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Student	Perceptions	of	Grading	and	Grading	Contracts	
	
Introduction	
	
Academia	has	questioned	the	veracity	of	using	grades	for	writing	assessment	for	decades.	A	
1964	issue	of	The	Journal	of	Higher	Education,	published	two	articles	calling	for	
nontraditional	and	grade-less	models	for	writing	assessment	(Downing,	1964;	Manello,	
1964),	and	in	1967,	Merla	Sparks	published	“An	Alternative	to	the	Traditional	Grading	
System,”	sparking	a	conversation	about	alternative	modes	of	assessment	that	continues	
today.	In	the	1990s,	research	began	to	emerge	that	graded	writing	inhibits	the	
collaborative	atmosphere	of	the	writing	classroom,	has	negative	psychological	impacts	on	
students,	reduces	student	motivation	to	revise	and	improve	writing,	and	ultimately	
increases	students'	need	for	more	grades	while	reducing	the	amount	of	formative	and	
constructive	assessment	students	receive	(Bleich,	1997;	Elbow,	1993;	Kohn,	1993).		
	
Despite	quite	mixed	(and	frequently	negative)	feelings	about	grades,	the	majority	of	
composition	instructors	are	employed	by	institutions	that	require	the	use	of	traditional	
numerical	or	letter	grades.	This	conflict	has	spurred	attempts	to	avoid	grades	while	still	
working	within	larger,	grade-oriented	institutions.	Among	the	most	popular	compromises	
is	the	grading	contract.	For	instance,	in	“Taking	Time	out	for	Grading	and	Evaluating	While	
Working	in	a	Conventional	System”	(1997),	Peter	Elbow	advocates	for	grading	contracts	
and	narrative	evaluations	instead	of	traditional	grading	scales.	Ira	Shor	writes	at	length	
about	the	impact	of	giving	power	back	to	students	through	negotiated	grading	contracts	in	
his	1996	book	When	Students	Have	Power:	Negotiating	Authority	in	a	Critical	Pedagogy.	
More	recent	work,	such	as	Asao	Inoue’s	2012	“Grading	Contracts:	Assessing	Their	
Effectiveness	on	Different	Racial	Formations,”	suggests	that	a	grading	contract	focused	on	
student	labor	may	be	a	fairer	system	for	assessing	the	work	of	minority	students	than	
traditional	grading	models.		
	
Through	this	study,	I	wanted	to	understand	how	first-year	writing	students	perceive	
grading	and	respond	to	the	idea	of	using	a	grading	contract.	Before	instructors	attempt	to	
implement	a	grading	contract	in	the	classroom,	it	is	important	that	we	know	how	to	
introduce	the	grading	contract	to	students	in	ways	that	respect	students’	preconceptions	
about	grading,	their	values	regarding	writing	assessment,	and	their	degree	of	openness	to	
non-traditional	grading	models.		
	
Most	studies	of	grading	contracts	are	case	studies	of	individual	classrooms,	often	one	class	
led	by	one	instructor	(Bower,	2013;	Helmbrecht,	2017).	They	rarely	include	stage-setting	
data	collection,	such	as	surveys,	that	investigate	student	receptivity	to	alternative	grading	
models	before	they	are	implemented.	Many	studies	include	speculation	about	what	
students	feel	toward	the	grading	contract,	but	the	voices	of	students	are	often	unheard	
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until	halfway	into	the	grading	experiment	or	after	the	experimental	course	is	complete	
(Brubaker,	2010;	Inoue,	2012;	Lindemann	&	Harbke,	2011;	Potts,	2009;	Spidell	&	Thelin,	
2006;	Rosenfeld,	2014).		These	studies	have	largely	found	that	grading	contracts	are	among	
the	most	effective	grading	models	for	writing	courses	offered	by	traditional,	GPA-
based	academic	institutions	(Danielewicz	&	Elbow,	2009;	Elbow,	1997;	Shor,	1996),	but	
what	these	studies	have	neglected	is	rigorous,	up-front	research	(or	at	least,	clearly	
documented	research)	to	determine	the	best	type	of	grading	contract	to	use	for	their	
classroom	experiments.		
	
In	this	study,	I	surveyed	and	interviewed	students	in	Texas	Tech	University’s	first	year	
composition	program	about	their	feelings	toward	grades.	All	Texas	Tech	University	first-
year	writing	classes	used	traditional	grading	models	at	that	time,	in	which	students	handed	
in	assignments	and	received	letter	and	number	grades	back	throughout	the	semester.	
Grades	were	averaged	at	the	end	of	the	term	to	determine	final	grades.	During	the	study,	I	
introduced	students	to	the	concept	of	grading	contracts,	providing	them	with	two	contract	
models	to	evaluate,	and	asked	for	their	feedback	and	suggestions.	Many	of	my	assumptions	
about	how	students	would	respond	were	confirmed,	but	in	other	ways,	the	student	
responses	surprised	me.	These	study	results	could	be	used	to	guide	the	construction	of	a	
grading	contract	for	use	at	Texas	Tech	University	and,	perhaps	more	importantly,	offer	
some	insight	to	instructors	about	the	preconceptions	about	grading	they	will	encounter	
when	introducing	grading	contracts	to	students	in	the	composition	classroom.	
	
Methods	
	
The	study	began	with	a	30-question	survey	hosted	by	SurveyMonkey.	The	survey	was	
divided	into	three	parts:	demographic	information,	grading	history,	and	grading	contract	
evaluation	(where	participants	compared	three	different	grading	models).	An	optional	
section	was	included	at	the	end,	where	students	could	give	their	contact	information	if	they	
would	like	to	participate	in	a	focus	group	session	about	grading.	The	entire	survey	can	be	
found	in	Appendix	A	at	the	end	of	this	report.	
	
The	survey	was	directed	to	Texas	Tech	University	undergraduate	students	only,	specifically	
those	currently	taking	one	of	the	school’s	two	first-year	composition	classes:	ENGL	1301	or	
ENGL	1302.	These	courses	are	required	at	Texas	Tech	University,	although	students	can	
transfer	in	credit	for	these	courses	from	other	institutions	or	be	exempt	from	the	courses	
according	to	ACT	and	SAT	test	scores.	In	fall	2017,	when	this	survey	was	administered,	I	
was	a	grader	for	six	sections	of	ENGL	1301,	so	I	sent	a	link	to	the	survey	directly	to	
students	in	those	courses	via	email.	The	text	of	that	email	can	be	found	in	Appendix	B.	This	
email	was	sent	near	Thanksgiving	break,	so	I	sent	one	email	before	the	holiday	and	a	
reminder	email	after.	A	few	days	after	sending	the	survey	to	students,	I	received	around	35	
responses,	including	one	that	indicated	interest	in	participating	in	a	focus	group.	I	wanted	a	
greater	number	of	responses,	so	I	sent	a	link	to	the	survey	to	a	distribution	list	for	all	Texas	
Tech	first-year	writing	instructors,	asking	them	to	forward	the	survey	to	their	students.	
The	text	I	asked	teachers	to	forward	to	their	students	is	also	included	in	Appendix	B.	This	
ultimately	yielded	84	total	responses,	with	three	students	indicating	interest	in	a	focus	
group	session.	
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The	first	question	of	the	survey	asked	participants	whether	they	were	undergraduate	
students	at	Texas	Tech	University.	If	they	answered	no,	they	were	disqualified	from	the	
survey.	I	received	only	one	disqualified	response,	giving	me	a	total	of	83	valid	survey	
responses.	
	
