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Land Acknowledgement

A student walks past a display at Ottawa's Hillcrest High School on Canada's first National Day for Truth and Reconciliation on Sept. 30, 2021. (Blair Gable/Reuters) - 
Ottawa earmarks $40B for Indigenous child welfare compensation  | CBC News · Dec 13, 2021 |



Zoom Etiquette

• Please continue to keep your microphone muted during the presentation 
(except during Q&A periods). 

• Please do write your questions and comments in the Zoom chat as we go, 
participants should free to respond and comment too! 

• We will pause after each section for some Q&A, you can raise your hand on Zoom 
to join the queue. 

• Presenter slides (PDF) are posted in the Zoom chat, and will also be posted on the 
Skylight Online Teaching Series website after the session. 

• During breakout rooms, if you cannot participate, there’s no need to leave the session! 
Feel free to hang out in the Main Room and take a break for a few mins!
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1. What are some practical options for shifting our focus to learning? 

2. Why is it important to focus on learning instead of grades? 

3. Course policies and activities that may promote learning. 

4. Taking a scholarly approach to explore the impact of grades on feedback. 

5. What if students were in charge of their own learning ? 

6. What are some challenges and opportunities ? 

What can you do next?

Session Outline



What are some practical options 
for shifting our focus to learning?



Alternative 
Assessments

Alternative 
Grading Systems 



Alternative 
Assessments

Features of Alternative Assessments

Source:  
Ryerson Learning & Teaching office 
Indiana University Center for innovative Teaching and Learning

https://www.ryerson.ca/content/dam/learning-teaching/teaching-resources/assessment/alternative-assessments.pdf
https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/assessing-student-learning/authentic-assessment/index.html
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Assessments

Features of Alternative Assessments

Source:  
Ryerson Learning & Teaching office 
Indiana University Center for innovative Teaching and Learning

https://www.ryerson.ca/content/dam/learning-teaching/teaching-resources/assessment/alternative-assessments.pdf
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Queen’s Centre for Teaching and Learning;  Ryerson Learning & teaching office; Berkley Center for Teaching & Learning: Alternatives to Traditional Testing

Alternative 
Assessments

and much more… !

Examples

https://www.queensu.ca/ctl/servicessupport/tlhemodules
https://www.ryerson.ca/content/dam/learning-teaching/teaching-resources/assessment/alternative-assessments.pdf
https://teaching.berkeley.edu/resources/improve/alternatives-traditional-testing


Alternative 
Assessments

Alternative 
Grading Systems 



Alternative 
Grading Systems 

Focus Grading Systems
Performance - Traditional Grading 

- Grading on a Curve

Skills or Competencies

- Competency-based Grading 
- Standards-based Grading 
- Skill-based Grading 
- Specifications-based grading 
- Mastery-based Learning

Work Completed
- Labour-based Grading 
- Contract Grading 

Creativity and Agency - Portfolio Grading 
- Ungrading



Source: Grading for Growth Substack Blog Post

Alternative 
Grading Systems 

https://gradingforgrowth.substack.com/p/standards-and-contracts-and-competency


There are other options! 
 

& 
You are not alone!

Take home message



Why is it important to  
focus on learning instead of grades?



Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054


Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054


Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054


Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.ascd.org/books/how-to-give-effective-feedback-to-your-students-2nd-edition?variant=116066
https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054


Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner
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Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/0022-0663.78.3.210


Game changer: 

“Just because students create/produce 
‘stuff’ does NOT mean we have to 

grade all of it. There is pedagogical 
value in the mere creation of it.” 

 
                                                     - Many people way smarter than me



Question Prompt: 

“Do you have a story or reflection about how grade-focused 
your students or classes are” ? 

Share in your breakout rooms! 

If for whatever reason you cannot or do not want to participate in breakout rooms 
(childcare, marking, whatever other reason) - no worries! 

 
Feel free to stay (or come back) to the Main Room here and  

take a 5-7 minute break!

