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Abstract: This study explores teacher candidates’ experiences of grading in higher education. A
phenomenographic approach was adopted and four qualitatively different categories were identified.
Grading was experienced as: self-identification, motivation, personal interpretation and academic
enculturation. The results indicate that teacher candidates accept existing grading systems but have
difficulty interpreting and explaining them, illustrating areas of importance in teacher education
and argues that if teacher candidates do not perceive genuine differences in the performance of
assessing by grade descriptors, there is a risk that they may develop an insufficient understanding of
grading practices.
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1. Introduction

More than 10 years after the introduction of the Bologna agreement in Sweden, the
reform has arguably had an impact on teachers’ assessment practices as well as students’
approaches to learning. Among the main outcomes of the Bologna process (hereafter
Bologna) was the implementation of new grading systems. To date, little work has focussed
on students’ understanding of such grading systems, in particular in the Scandinavian con-
text. This study explores students’ understanding of such grading systems, at a university
that implemented a seven-tiered grading system as a response to Bologna.

Bologna, when implemented, was intended to be a unifying blueprint for European
re-organization of study structures and university degrees. Bologna involves the imple-
mentation of a three-cycle higher education system, a mutual recognition of qualifications
and learning periods completed at other universities, as well as an implementation of a
system of quality assurances in order to strengthen the relevance of learning outcomes in
higher education [1]. It continues to be adopted in diverse ways and in adherence to local
reform efforts and outcomes. Universities in Sweden, for example, interpret differently
how to implement the Bologna agreement, and how to articulate learning outcomes to stu-
dents. In a similar fashion, universities in Sweden are autonomous in deciding if and how
their grading systems are impacted by Bologna. Articulating and communicating about
learning outcomes is identified as one of the key elements of the Bologna agreement. The
implementation of learning outcomes is seen as a key element from a quality assurance and
also a pedagogical perspective [1]. At the same time as Bologna was introduced in Sweden,
teacher education in Sweden became increasingly academized [2]. Academisation in this
sense involves a move towards academic values and in particular conducting academic
research, even for students who will not go on to become researchers, which, may lead to a
loss of connections to professional practice [2]. One example is the integration of teacher
education into the universities, for example the teacher training college (Högskolan för
lärarutbildning i Stockholm, HLS) in Stockholm, was integrated into Stockholm University
in 2008. A consequence of this thrust towards the academization of teacher training is that
many educators are academics, without previous teaching experience from schools. Such a
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thrust towards the academization may come at the expense of a previous focus on teaching
methodology and vocational approaches. Moreover, our own experiences as university
teacher educators suggests that few university teachers have formal training in assessing
and grading student work, and consequently the knowledge and conceptions of grading
practices is often a result of trial-and-error.

Teacher candidates’ experiences of Higher Education (HE) studies may have a for-
mative impact on how they engage with their own students in compulsory and upper
secondary schools. Not only do teacher candidates’ HE studies form the major part of their
formal education, but also, the systems of education they encounter are likely to have an im-
pact on how they subsequently act as teachers [3,4]. Research suggests, unsurprisingly, that
teacher candidates who have more preparation for teaching are also more confident and
successful with students [4]. Preparation in this context, could relate to discussions around
their own experiences of assessment and grading. Consequently, this study is concerned
with teacher candidates’ understanding of grading practices in higher education.

2. Learning Outcomes as a Driver of Student Learning

The Bologna agreement has a key pedagogical dimension; that by regulating education
with clearly intended learning outcomes, students could best prepare for their studies,
understand the expectations involved in studying, and adjust their studies accordingly.
One of the major impacts of the implementation of Bologna in the Swedish context was
the introduction of such learning outcomes. This view on learning outcomes as one of the
most significant factors for successful learning, enabling students to plan and prepare for
their studies is reported elsewhere [5].

Establishing learning outcomes and clear assessments may be one way of achieving
such clarity, enabling students to gain insights into and influencing their learning processes
and trajectories. Other research suggests that, constructively aligned curricula and courses
may encourage students to adopt deeper approaches to their studies [6]. At the same time,
critical voices suggest that the implementation of learning outcomes in HE offers merely
cosmetic value to the discussion of learning in HE [7]. Others still, argue that a top-down
implementation of outcome-based education, with clear learning outcomes, may have
little effect on teaching practices and may even lead to resistance among the teaching staff
(8). This phenomenon of resistance among teaching staffs have been noted particularly
as a consequence of the implementation of the Bologna agreement and outcome-based
curricula, for example, in Sweden [8,9] where the Bologna agreement, has in some cases
only lead to an increased documentarising of education practices.