The	demographic	information	section	asked	for	basic	information	such	as	age	and	year	in	
college.	The	grading	history	section	asked	students	to	estimate	the	average	grade	they	
received	on	writing	assignments	before	taking	ENGL	1301	as	well	as	the	average	grades	
they	were	receiving	in	ENGL	1301.	It	also	asked	how	important	it	was	to	for	participants	to	
make	an	A	or	at	least	a	B	or	a	C	in	ENGL	1301.	I	also	asked	whether	the	students	were	
members	of	the	honors	college	or	had	any	financial	aid	or	scholarships	that	required	a	
particular	GPA,	along	with	whether	or	not	they	felt	their	motivation	to	make	“high	grades”	
(however	they	defined	“high	grade”)	would	be	the	same	if	they	did	not	have	the	external	
requirement	to	maintain	a	certain	GPA.	Finally,	I	asked	whether	or	not	they	were	familiar	
with	the	term	“grading	contract”	and	asked	them	to	describe	their	experience,	mostly	to	see	
if	the	respondents	had	any	ideas	at	all	about	what	a	grading	contract	might	be—and	
whether	previous	experience	with	grading	contracts	would	make	them	more	or	less	open	
to	using	them	again.	
	
The	grading	contract	evaluation	section	provided	descriptions	of	three	different	grading	
models	for	the	participants	to	compare:	
	

1. Option	1:	Traditional	grading	–	A	portfolio	model	where	work	is	handed	in	and	
graded	throughout	the	semester,	with	a	final	portfolio	at	the	end.	This	is	similar	to	
what	students	were	currently	experiencing	in	ENGL	1301.	

2. Option	2:	Class-negotiated	grading	contract	–	A	contract	with	specific	labor	
requirements	to	get	a	B,	leaving	the	teacher	some	discretion	to	give	students	As	for	
exceptionally	high-quality	writing.	

3. Option	3:	Individual	grading	contract	–	This	option	is	the	same	as	option	2	except	
that	students	can	go	to	the	instructor	one-on-one	within	the	first	two	weeks	of	class	
to	negotiate	the	terms	of	their	contract.		

	
The	details	of	these	options	are	outlined	in	the	survey	questions	in	Appendix	A.	I	modeled	
the	class-negotiated	grading	contract	on	a	framework	proposed	by	Jane	Danielewicz	and	
Peter	Elbow	in	“A	Unilateral	Grading	Contract	to	Improve	Learning	and	Teaching”	(2009).	
Some	edits	were	made	according	to	other	models	highlighted	in	the	references	section	of	
this	report.	This	model	is	considered	a	hybrid	grading	contract	because	it	allows	for	
assessment	based	on	both	student	labor	and	writing	quality.	The	bulk	of	the	grade	is	
determined	according	to	students’	accomplishment	of	specifically	outlined	tasks,	but	the	
teacher	has	discretion	to	award	higher	grades	based	on	subjective	assessments	of	quality.	
At	the	time	I	began	this	study,	hybrid	contracts	were	the	most	common	form	of	contract	in	
use,	based	on	my	conversations	with	assessment	scholars	and	a	review	of	the	literature,	so	
I	wanted	to	focus	on	that	sort	of	contract.	I	became	more	familiar	with	100%	labor-based	
contracts	during	the	course	of	this	study	and	would	like	to	conduct	a	similar	survey	
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comparing	an	entirely	labor-based	contract	against	a	hybrid	version,	but	this	study	focused	
on	hybrid	models	due	to	their	more	widespread	use.		
	
I	developed	the	third	grading	model	option	for	this	study	because,	in	many	classes	that	use	
hybrid	contracts,	students	may	negotiate	individual	terms.	Institutions	like	The	Evergreen	
State	College	and	Hampshire	College	do	not	use	numerical	or	letter	grade	systems	at	all.	
Thus,	student	work	evaluations	are	entirely	qualitative	and	narrative	in	nature.	I	added	the	
individual	grading	contact	model	(option	3)	so	students	could	share	their	thoughts	on	a	
contract	that	is	negotiated	by	an	entire	class	versus	one	they	could	negotiate	individually.	It	
seemed	likely	that	some	students	might	prefer	to	negotiate	their	own	terms	and	that	others	
would	prefer	that	everyone	share	the	same	terms.	I	wanted	to	examine	how	these	groups	
differed	and	the	reasons	for	their	preferences.	To	simplify	the	differences	between	option	2	
and	option	3,	I	tied	the	description	of	the	individual	grading	contract	to	my	lengthy	
exposition	of	the	class-negotiated	contract.	This	seemed	to	increase	understanding	among	
survey	participants.	
	
Once	participants	had	read	about	all	three	options,	they	were	asked	to	rank	the	options	
according	to	preference.	They	were	also	asked	to	rate	each	model	individually	and	provide	
comments	as	desired.	In	one	question,	I	included	a	chart	of	different	emotions	and	asked	
students	to	select	the	emotions	they	felt	when	considering	each	option.	Their	responses	
and	preferences	could	then	be	analyzed	according	to	their	grading	histories	and	
demographics.	
	
Before	issuing	the	survey,	I	sent	a	draft	to	my	colleagues,	who	gave	me	feedback.	I	also	
asked	students	some	of	the	questions	from	the	survey	in	informal	conversations,	to	help	
me	determine	how	to	better	explain	the	options.	I	adjusted	the	survey	based	on	the	
feedback	I	got	and	then	sent	the	survey.	Students	received	no	compensation	for	
participating,	and	the	survey	was	closed	after	two	weeks	of	collecting	data.		
	
While	I	was	waiting	for	the	survey	results,	I	conducted	short	interviews	with	eight	first-
year	writing	students	about	their	feelings	toward	grades.	The	longest	interview	lasted	
seven	minutes.	I	recorded	these	using	the	voice	memo	app	on	my	phone,	in	the	hallways	of	
the	English	building	between	classes.	These	interviews	varied	based	on	the	student	and	
their	responses.	Common	questions	included:	
	

• What	is	the	first	thing	you	look	at	when	you	get	a	graded	paper	back	from	your	
instructor?	

• Have	you	ever	been	in	a	class	where	the	instructor	did	not	give	letter	or	number	
grades	until	the	end	of	the	semester?	

• How	do	you	think	you	would	feel	if	an	instructor	did	not	give	letter	or	number	
grades	until	the	end	of	the	semester?	