Breakout Room Instructions



Course policies and activities 
that may promote learning



Course Policy 1: Unlimited attempts on assigned Homework problems
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Course Policy 1: Unlimited attempts on assigned Homework problems



Course Policy 1: Unlimited attempts on assigned Homework problems



Course Policy 1: Unlimited attempts on assigned Homework problems

😬



Course Policy 2: Unlimited attempts on assigned Homework problems



34

Course Activity 3: Frequent Testing Paradigm



Course Activity 1: Frequent Testing Paradigm



Course Activity 3: Frequent Testing Paradigm



Course Activity 2: Learning Logs and Frequent Reflection

Course

Insert Course Learning Goals



Course Activity 2: Learning Logs and Frequent Reflection



Course Activity 2: Learning Logs and Frequent Reflection



Taking a scholarly approach to  
explore the impact of grades on feedback.



xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam) Traditional Territory

Taylor Wright, Montse Rueda, Brian Hunt, Marcia Graves, Caitlin Donnelly

SCIE 113 Ungrading 
Research Pilot
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• Scientific Communication course focused on building arguments 
• Claims, Reason, Evidence, Uncertainty, Bias 

• Open to 1st Year students in the Faculty of Science 

• 8 Sections of approximately 25 students each 

• Both online and in-person sections

SCIE 113 Background
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• 2 major essays worth ~50% of final grade 
• Argumentative essay with claim, reason, evidence, counterargument 

Essay 1 

Term Paper

Major Assignments

500 word 
essay

Instructor 
Assessment

1250 word 
essay

Peer 
Review

Peer 
Review

Instructor 
Assessment

Revised 
Version

Instructor 
Assessment

Revised 
Version
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• Each instructor has complete autonomy with when they release grades to students 

Traditional Marking

Current Grading Practices

Essay 1 Term 
Paper v1

Term 
Paper v2

= Feedback released = Grades released

F
G

F G

F
G

F
G
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• How accurate are students at self-assessing their work? Does this improve? 

• What are students perceptions of ungrading practices? 

• What motivates students in SCIE 113?

Research Question

Does de-coupling feedback and grades 
promote greater student engagement with 
metacognition and self-reflection for written 
STEM essays? 
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• Students submitted a self-assessment along with every submission to instructor 
• Self-assign a mark using the same rubric for instructor assessment 
• Also reflect on what areas of strength and weakness

Self Assessment
Instructor 

Assessment
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• Each instructor has complete autonomy with when they release grades to students 

Traditional Marking

Reminder: Current Grading Practices

Essay 1 Term 
Paper v1

Term 
Paper v2

= Feedback released = Grades released

F
G

F G

F
G

F
G
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Mild 

Medium 

Large

NEW: Detaching Grades from Feedback

Essay 1 Term 
Paper v1

Term 
Paper v2

F G G G

= Feedback released = Grades releasedF G

F F F

F F

F G F GF G

GG
G



Montse Rueda, Brian Hunt, Marcia Graves, Caitlin Donnelly

Reflections on SCIE 113 
Ungrading
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• -Withheld grades on term paper version 1 only 

• -Student self-assessments were consistently higher than mine (6.5% higher on Essay 1, 
7% on term paper version 1)  

• -Shift in the focus of student reflections from written expression to argumentation 
• -Essay 1: 18/24 noted written expression as a major weakness, requesting feedback 
• -Term paper version 1: 12/24 focused on written expression 
• -Term paper version 2: 10/25 focused on written expression

Reflections (Caitlin)
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Term Paper v2

Research

Term Paper v1

• Each class is a unique case study 
• Examine the relationship between instructor and student assessment

Essay 1

*simulated data
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Survey
End of Term 

Survey

Perceptions 
of Grades

Types of 
Motivation

• Assess how students value different 
aspects of the grading and feedback 
processes 

• 2 open ended questions regarding 
how they performed the self-
assessment

• Assess extrinsic, intrinsic, 
amotivation using validated scale

Vallerand, R. J., Pelletier, L. G., Blais, M. R., Brière, N. M., Senécal, C. B., & Vallières, É. F. (1993). Academic motivation scale (AMS-C 28), 
college (CEGEP) version. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 52(53), 1992-1993.
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Future Work

• Collect and Analyze self-assessment vs grades data 

• Code open-ended survey questions 

• Possibility of re-running in SCIE 113 Term 2 
• In Term 1, students performed their first self-assessment prior to any midterm 

marks 

• Learn from instructors on how they engaged with ungrading 



What if students were in charge 
of their own learning ?