3. Drivers of Learning

Notwithstanding the criticism outlined above, in constructively aligned curricula,
assessment and grading are thought to play central roles [10] also for the development of
students’ study strategies. Moreover, there seems to be broad consensus that assessment
practices are fundamental to forming student learning [11–16]. Boud and Molloy [17] argue
that assessment and feedback processes in HE are governed by a number of mechanisms:
prerequisites, the type of abilities students bring with them to HE settings and their
previous experiences of assessment; the curriculum, the kind of assessment practices
specified in HE settings and how well the curriculum is designed with assessment in mind;
and finally, the lived experience and environment, how well does the HE environment
correspond to the curriculum and take advantage of students’ previous experiences of
assessment [17]. Here, in this study, we are particularly concerned with the students’ lived
experience of grading practices.

This view of the importance of the learning environment corresponds to other no-
tions on the relationship between teachers’ approaches and students’ learning strategies
whereby teachers, through their practice, have an impact on students’ learning and study
strategies [3]. The operationalisation of assessment and grading practices requires sys-
tematic training of teachers in order to facilitate students’ understanding [4–11]. Not only
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do students bring different experiences of assessment to HE, they also encounter very
different types of assessment and also grading practices in HE [17]. It is likely that teacher
candidates have experienced at least one, but very likely several different models and
approaches to assessment and grading in HE.

4. Approaches to Assessment Standards

As a way of understanding the different approaches to assessment, Ref. [15] propose
a framework to understand practices in HE which consists of four models of assessment:
the traditional model, the dominant logic-explicit model, the socio-constructivist model
and the community of practice model. Similar to apprenticeship models of learning,
the traditional model suggests that assessment practices and criteria are not explicitly
articulated to students. Instead, students gradually come to know how standards are
set and how quality is assessed. Teachers who adopt this model may take a laissez-faire
approach to student performance, where judgements are based on tacit standards that
are informally communicated in serendipitous ways. The dominant-explicit model is
characterised by assessment criteria that articulate standards explicitly, but in a passive
way. The dominant-explicit model represents a technocratic view of the learning situation,
whereby information is made available to the students, but the information is not processed
or made understandable to them [15]. This approach to assessment aligns, to some extent,
with a techno-rationalist approach, whereby success of assessment is attributed to clarity
of criteria [14]. Such approaches have been criticised for seducing teachers into relying too
much on so-called explicit criteria. The dominant-explicit model is based on the premise
that clarity is expressed through formal criteria and grade descriptors, implying a shared
understanding and consensus among academic staff, as well as students, about how these
different assessment artefacts are used and perceived of [13,14].

The socio-constructivist approach acknowledges the importance of joint participation
with respect to assessment and grading practices. In line with such an approach, students
are actively engaged, becoming familiarised by means of various activities with the assess-
ment criteria, thus creating an understanding of what the criteria mean in practice [15].
It may be reasonable to believe that when the students have access to the criteria, that
they are judged by, an opportunity presents itself for them to discuss and argue about
their performances. Hence, teachers may need to be more explicit about the motivations
underlying their judgements. Ref. [15] argue that it is necessary for university teachers to
reflect upon possible ways to interpret criteria, but they also need to look at the range of
possible performances related to the same standards and criteria. In this way, clarity gained
through assessment criteria must be critiqued by both academic staff and students in a
contextual setting, in order to determine if a common understanding exists. Such explicitly
shared understanding is unlikely to appear without a systematic approach to assessment
and also grading practices [11,18].

O’Donovan et al’s fourth model [15] builds on Wenger’s theory of community of
practice. This approach acknowledges the importance of teachers’ and students’ mutual en-
gagement in the assessment practices, whereby explicit standards, but also tacit knowledge
within the learning community, are discussed and shared to form mutual understandings.
Both socio-constructivist and the community of practice approaches align with Orr’s argu-
ment that assessment is a socio-cultural practice, where understanding of assessment and
grading practices is something students and teachers need to reach consensus on [14].

In conclusion to this section, we argue, based on our experiences as teacher educators
that the Bologna agreement may have had implications on the Swedish higher education
environments. We hold that some of the impact may be predominantly cosmetic, whereby
new regulations around learning outcomes and assessment practices may have been re-
worded but without significant changes in practice. We argue that assessment and grading
practices are connected to outcome-based education. For the rest of this paper however, we
disconnect assessment and grading practices and focus on the latter. We do this to enable
us to focus on students’ understanding of grading practices.
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We identify that research on students’ understanding of assessment and grading is
scarce [12,19,20]; research on academics’ understanding of grading is also scarce [14,21];
and there is a dearth of empirical research on teacher candidates’ experiences of grading.
Therefore, this study aims at exploring teacher candidates’ experiences of grading in
Higher Education.