• What	are	the	reasons	you	might	feel	that	way?	
• How	would	you	feel	if	you	had	to	meet	twice	with	your	instructor	one-on-one	during	

the	semester	to	get	an	update	on	your	progress?	
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Many	of	these	conversations	included	discussions	about	teacher	comments	and	previous	
experiences	with	grading.		
	
Once	the	survey	results	came	back,	I	planned	to	get	the	students	who	had	given	their	
contact	information	together	for	a	focus	group,	where	we	would	discuss	different	grading	
contracts	and	their	current,	traditional	grading	model.	Unfortunately,	only	three	
respondents	indicated	they	would	participate	in	a	focus	group,	and	after	reaching	out	to	
that	group	two	times,	I	was	unable	to	recruit	anyone	to	participate	in	a	focus	group.	This	
study	happened	toward	the	end	of	the	fall	semester,	and	I	imagine	their	reluctance	to	
participate	had	to	do	with	finals	and	other	work	due	around	the	same	time.		
	
Limitations	
	
It	is	possible	that	some	students	completed	the	survey	more	than	one	time.	It’s	also	
possible	that	an	instructor	completed	the	survey	just	to	see	what	it	said,	but	I	received	no	
indications	that	either	of	these	events	occurred.	Also,	none	of	the	questions	were	required,	
so	the	results	are	reported	according	to	the	number	and	percentage	of	participants	that	
answered	each	question,	not	the	percentage	of	the	entire	number	of	participants.	
	
Because	there	were	83	qualified	survey	participants	(from	a	total	population	of	about	
3,000	first-year	composition	students),	the	margin	of	error	for	this	data	is	±10.76%	for	
95%	confidence.	Not	all	of	the	results	I	call	out	I	this	report	are	significant	according	to	that	
threshold.	However,	some	differences	(particularly	those	related	to	gender	and	overall	
grading	model	preference)	are	statistically	significant.		
	
Again,	this	study	was	conducted	exclusively	with	undergraduate	students	at	Texas	Tech	
University.	The	results	are	intended	to	paint	a	portrait	of	student	receptivity	and	
perceptions	of	grading	models	at	this	institution.	This	population	is	mostly	white,	with	low	
percentages	of	all	other	ethnic	classifications	other	than	Hispanic,	so	these	results	should	
not	necessarily	be	generalized	to	all	ethnic	groups.	
	
Student	responses	to	the	question	about	whether	they	have	any	prior	experience	with	
grading	contracts	should	be	taken	with	a	grain	of	salt.	It	is	clear	from	student	responses	
throughout	the	survey	that	many	of	the	students	who	said	they	were	familiar	with	grading	
contracts	actually	were	not.	The	question	should	be	treated	as	an	assessment	of	students’	
perceptions	of	what	a	grading	contract	is,	not	a	definitive	indicator	of	whether	or	not	these	
students	have	used	grading	contracts	before.	
	
As	students	matriculate	in	college,	they	are	more	likely	to	encounter	grading	contracts	or	
other	alternative	methods	of	grading.	Therefore,	the	perceptions	juniors	and	seniors	have	
of	grading	can	be	quite	different	from	freshmen	and	sophomores.	Based	on	interviews	with	
grading	contract	experts,	I	learned	that	student	farther	along	in	their	college	careers	seem	
more	receptive	to	grading	contracts.	The	students	in	this	survey	are	largely	first-year	
college	students,	just	out	of	high	school.	Because	they	have	limited	experience	with	college-
level	grading,	they	may	find	it	difficult	to	imagine	using	a	system	other	than	the	traditional	
system	they	are	used	to.	Other	institutions	with	less	traditional	first-year	populations	may	
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get	different	responses	to	similar	surveys.	And	because	the	number	of	sophomores	and	
juniors	responding	to	the	survey	was	quite	low,	it	is	difficult	to	draw	conclusions	about	
how	students	further	along	in	their	academic	careers	might	respond	to	grading	contracts	
based	on	this	sample.	I	mention	a	few	interesting	differences	according	to	the	students’	
academic	standing,	but	bear	in	mind	that	the	results	of	this	survey	are	primarily	concerned	
with	freshmen	student	responses.		
	
This	study	compares	two	very	specific	grading	contract	models	against	a	traditional	model.	
Instructors	may	devise	an	infinite	number	of	grading	contract	variations.	Any	of	those	
variations	could	affect	student	responses	to	those	contracts.		
	
It	should	also	be	noted	that	this	survey	asks	students	to	speculate	on	how	they	imagine	it	
would	be	to	have	these	kinds	of	grading	systems.	We	do	not	know	how	these	students	
would	actually	respond	if	they	took	a	class	that	used	these	grading	systems.	Student	
perceptions	of	any	grading	system	will	be	molded	by	the	way	the	instructor	implements	
and	explains	the	contract	as	well	as	how	the	classroom	community	responds	to	the	
contract.	The	results	of	this	study	should	be	used	to	understand	the	preconceptions	
students	will	be	coming	in	with	on	day	one,	rather	than	how	they	may	feel	two	months	into	
using	the	contract.		
	
Results	
	
Demographics	
A	total	of	84	participants	responded	to	the	study,	one	of	which	was	disqualified	because	he	
or	she	was	not	an	undergraduate	student	at	Texas	Tech	University.	Of	the	remaining	83,	81	
answered	the	demographic	questions.	All	but	one	participant	were	between	ages	18	and	
25,	with	84%	under	the	age	of	20.	A	full	62%	of	respondents	were	18	years	old.	22%	were	
19,	and	8%	were	20.	One	participant	was	45	years	old.	The	percentage	of	male	and	female	
respondents	were	close	to	equal—45%	female,	53%	male,	and	2%	undisclosed.	The	
majority	of	respondents	were	white	(65%),	and	27%	identified	themselves	as	Hispanic.	
Only	3.7%	identified	as	Asian,	2.5%	as	American	Indian/Alaskan	Native,	and	1.2%	Black.	
These	classifications	were	taken	from	Texas	Tech	University’s	Population	Center.	
Multiracial	was	not	included	as	an	option,	but	students	could	select	more	than	one	option	
or	not	answer	at	all.	Five	students	selected	two	different	categories.	
	