{
Previously:  
1.  Project based 
2. Audiences outside of UBC 
3. Fairly standard grading 
 



} Currently: 
The first paragraphs of a 
5 pg  end of term self 
assessment

Instead: Students submit assignments, like normal, and receive detailed feedback with the opportunity to re-submit



A Sample Learning Goal (inlcudes the "why")



How it went, week 4 
(this is before anything was due)



Preliminary thematic coding (done by Tessa Blanchard)

"Please comment on what this “ungrading” experience 
 was like for you this term."



What we noticed

1. Students made brave choices on their projects 
2. It was much more fun to provide feedback when marks were not associated 
3.Student enthusiasm and commitment seemed higher 
4. Projects seemed better  (with the exception of salmon letters, which were about the same)



Considerations moving forward

1. Relative weighting suggestions 
2.Options for landing outside the median 
3.Feedback at all stages of submission (including final) 
4. Peer review (more structured)



What are some  
Challenges and Opportunities ?



1. Upfront-time investment  

hard to work against inertia with our workloads… 

2. Tools and technology 

they just don’t do what we want ! 

3. Getting buy-in from students is sometimes hard, from TAs is 
often even harder 

Systems change is hard and sometimes soul-crushing. 

4. In the long-run, does what we do in one course matter? 

Once they leave the course, it’ll be back to status quo.

Challenges



1. Upfront-time investment  

Strategically (and collectively) apply for funds and grants !! 

2. Tools and technology 

Invest (time, money, energy) in free and open source tech ! 

3. Getting buy-in from students is sometimes hard, from TAs is often 
even harder 

Idea: Faculty/University-wide TA training program (ISW+) 

4. In the long-run, does what we do in one course matter? 

Foster Communities of Practice to promote these notions/ideas

Opportunities



What can you do next?



What can you do next?

Skeptical?
🤨 🧐

Want to know more?
🤩

Ready to dive in?
🤔

Have questions?



What can you do next?

Skeptical?
🤨 🧐

Want to know more?
🤩

Ready to dive in?
🤔

Have questions?

Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054


What can you do next?

Skeptical?
🤨 🧐

Want to know more?
🤩

Ready to dive in?
🤔

Have questions?

https://www.alfiekohn.org/article/case-grades/
https://gradingforgrowth.substack.com/p/what-to-expect-when-youre-alternatively


What can you do next?

Skeptical?
🤨 🧐

Want to know more?
🤩

Ready to dive in?
🤔

Have questions?

https://wvupressonline.com/node/844


What can you do next?

Skeptical?
🤨 🧐

Want to know more?
🤩

Ready to dive in?
🤔

Have questions?

https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA

https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA
https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA


Session Feedback

Please take a moment to complete this brief survey: 

https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9QrDiXt5snsqTUq 

Thank you!

https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9QrDiXt5snsqTUq


Next Term

On Mastery learning, Courses Transformed by the Pandemic,  

and more … 

Stay tuned!
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Thank you for coming!! 
 

Some of us will be around after the session if you want 
to stay and chat. 

 
Happy Holidays!



L I C E N S E

F E E L  F R E E  T O  A D A P T,  R E M I X ,  S H A R E  A S  Y O U  L I K E !



Slides from previous  
related talks/workshops 

Feel free to use/re-use as you like!



E X P L O R I N G  U N G R A D I N G  AT  U B C                                                  C T LT  S P R I N G  I N S T I T U T E  2 0 2 1

Q U E S T I O N S  T O  L E AV E  W I T H
Source: Jesse Stommel - How to Ungrade

https://www.jessestommel.com/how-to-ungrade/


“Ungrading is not as simple as just 
removing grades. The word “ungrading" 
suggests that we need to do intentional, 
critical work to dismantle traditional and 

standardized approaches to 
assessment.” 

 

                                                           - Jesse Stommel
Source: “What If We Didn't Grade?”

https://www.jessestommel.com/ungrading-a-bibliography/

