

1

Chapter 6
Learning as a Shared Responsibility: Using Ungrading to Leverage First-Generation Graduate Students’ Funds of Knowledge and Self-Efficacy
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The following is content from my course syllabi that explains ungrading to students and offers direction for the major components of how ungrading is used in the course. My ungrading approach is also featured in a book chapter I coauthored with a colleague who also utilizes the practice (McCloud & Ardoin, 2025).
Grading System and Grading Policies
Research from education, psychology, and related fields shows that grades negatively impact student learning because grades reduce interest in actual learning, increase anxiety, create aversion for challenging tasks, impede critical thinking, place focus on extrinsic rather than intrinsic motivation, and encourage minimal performance (Kohn, 2013; Schulz-Bergin, 2020). As Sackstein (2020) noted, “once we make a concerted effort to drive the emphasis away from scores and labels and back to feedback and learning, students can actualize as thoughtful learners” (p. 79). Further, research indicates that only receiving feedback on an assignment (vs. a grade with feedback or only a grade) makes the greatest impact on learning, and students benefit from self-evaluation, reflection, and ownership of their learning. Ungrading has the demonstrated benefits of reducing stress, forming new learning habits, encouraging creativity, and promoting better communication (Gibbs, 2020).
As such, learning artifacts[footnoteRef:1] in this course will focus on feedback rather than letter or number grades. Students will receive ample feedback from the instructor on each learning artifact, and the overall course grade will be determined by a goal setting task and two student self-evaluations of learning, one at mid-semester and one at the end of the semester. [1:  I use the term learning artifact, rather than assignment, in my courses because it is more aligned with my pedagogical philosophy that students will engage in activities that produce a concrete artifact that showcases their learning. This term is commonly utilized in education, particularly educational psychology.] 

Beginning of Semester Goal Setting (due August 21): Students will engage in a pre-course activity that invites them to consider their personal goals for learning in this course. These will be an extension of the learning intentions[footnoteRef:2] provided by the instructor. [2:  I use the term learning intentions, rather than learning outcomes, in my courses because it is more aligned with my pedagogical philosophy that learning is a shared responsibility and process, and I cannot guarantee that the course will have the same outcomes for every student since their commitment and engagement may vary. However, I can ensure my intentions for the learning that is designed to occur in the course. This term is commonly utilized in international educational contexts (e.g., Australia, Ireland).] 

In the activity, students will consider:
· What do you hope to learn from the content in this course?
· How do you hope to grow personally and professionally in this course?
· Around which components of the PhD process might you need more knowledge or practice? Note 1–2 “learning edges” you can focus on this semester.
· Which writing strategies have been effective, or ineffective, for you so far in your educational journey? 
· What does success in this course look like for you? How can the instructor support your success?
· What else might you want the instructor to know about you as a student?
Mid-Semester Learning Evaluation (due September 25): At mid-semester, students will submit a self-evaluation including how they are making progress toward the course learning intentions; what they have learned (or did not learn) from the learning artifacts so far; and what might aid their learning in the second half of the course. Students will also meet with the instructor for a 5-minute, one-on-one evaluation session[footnoteRef:3] to discuss their learning and receive verbal feedback. [3:  These one-on-one meetings are tailored to each student based on their mid-semester self-evaluation of learning and instructor observations of their course engagement and learning. This individualization tends to meet the needs of more students.] 

Students should include and evaluate themselves on the following:
· Preparedness: To what extent are you completing, making meaning of, and preparing questions about the readings?
· Engagement: How often are you showing up and contributing during class meetings, activities, and collaborative projects? How are you sharing your knowledge, experiences, and skills with the learning community?
· Quality of Work: To what quality are you completing learning artifacts and what are you learning (or not learning from those? (note: consider instructor’s feedback)? 
· Community: Have you been open to learning from the instructor and peers and hearing their perspectives? 
· Attentiveness: How well are you focusing during this course and limiting distractions? How might you better harness your attention?
· Needs: What might aid in your investment and learning in the second half of this course?
End of Semester Learning Evaluation: At the end of the semester, students will submit a self-evaluation including how they made progress toward the course learning intentions; what they learned (or did not learn) from the learning artifacts; and the rationale for their recommended overall course grade (A, B, C, D, F). Students will also meet with the instructor for a 10-minute, one-on-one evaluation session[footnoteRef:4] to discuss their learning and receive verbal feedback. If the instructor does not agree with the student’s self-evaluation, there will be a negotiation of the final grade. [4:  These one-on-one meetings are tailored to each student based on their end of semester self-evaluation of learning and instructor observations of their course engagement and learning. This individualization tends to meet the needs of more students.] 

Students should include and evaluate themselves on how they feel they did on the first five items above, as well as the following:
· Learnings: What was your overall investment and learning in this course? What knowledge or skills are you taking with you? (note: a review of your artifacts and feedback might help here)
· Final Grade: What overall letter grade do you believe reflects your learning effort and outcomes in this course?
Self-evaluations can be submitted in audio, video, or written formats. If video is the selected format, recordings should be no more than 5 minutes long.

The overall goal of this ungrading format (Blum, 2020) is to advance students’ metacognition, focus on learning (vs. grades), understanding of self-assessment, and practice of self-evaluation. Similar processes are used for dissertation research projects and workplace evaluations, so this is a skill that students need to hone during graduate school. In sum, this grading practice invites us all to grow as educators.
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