The	vast	majority	of	respondents	had	just	graduated	high	school	in	May	of	2017—77.5%.	
Students	who	graduated	in	2016	amounted	to	11%.	After	that,	there	were	only	four	who	
graduated	in	2015,	three	who	graduated	in	2014,	one	from	2010,	and	one	from	1990.	For	
79%	of	respondents,	2017	was	their	first	year	in	college.	Only	one	student	started	college	
before	2014	(in	2010).	Naturally,	86%	of	respondents	were	freshman	in	college,	8%	were	
sophomores,	and	5%	were	juniors.	No	one	indicated	any	other	classifications.		
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Figure	1	

	
Grading	History	
Eighty	people	responded	to	the	questions	about	grading	history.	Most	respondents	
indicated	that	they	received	an	average	of	A	or	B	on	their	written	work	before	college,	with	
B	edging	out	A	46%	to	43%.	Only	seven	participants	reported	receiving	mostly	Cs,	and	one	
reported	getting	Ds.	The	average	grades	they	reported	receiving	on	written	work	in	ENGL	
1301	went	down	only	slightly.	The	number	of	people	getting	Bs	stayed	about	the	same	at	
46%,	but	only	39%	reported	receiving	As.	Nine	said	they	were	receiving	Cs,	and	two	
reported	Ds.	None	claimed	to	get	Fs,	which	is	interesting	because	many	students	in	ENGL	
1301	do	receive	Ds	and	Fs.	This	survey	is	light	in	participation	from	students	who	are	
failing	the	class,	but	it	is	possible	that	some	people	who	are	getting	Ds	and	Fs	think	they	are	
getting	higher	grades	than	they	actually	are.	
	
Of	the	34	people	who	reported	receiving	As	in	high	school,	15	were	now	receiving	Bs	on	
college	work.	Two	were	getting	Cs.	Of	the	36	who	reported	getting	Bs,	14	were	now	getting	
As.	Four	were	now	getting	Cs	on	their	work.	Those	who	reported	C-level	work	in	high	
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school	are	now	spread	out,	with	one	getting	As,	three	getting	Bs,	two	still	getting	Cs,	and	
one	getting	Ds.	The	one	student	self-reporting	D	grades	in	high	school	stayed	the	same	
from	high	school	to	college.		
	
Only	10	respondents	were	sophomores	or	juniors,	but	interestingly,	none	of	the	six	
sophomores	were	currently	making	A	grades	in	ENGL	1301.	None	of	the	four	juniors	were	
making	less	than	a	B.		
	
Only	two	respondents	were	members	of	the	honors	college,	and	both	of	them	said	they	
would	still	be	motivated	to	make	high	grades	even	if	the	honors	college	did	not	require	it.		
	
Almost	half	of	the	respondents	(46%)	said	they	were	receiving	financial	aid	or	scholarships	
that	require	a	certain	GPA.	Of	those	students,	92%	said	they	would	still	be	motivated	to	
make	high	grades	even	if	their	financial	aid	did	not	require	it.	Only	three	students	said	they	
would	not	be	motivated	if	the	external	requirement	was	not	present.	I	compared	the	
answers	to	all	questions	based	on	whether	the	students	had	financial	aid/scholarship	
requirements,	and	there	were	no	significant	differences	between	the	answers	of	students	
with	or	without	financial	aid.		
	
82%	of	respondents	said	grades	are	more	important	to	them	now	than	they	were	in	high	
school.	Only	4%	said	that	grades	were	now	less	important.	14%	said	they	felt	about	the	
same	about	grades	now.	
	
64%	said	it	was	very	important	that	they	make	an	A	in	an	English	class.	25%	said	it	was	
somewhat	important.	Only	five	participants	said	it	was	unimportant	to	them	to	make	an	A.	
An	even	greater	percentage	(70%)	said	it	was	very	important	to	make	at	least	a	B	in	an	
English	class.	Again,	25%	said	it	was	somewhat	important,	and	only	four	people	said	it	was	
unimportant.	However,	20%	it	was	unimportant	to	them	to	make	at	least	a	C,	which	I	
interpret	to	mean	that	many	people	do	not	even	see	a	C	as	an	option.	They	must	make	As	or	
Bs	to	feel	content.	
	
Women	reported	receiving	Bs	on	their	work	before	ENGL	1301	more	frequently	than	men	
(Figure	2).	Men	more	often	reported	getting	As	on	previous	work.	However,	the	grades	
flipped	for	college	ENGL	1301.	53%	of	women	reported	receiving	As	on	ENGL	1301	work,	
and	only	30%	of	men	reported	receiving	As	(Figure	3).	
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Figure	2			 	 	 	 	 Figure	3	

	
About	26%	of	respondents	said	they	had	taken	a	class	before	where	they	received	a	grade	
at	the	end	but	not	letter	or	number	grades	during	the	semester.	This	grading	approach	was	
used	in	a	variety	of	classes,	including	history,	math,	science,	and	economics,	but	most	
students	reported	its	use	in	English	and	chemistry	classes.	Still,	the	numbers	were	not	
large.	Only	three	students	reported	English,	and	another	three	reported	chemistry.	Many	of	
the	students	who	had	experienced	a	class	where	grades	were	withheld	reported	negative	
feelings	about	it.	Of	the	21	people	who	had	not	gotten	grades	during	the	semester,	13	made	
negative	comments,	three	had	neutral	reactions,	and	one	gave	a	positive	review.	The	others	
didn’t	leave	qualitative	comments.		
	
Thirteen	respondents	claimed	they	were	familiar	with	grading	contracts	specifically.	At	this	
point	in	the	survey,	no	information	had	yet	been	provided	about	what	a	grading	contract	is,	
so	some	participants	incorrectly	stated	yes.	However,	some	were	familiar	with	the	idea	(at	
least	loosely),	with	one	student	stating,	“Everyone	in	class	agrees	on	how	assignments	and	
behavior	should	be	treated.”	However,	one	response	talked	about	a	rubric	as	a	grading	
contract,	conflating	the	two.	One	said	grading	contracts	were	“fair.”	Another	said	they	are	
“okay.”	Most	others	admitted	they	were	not	sure	exactly	what	a	grading	contract	is.		
	
Grading	Contract	Evaluation	
When	asked	to	rank	the	three	different	grading	models	from	1	(most	preferred)	to	3	(least	
preferred),	most	participants	put	Option	1,	the	traditional	grading	model,	at	the	top	(Figure	
4).	Of	the	69	people	who	responded	to	this	set	of	questions,	44	(63.8%)	selected	traditional	
grading	as	their	most	preferred	option.	17	respondents	(25%)	selected	Option	2,	the	class-
negotiated	grading	contract.	Only	eight	participants	(12.1%)	selected	Option	3,	the	
individual	grading	contract	
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Figure	4	

	
Preference	for	the	two	grading	contract	options	(options	2	and	3)	as	a	second	or	third	
choice	was	about	even.	Although	preference	for	the	class-negotiated	option	is	a	bit	higher,	
the	class-negotiated	contract	and	the	individual	grading	contract	were	both	ranked	as	
either	the	top	or	second	pick	by	about	half	of	the	participants	(35	respondents	out	of	69).			
	
