year and, pending results, plans to adjust other
units accordingly.
Plan for Sharing
As part of a professional learning team, the researcher has shared her findings with the
team and ultimately will share them with the school staff as a whole, as part of the team’s
research into grading practices and the use of formative assessments. The researcher has already
shared her methods with her co-teacher and other colleagues informally. Ideally, this information
would be helpful to secondary teachers who seek to provide more meaningful feedback for
students and to those who struggle with the various grading trends that seemingly ebb and flow
quickly.
One hurdle that remains constant is the value society continues to place on grades as a
measure of ability and worth. This researcher is not a proponent of gradeless learning across the
board. Students will eventually leave secondary school, and if they go on to higher education,
never having the experience of earning a grade will not give them the experience they need to be
successful. Therefore, while educators must work within the constraints of traditional grading
systems, separating feedback from grades at the secondary level could help students achieve at
higher levels in a post-secondary environment. This research has shown that on the whole,
students felt more in control of their learning, began to enjoy reading again, and focused more on
improving their skills without fear of failure than on achieving a grade. This mastery and
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awareness of their learning took the students from passive receivers to active participants in
taking and using feedback as a tool in their education creating more autonomous learners while
still adhering to a traditional system of grading.
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Appendix A
Informed Consent
1510 14th St. NW
Rochester, MN 55901
January 20, 2022

Dear Parent or Guardian,
Your child has been invited to participate in a research study involving student use of teacher
feedback prior to or separate from a letter grade.
Your child was selected because he/she is a member of my American Studies English class. If
you/your child decide to participate, please understand that your child will be asked to do the
following:
1. Complete a survey regarding student opinions about feedback and grading
2. Participate in a focus group to describe experiences after the research study is complete
Principal Eric Johnson has granted me permission to conduct this study as part of my master’s
degree program at Minnesota State University Moorhead. However, I need parental consent to
publish the anonymous information in my final thesis. Regardless of your child’s participation,
class lessons, your child’s learning, and your child’s grade will not be impacted by the research
study.
If you sign this form, you are giving me consent to use the information that I gather. All
information used will be confidential; no names will be used. Please note, your child can choose
to end participation at any time with no consequences.
Please feel free to contact me with any questions regarding this study. The easiest way to reach
me is via email at norogers@rochesterschools.org You may also contact my advisor, Kristen
Carlson, at kristen.carlson@mnstate.edu.
You will be offered a copy of this letter to keep. You are making a decision whether or not your
child will participate. Your signature indicates that you have read the information provided above
and have decided to allow your child to participate. You may withdraw consent at any time
without prejudice after signing this form should you choose to discontinue participation in this
study.
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__________________________________________
Signature of Parent or Guardian

___________________
Date

__________________________________________
Signature of Investigator
Nora Rogers

___________________
Date
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Appendix B
Feedback Surveys
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Appendix C
Questions for Focus Group
1. Were you more or less motivated to read this novel when graded quizzes were
eliminated?
2. What is the purpose of the feedback you receive on an essay?
3. Can you describe an example of a time when feedback was not useful to you?
4. How likely are you to improve your essay when given feedback?
5. Do you feel pressure to outperform your classmates? Explain.
6. Do you feel pressure to avoid looking less skilled or intelligent than your peers? Explain.
7. When there was no grade attached to quizzes, how did that affect your behavior?
8. When there was no grade attached to essays, how did that affect your motivation to
rewrite?
9. Did you feel like you could take more risks in your essay writing during the feedback
sessions when there was no grade attached?
10. If you receive a grade on an essay that is acceptable to you, are you more or less likely
to rewrite it? Why?
11. How much control did you feel you had over your grade during this process as opposed
to other times when you receive a grade along with the quiz or feedback?
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Appendix D
IRB Certificate
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Appendix E
IRB Approval Letter
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