When	asked	to	rate	each	contract	on	a	scale	from	1	(hate)	to	5	(love),	the	results	stayed	
consistent	(Figure	5).	The	traditional	model	received	a	3.84	average	rating.	The	class-
negotiated	option	received	a	3.13,	and	the	individual	grading	contract	received	a	2.99.		
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Figure	5	

	
Most	of	the	respondents	indicated	they	were	okay	with	all	of	the	grading	models,	with	very	
few	“dislikes”	and	“hates.”	Most	of	the	responses	to	the	traditional	model	were	positive.	(46	
of	69	respondents	side	they	liked	or	loved	the	traditional	model.)	The	most	popular	
response	for	the	two	contract	models	was	“no	strong	feelings,”	and	the	class-negotiated	
grading	contract	received	slightly	more	positive	(like	or	love)	reviews	than	the	individual	
grading	contract	(27	compared	to	18).	Three	respondents	left	qualitative	comments	(the	
text	is	included	here	unaltered):	
	

All	of	the	options	feel	extreamly	tedius,	instead	of	focusing	on	giving	students	the	
tools	to	become	great	writers	the	options	stuff	the	class	full	of	so	much	writing	that	
a	student	that	is	not	invested	in	writing	or	has	the	disaplin	to	keep	up	with	all	the	
busy	work	will	eventualy	begin	to	burn	out	and	give	less	effort	
	
I	have	never	heard	of	grading	contracts	before,	and	trying	to	get	the	entire	class	on	
the	same	page	seems	very	difficult	to	do.	
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Again,	I	do	not	like	these	ideas.	In	my	opinion	every	person	should	be	able	to	get	an	
A	if	they	do	the	certain	conditions	necessary	for	certain	assignments.	By	that,	the	
teacher	should	be	responsible	for	handing	out	information	to	get	100	in	all	of	the	
assignments.	If	the	student	is	able	to	fulfill	the	requirements,	he	has	mastered	the	
topics	as	well	as	being	benefitted	with	better	grades.	

	
Next,	respondents	were	asked	to	check	any	emotions	that	the	different	grading	contracts	
elicited.	I	will	highlight	the	most	significant	responses	here,	but	the	entire	list	of	responses	
is	located	in	Appendix	C.		
	
The	most	frequently	selected	feelings	were:		
	

Feeling	 Option	1:	
Traditional	Grading	

Option	2:	Class-
Negotiated	Contract	

Option	3:	Individual	
Contract		

Total	

Happy		 38	 20	 11	 52	
Anxious		 16	 26	 24	 48	
Curious	 8	 21	 28	 47	
Concerned	 11	 27	 22	 45	
Calm	 29	 15	 11	 42	

Figure	6	
	
The	least	frequently	selected	feelings	were:	
	

Feeling	 Option	1:	
Traditional	Grading	

Option	2:	Class-
Negotiated	Contract	

Option	3:	Individual	
Contract		

Total	

Sad	 7	 14	 6	 25	
Alarmed	 7	 14	 12	 25	
Upset	 5	 13	 11	 25	
Disgusted	 5	 13	 10	 24	
Carefree	 18	 5	 6	 24	
Overjoyed	 16	 7	 1	 23	

Figure	7	
	
Participants	generally	indicated	more	negative	feelings	toward	the	two	grading	contract	
models	and	more	positive	feelings	toward	the	traditional	model,	but	they	did	indicate	a	
high	level	of	curiosity	about	the	two	contract	grading	models.	The	only	emotion	that	only	
received	one	response	was	“overjoyed”	for	the	independent	contract.	All	the	other	feelings	
were	selected	at	least	three	times	for	each	grading	model.	
	
Participants	were	asked	to	write	qualitative	comments	about	the	three	models.	All	three	
models	received	13	comments	each.	For	the	traditional	models,	respondents	mostly	said,	“I	
like	it,”	and	two	made	a	comment	about	how	they	like	the	portfolio	option	for	bringing	
grades	up	or	fixing	mistakes.	One	mentioned	they	like	knowing	their	grade	throughout	the	
semester,	and	two	said	they	would	prefer	to	keep	things	the	same.		
	
The	class-negotiated	grading	contract	received	a	mixture	of	comments.	Two	used	strong	
language	to	indicate	this	system	was	“horrible”	or	that	they	“absolutely	hate”	it.	One	said	
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they	didn’t	care	much	but	disliked	this	option	the	most.	One	said	there	should	be	no	
guaranteed	grades,	and	another	said	they	liked	it	but	a	B	should	only	be	given	if	effort	is	
shown.	One	person	worried	that	it	was	“too	much”	and	“people	might	forget	what	to	do.”	
One	said	it	sounded	interesting,	and	another	said	it	was	“all	right.”	One	commenter	wrote:	
“Do	you	really	expect	all	of	the	students	in	the	class	to	agree	on	multiple	conditions,	and	try	
to	fit	everyone's	needs?”	
	
The	comments	for	the	individual	grading	contract	were	slightly	more	positive	or	neutral	
than	for	the	class-negotiated	option.	Only	one	commenter	used	strong	language	to	say,	
“Still	horrible,	however	worth	a	try.”	Most	people	made	neutral	comments—that	“it’s	okay	
but	not	my	first	choice.”	One	said:	“sounds	like	more	work.”	One	said	they	were	“interested	
in	what	this	could	be.”	Two	expressed	concern	about	the	professor’s	ability	to	be	fair	and	
keep	track	of	multiple	grading	contracts.	One	said,	“I	like	this	because	it	also	gives	you	one-
on-one	with	your	professor	or	with	someone	who	can	give	you	professional	help	other	than	
just	your	own	opinion.”	
	
Specific	group	preferences	
Interestingly,	students	who	indicated	it	was	“very	important”	for	them	to	get	an	A	in	the	
class	were	more	likely	to	give	the	independent	grading	contract	a	higher	rating	than	
participants	who	indicated	less	concern	about	getting	an	A.	This	high-achieving	group	rated	
the	class-negotiated	contract	much	lower	than	other	participants.	This	group	still	preferred	
the	traditional	grading	model,	but	not	as	much	as	other	groups.	Regardless	of	grading	
model,	they	seem	to	prefer	more	contact	with	the	professor	and	more	tailored	approaches	
to	grading.	They	are	concerned	with	fairness,	and	many	of	them	indicated	that	they	were	
not	sure	a	class	could	agree	on	contract	terms	that	would	work	for	everyone.	Some	
indicated	that	they	wanted	to	know	exactly	how	to	get	an	A—if	the	B	was	defined,	they	
needed	to	be	able	to	set	their	own	terms	for	getting	a	higher	grade.	Both	grading	contracts	
made	them	feel	more	anxious	and	concerned	than	other	groups,	but	they	indicated	much	
more	curiosity	about	the	individual	grading	contract	than	any	other	group.		
	
Students	who	indicated	it	was	“very	important”	to	get	at	least	a	B	or	a	C	did	not	appear	to	
deviate	much	from	the	average	responses.		
	
Student	preference	for	a	certain	model	did	not	vary	based	on	what	their	grades	currently	
were	in	ENGL	1301	or	the	grades	they	got	on	written	work	before	this	class.	Only	their	
internal	motivation	to	get	an	A	seemed	to	steer	students	toward	certain	preferences.	
	
Students	who	indicated	they	had	some	familiarity	with	grading	contracts	tended	to	rate	the	
grading	contracts	slightly	higher	than	their	peers.	However,	the	degree	of	familiarity	these	
students	actually	have	with	grading	contracts	is	questionable.	37%	of	those	familiar	with	
grading	contracts	said	they	liked	or	loved	the	class-negotiated	contract,	compared	to	33%	
of	other	participants.	50%	of	students	who	had	previous	knowledge	of	grading	contracts	
liked	the	individual	grading	contract,	while	only	21%	of	other	participants	liked	or	loved	
the	individual	contact	model.	However,	this	data	is	complicated	by	the	responses	of	those	
who	have	had	professors	withhold	grades	until	the	end	of	the	semester	(perhaps	using	a	
grading	contract,	but	most	likely	not).	These	individuals	rated	the	class-negotiated	contract	
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lower	than	their	peers	(29%	liking	or	loving	it	compared	to	42%	of	other	students),	but	
they	rated	the	individual	contract	much	higher	(47%	liking	or	loving	it	compared	to	19%).		
	
Male	students	rated	the	grading	contracts	slightly	higher	than	female	students.	38%	of	
women	and	43%	of	men	rated	the	class-negotiated	model	positively	(they	liked	or	loved	it).	
For	the	individual	grading	contract,	the	difference	was	greater.	17%	of	women	and	34%	of	
men	rated	it	positively.	Men	generally	seemed	more	comfortable	with	the	independent	
contract,	while	women	tended	to	rate	the	traditional	grading	system	more	positively.	86%	
of	women	liked	or	loved	the	traditional	grading	model,	compared	to	55%	of	men.				
	
The	differences	between	the	grades	women	remember	getting	and	what	men	remember	
getting	in	classes	before	ENGL	1301	might	be	interesting	to	study.	Men	remember	getting	
As,	while	more	women	remember	getting	Bs,	but	women	report	getting	As	in	college	more	
frequently	than	men.	Is	this	a	reflection	of	women’s	tendency	to	downplay	their	
accomplishments?	Or	is	there	potentially	a	bias	toward	women	in	college	courses?	My	
findings	line	up	with	other	educational	research	indicating	that	women	tend	to	out-
perform	men	in	college.			
	
One-on-one	interviews	
I	was	unable	to	get	the	response	needed	to	conduct	the	focus	groups	as	I	had	intended,	but	I	
still	wanted	to	talk	with	students	in	person	about	their	feelings	about	grades.	To	obtain	
more	qualitative	feedback,	I	roamed	the	hallways	of	Texas	Tech	University’s	English	
building	and	interviewed	eight	undergraduate	students	who	had	taken	ENGL	1301.	These	
interviews	yielded	a	few	findings.	
	

1. Letter	and	number	grades	are	important	to	students.	They	look	at	those	
immediately	when	they	get	an	assignment	back	from	the	instructor.	

2. They	also	pay	attention	to	instructor	comments.	All	eight	of	the	students	I	
interviewed	said	they	look	at	the	comments	and	try	to	follow	instructor	suggestions	
on	future	revisions	and	assignments.	

3. Three	students	mentioned	that	they	want	instructor	comments	to	be	more	specific	
and	provide	more	example	of	how	they	can	improve.		

4. Only	one	person	had	taken	a	class	where	the	instructor	intentionally	withheld	letter	
grades	until	the	end	of	the	semester.	The	class	was	history,	and	the	student	knew	
she	was	doing	well	in	the	class	even	without	getting	grades.	Because	she	received	
feedback	that	she	was	doing	well,	she	didn’t	worry	too	much.	She	said	that	if	she	had	
been	told	she	was	lagging	behind,	it	would	have	been	more	nerve-wracking.	

5. All	students	expressed	some	anxiety	about	not	receiving	a	letter	grade	until	the	end	
of	the	semester.	Most	expressed	considerable	anxiety.		

6. Five	of	the	students	mentioned	financial	aid	and	scholarship	GPA	requirements	as	a	
major	reason	they	needed	to	know	their	grades	throughout	the	semester.	

7. All	students	said	that	meeting	with	the	instructor	twice	during	the	semester	would	
alleviate	some	or	most	of	their	anxiety.	One	student	said	she	would	not	like	the	extra	
hassle	of	going	to	visit	the	instructor	in	his	or	her	office,	but	she	would	do	it	if	she	
needed	to.	
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I	did	not	ask	these	students	to	compare	the	different	grading	models	because	these	
interviews	were	designed	to	be	short,	so	I	do	not	have	feedback	from	the	interviews	about	
which	grading	contracts	they	would	prefer	or	why.	The	information	gleaned	from	these	
interviews	is	very	limited.	
	
Discussion	
	
Grading	History	
No	real	correlation	exists	between	grades	made	in	high	school	and	grades	made	in	college,	
except	in	the	loosest	of	terms.	The	general	distribution	of	grades,	at	least	according	to	this	
sample,	seems	to	remain	the	same	between	high	school	and	college,	but	much	swapping	
can	happen	between	students	receiving	As	and	Bs.	A	student	who	makes	A	grades	in	high	
school	has	about	a	50/50	chance	of	continuing	to	make	As	in	college,	and	it	is	the	same	with	
B	students.	C	students	are	more	unpredictable.	
	
Older	students	were	more	likely	to	make	Bs	in	the	class.	Students	under	age	20	reported	
making	many	more	As	but	also	more	Cs	than	the	other	groups.	None	of	these	findings	were	
too	unexpected.		
	
Also,	grades	did	not	seem	to	go	down	very	much	at	all	from	high	school	to	college.	In	fact,	
many	students	are	now	receiving	higher	grades	than	they	did	in	previous	classes.	This	
contradicts	the	notion	that	college	instructors	are	much	harsher	graders	than	high	school	
teachers.	The	instructors	of	ENGL	1301	are	still	doling	out	about	the	same	percentage	of	
each	grade	as	students	were	experiencing	in	high	school.	Some	A	students	are	now	making	
Bs,	and	some	B	students	are	now	making	As.	But	the	number	of	these	grades	that	we	assign	
is	about	the	same	as	in	high	school	classes.		
	
A	more	interesting	finding	to	me,	however,	was	the	lack	of	impact	financial	aid	had	on	
students’	answers	to	the	survey	questions.	Because	students	in	my	one-on-one	interviews	
frequently	mentioned	financial	aid	requirements	as	a	major	reason	they	needed	to	keep	
tabs	on	their	grades,	I	assumed	students	receiving	financial	aid	would	be	more	motivated	
to	make	As	or	have	preferences	for	particular	grading	models.	This	was	not	the	case.	
Survey	answers	were	almost	identical	between	the	group	with	GPA	requirements	for	
financial	aid	and	those	without	any	financial	aid	requirements.	This	includes	the	grades	
they	receive,	their	motivation	to	get	certain	grades,	and	their	grading	model	preferences.	
	
One	thing	that	seemed	to	make	a	difference	in	the	answers	to	the	grading	motivation	
questions	was	how	many	years	the	respondent	had	been	in	college.	Juniors	and	
sophomores	were	less	concerned	about	making	an	A	in	the	class	and	were	more	likely	to	
say	that	making	a	grade	of	B	was	“very	important.”	Freshmen	focused	more	on	getting	As.	
In	general,	the	sample	of	sophomores	and	juniors	is	so	much	lower	than	freshman	that	it	is	
difficult	to	draw	conclusions	about	those	groups;	however,	the	numbers	indicate	that	
making	an	A	becomes	less	important	as	students	matriculate.	They	also	gain	exposure	to	
more	grading	methods	and	generally	have	a	more	neutral	view	of	grades.		
	



Cowan	16	

When	it	comes	to	previous	experience	with	alternative	grading	models,	21	students	had	
experienced	systems	where	they	did	not	receive	grades	during	the	semester.	Juniors	and	
sophomores	were	more	likely	to	have	experienced	this	kind	of	grading	than	freshmen.	
Thirteen	of	those	students	had	very	negative	things	to	say	about	that	approach.	The	
comments	largely	centered	around	the	uncertainty,	saying	things	like,	“it	never	showed	my	
progress,”	“I	didn’t	know	where	I	stood,”	“it	was	hard	to	keep	track	of	how	well	I	was	doing	
or	know	what	I	was	doing	wrong,”	and	“I	don’t	know	how	much	I	need	to	improve.”	Those	
who	felt	neutral	or	positive	about	the	experience	saw	the	uncertainty	as	a	potentially	good	
thing,	saying	things	like,	“It	was	good	because	I	was	never	knowing	if	I	could	slack	off	or	
not,	and	it	pushed	me	to	try	and	to	my	best.”	But	even	in	these	cases,	they	still	focused	on	
the	uncertainty.	None	of	the	students	reported	that	the	instructor	had	effectively	explained	
the	strategy	behind	withholding	grades.	None	appeared	to	be	able	to	imagine	that	an	
instructor	could	keep	students	informed	of	their	progress	and	standing	without	using	letter	
or	number	grades.		
	
Most	students	do	not	have	sense	that	there	could	be	a	better	option	than	a	traditional	
grading	system.	Some	expressed	concern	that	all	kinds	of	grading	were	unfair	and	that	they	
had	never	seen	a	good	option,	but	most	felt	content	with	the	grading	systems	they	were	
used	to.	Many	had	difficulty	describing	what	made	the	other	grading	models	they’d	
experienced	different.		
	
It	appears	that	instructors	have	not	been	transparent	with	most	of	these	students	about	the	
rationale	behind	their	grading	models.	Student	receptivity	to	grading	contracts	could	
increase	if	instructors	took	the	time	to	thoroughly	explain	the	details	of	the	grading	
contract	and	why	the	instructor	wants	the	class	to	negotiate	a	grading	contract.	These	
discussions	should	happen	regularly	throughout	the	semester	to	help	ease	student	anxiety	
about	grades.	
	
In	sum,	students	are	steeped	in	traditional	grading	methods,	and	grades	matter	a	lot	to	
them,	regardless	of	whether	or	not	they	have	financial	aid	or	other	external	GPA	
requirements.	Most	students	are	motivated	to	get	As	or	Bs	on	their	work,	and	not	many	are	
used	to	getting	lower	grades	than	those.	They	are	unsure	about	grading	contracts	because	
they	have	not	encountered	many	different	types	of	grading.	Mostly,	students	want	to	
understand	why	we	grade	the	way	they	do	and	how	they	can	meet	our	expectations.			
	
Grading	Contract	Evaluation	
Students	clearly	preferred	the	traditional	grading	model	they	are	used	to.	However,	very	
few	students	indicated	that	they	“hated”	the	contract	models	or	that	they	thought	
everything	about	them	was	bad.	Most	students	indicated	an	openness	and	curiosity	about	
grading	contracts	but	apprehension	about	not	knowing	their	grades	during	the	semester	or	
about	potential	unfairness	if	people	negotiate	their	own	contracts.	Some	were	adamant	
that	effort	should	be	taken	into	consideration	and	did	not	think	that	simply	turning	in	an	
assignment	indicated	effort.	They	felt	that	effort	and	should	somehow	be	factored	into	the	
final	grade.		
	



Cowan	17	

Students,	particularly	male	respondents,	like	the	potential	customization	of	the	individual	
contract	and	tend	to	mistrust	the	class	contract,	thinking	it	potentially	unfair.	However,	the	
class-negotiated	contract	was,	overall,	rated	more	highly	than	the	individual	contract.		
	
Only	gender	and	desire	to	get	an	A	in	the	course	seemed	to	influence	which	kinds	of	
grading	systems	students	preferred.	The	important	thing	to	note	is	that	although	most	
students	decidedly	prefer	the	idea	of	a	traditional	grading	model,	they	are	not	completely	
opposed	to	the	idea	of	a	grading	contract.	Those	with	negative	experiences	around	grading	
contracts	appear	to	have	not	had	the	concept	of	a	grading	contract	explained	to	them.	
Therefore,	if	we	want	to	introduce	grading	contracts	to	these	students,	we	must	be	
absolutely	transparent	about	our	intentions	and	the	exact	requirements	of	the	contract.	We	
must	openly	discuss	issues	of	fairness	in	class,	to	put	both	high	achieving	and	more	
“average”	students	at	ease.		
	
Students	will	likely	never	be	totally	comfortable	with	not	knowing	their	exact	grade	
throughout	the	semester,	but	we	can	allay	many	of	their	anxieties	through	open	
communication	and	explanation	of	our	grading	pedagogies.	Most	freshmen	in	college	have	
never	been	told	why	a	teacher	uses	a	certain	kind	of	grading	model.	They	often	can’t	
conceive	of	anything	other	than	a	traditional	turn-in/get-grade-back	system.	The	move	to	a	
grading	contract	is	not	only	a	change	in	our	grading	practices;	it	is	a	change	in	the	entire	
structure	of	the	class.	Thus,	the	students	must	be	heavily	involved	in	the	construction	of	the	
contract.		
	
The	results	of	this	study	point	to	a	number	of	potential	areas	for	research,	including	
male/female	differences	in	grading	perceptions	and	achievement,	motivations	for	
achieving	high	grades,	and	the	change	in	student	perceptions	of	before	and	after	using	
grading	contracts	in	class.		
	
Future	Considerations	
	
During	the	course	of	this	study,	I	interviewed	a	few	scholars	who	use	grading	contracts.	In	
the	process,	I	became	more	familiar	with	purely	labor-based	grading	contracts	and	realized	
a	good	future	study	could	ask	students	to	compare	a	hybrid	contract	and	a	labor-based	
contract.	Beyond	that,	I	am	considering	comparing	a	hybrid	contract	and	an	all-labor	
contract	against	each	other	in	a	field	experiment.	Because	of	the	concerns	about	fairness	
raised	by	the	students	in	this	study,	I	am	moving	way	from	individually-negotiated	grading	
contracts	and	focusing	on	contracts	the	whole	class	negotiates	together.	This	comparison	
experiment	might	be	similar	to	Glenda	Potts’s	research	in	“A	Simple	Alternative	to	Grading”	
(2010)	and	would	investigate	whether	labor-based	grading	contracts	yield	similar	grading	
results	as	compared	to	hybrid	contracts.	These	sorts	of	comparisons	can	be	nearly	
impossible	to	make	because	of	the	uniqueness	of	every	writing	class,	but	a	long-term	study	
like	Potts’s	could	reveal	useful	patterns.		
	
Furthermore,	given	the	pedagogical	tensions	between	quality-based	assessment	and	fully	
labor-based	assessment,	I	would	like	to	get	not	only	student,	but	teacher	feedback	on	using	
labor-based	contracts	and	hybrid	contracts.	I	may	submit	a	survey	similar	to	the	one	in	this	
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report	to	instructors	in	the	hopes	of	understanding	teacher	perceptions	of	traditional	
grading	systems,	hybrid	grading	contracts,	and	entirely	labor-based	contracts.	Surveys	and	
focus	groups	could	help	proponents	of	grading	contracts	understand	what	kinds	of	
instruction	and	training	need	to	happen	around	grading	contracts	and	could	illuminate	
some	problematic	features	of	grading	contracts	that,	if	adjusted,	could	make	them	more	
appealing	to	a	wider	audience	of	instructors.	
	
	
	
Appendix	A:	Survey	Questions		
Refer	to	attached	PDF	(appendix-a-survey-questions.pdf)	for	survey	questions.	
	
Appendix	B:	Survey	Email	Text	
Email	sent	to	the	sections	I	graded:	
	
Subject:	Survey	about	grading	
	
Hi	there,	
	
I’m	one	of	your	graders	for	ENGL	1301,	and	I’m	currently	conducting	a	survey	about	
grading.	The	goal	is	to	get	feedback	from	students	taking	ENGL	1301	and	1302	so	we	can	
understand	your	feelings	about	grades	and	how	we	can	improve	our	grading	policies	in	the	
future.		
	
This	survey	will	only	take	around	15	minutes,	and	your	input	could	make	a	big	difference	in	
the	future	of	our	program.		Maybe	you'll	have	a	minute	during	the	holiday	to	fill	this	out.	
Thank	you	for	your	time!	
	
Link	to	survey:	
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/8RNXWVJ	
	
If	you	have	questions	or	comments,	please	email	michelle.cowan@ttu.edu.		
	
Many	thanks,	
	
Michelle	Cowan	
	
	
Text	sent	to	other	instructors	to	forward	on	and	share	the	survey:	
	
Subject:	Survey	about	grading	
	
We	are	conducting	a	survey	about	grading	and	want	your	feedback.	All	students	taking	
ENGL	1301	or	1302	(or	who	recently	took	ENGL	1301	or	1302)	are	invited	to	take	a	short,	
15-minute	survey	about	your	feelings	toward	grades.	
	



Cowan	19	

This	information	will	be	used	to	help	us	improve	our	grading	policies	for	English	classes	in	
the	future.	Your	opinion	could	make	a	big	difference.		
	
Survey	link:	
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/8RNXWVJ	
	
If	you	have	questions	or	comments,	please	email	michelle.cowan@ttu.edu.		
	
Thank	you	for	your	time!	
	
Michelle	Cowan,	lead	researcher	
	
Appendix	C:	Feelings	about	grading	options	
Refer	to	attached	PDF	(appendix-c-feelings.pdf)	for	a	full	list	of	feelings	students	selected.	
	
	
	
References	
	
Bower,	J.	(2013).	Reduced	to	numbers:	from	concealing	to	revealing	learning.	

Counterpoints,	451,	154–168.	www.jstor.org/stable/42982089	

Brubaker,	N.D.	(2010).	Negotiating	authority	by	designing	individualized	grading	contracts.	
Studying	Teacher	Education:	Journal	of	Self-Study	of	Teacher	Education,	6(3),	257-
267.			

Danielewicz,	J.	&	Elbow,	P.	(2009).	A	unilateral	grading	contract	to	improve	learning	and	
teaching.	College	Composition	and	Communication,	61(2),	244-268.	
http://works.bepress.com/peter_elbow/39/	

Downing,	Marjorie.	(1964).	Variations	in	college	grading	systems.	The	Journal	of	Higher	
Education,	35(2),	98–100.	www.jstor.org/stable/1979786	

Elbow,	Peter.	Taking	time	out	from	grading	and	evaluating	while	working	in	a	
conventional	system.	Assessing	Writing,	4(1),	5-27.	

FAQ:	For	parents	and	families	of	prospective	students.	(2017).	Hampshire,	Retrieved	from	
https://www.hampshire.edu/admissions/faq-for-parents-and-families-of-
prospective-students#evals.		

Inoue,	A.B.	(2012).	Grading	contracts:	assessing	their	effectiveness	on	different	racial	
formations.	In	A.B.	Inoue	&	M.	Poe	(Eds.),	Race	and	Writing	Assessment	(pp.	78-93).	
New	York,	NY:	Peter	Lang.		

Inoue,	A.B.	(2014).	A	grade-less	writing	course	that	focuses	on	labor	and	assessing.	In	D.	
Coxwell-Teague	&	R.F.	Lunsford	(Eds.),	First-Year	Composition:	From	Theory	to	
Practice,	(pp.	71-110).	Anderson,	SC:	Parlor	Press.	



Cowan	20	

Kohn,	A.	(2013).	The	case	against	grades.	Counterpoints,	451,	143–153.	
www.jstor.org/stable/42982088	

Lindemann,	D.F.	&	Harbke,	C.R.	(2011).	Use	of	contract	grading	to	improve	grades	among	
college	freshmen	in	introductory	psychology.	SAGE	Open,	1(3).	

Mannello,	G.	(1964).	College	teaching	without	grades:	are	conventional	marking	practices	a	
deterrent	to	learning?	The	Journal	of	Higher	Education,	35(6),	328–334.	
www.jstor.org/stable/1980162	

Potts,	G.	(2010).	A	simple	alternative	to	grading.	Inquiry,	15(1),	29-42.		

Rosenfeld,	S.T.	(2014).	Responding	without	grading.	Writing	&	Pedagogy,	6(2),	365-378.	
doi:10.1558/wap.v6i2.365		

Shor,	I.	(1996).	When	Students	Have	Power:	Negotiating	Authority	in	a	Critical	Pedagogy.	
Chicago,	IL:	University	of	Chicago	Press.	

Sparks,	M.	(1967).	An	alternative	to	the	traditional	grading	system.	The	English	Journal,	
56(7),	pp.	1032–1034.	www.jstor.org/stable/812652	

Spidell,	C.	&	Thelin,	W.H.	(2006).	Not	ready	to	let	go:	a	study	of	resistance	to	grading	
contracts.	Composition	Studies,	34(1),	35-68	
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43501638	

	

	