5. Materials and Methods

Phenomenography is a research approach with the aim of describing qualitatively
different ways of perceiving, or experiencing different phenomena for example, grading.
Phenomenography is based on the basic assumption that people experience phenomena in
qualitatively different ways. That is, the same phenomenon can be seen in qualitatively
different ways and depending on previous experiences attributed different meanings [22].
Given that people develop a limited number of perceptions of a certain phenomenon, one
can therefore find a limited number of qualitatively different categories in a phenomeno-
graphic analysis. Phenomenography is explained extensively in the literature [23,24].

In this study, the focus is on teacher candidates’ experience of grading practices. To
that end, we disconnect assessment and grading here, and argue that they are two separate
but interconnected phenomena. By disconnecting we mean that during the interviews we
did not probe the students about how assessment was conducted in the different courses
or subjects per se.

Data in phenomenographic studies is collected through individual, semi-structured
interviews. In this study, data was collected by all three authors. We constructed an
interview schedule that could be seen as relatively loosely constructed, but which was
firmly structured below the surface. The underlying structure consisted of a number of
limited phenomena that we wanted the students to develop their thoughts on during the
interview [25,26]. The interview schedule offered a point of departure for the interviews,
but more importantly, and in line with the phenomenographic method, the respondents
were asked to describe and elaborate on their own experiences of grading. Since the
research team included three interviewers, a few open-ended questions were constructed
to start with. such as: What is your experience of grading in higher education? How do
you process grades and grade descriptors when studying? The role of the interviewer
was to ask clarifying and developing questions in relation to the respondents’ stories.
In total, 13 interviews were conducted, each lasting between 35 and 60 min, all in the
interviewers’ offices. A test interview was first conducted in order to test how the questions
were understood, and subsequently all three authors conducted individual interviews, the
recordings were subsequently transcribed verbatim [27].

6. Context and Respondents

The context of the study is one of Sweden’s largest universities, offering a wide range
of programmes at four different faculties, Science, Social Science, Humanities and Law. The
university offers four teacher education programmes: Teachers for Upper Secondary School,
Vocational Teachers for Upper Secondary School, Teachers for Primary and Secondary
School (K-9) and an Early Childhood Programme (ages 1–5). These teacher education
programmes are comprised of three parts: subject studies and didactics, educational
science studies and practical teaching placements. All four faculties and as many as
30 departments at the university contribute to teacher education programmes. Completed
upper secondary school education is the requirement for eligibility to the teacher education
programmes. Extracts from criminal records are also required. Competition is low, and
almost all applicants are admitted.

The interview respondents were chosen using a purposeful sampling procedure in
order to capture a wide variety of experience [28].

Given the focus of describing respondent’s variation respondents with different ages
and potential experiences were sought after. All 13 participants were attending the final
year of a five-year Upper Secondary School Teacher Education Programme (300 ECTS).
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They were chosen because they had many years’ experience of grading practices in subject
studies, didactics and educational science studies and the education included studies
in grades and assessment. The respondents studied language or social science-oriented
programmes. The respondents had varying experiences regarding previous studies at
universities and colleges nationally and internationally, as well as assessment and grading
practices and scales at primary and secondary school education as well as tertiary education,
see Table 1 for an example of the different subjects and ages represented in the respondents
cohort. It was probable that qualitative differences in conceptions could be expressed in
this sample and it is common that phenomenographic studies contain, in the region of
10–15 respondents [23]. Other studies will need to be carried out in order to validate or
contradict the findings presented here. Our aim was to find as many different conceptions
as possible.

Table 1. An overview of the respondents.

Subjects Ages Gender

Religion
Swedish
English
History
Spanish
French
Civics

Philosophy
Linguistics

German

1963
1979

1984, 1985, 1986, 1988, 1992 1993, 1995

8 women
5 men

7. Data Analysis

The three researchers individually read the interview transcripts, and then, via the
phenomenographic analysis outlined in Table 2 below, constructed the categories presented
in the findings section. The researchers repeatedly compared their independently formu-
lated categorizations, where similar ways of understanding the phenomenon were grouped
into categories and the most important was articulated, this is a so-called coded reliabil-
ity control [29]. These categories represent qualitatively different ways of experiencing
grading in a distinctive and succinct way. The researchers engaged in a form of negotiated
consensus, in which the categorisations were compared, discussed and calibrated before
arriving at the final set of categories, so-called dialogical reliability control [29,30]. In the
analysis, the transcripts were pooled into one data set. Individual responses were not
sought, and the final categories do not represent those of an individual respondent. The
results are presented as qualitative and distinctly separate categories, with descriptions
and significant quotes that are used to illustrate the meaning of each category. When
taken together, the categories constitute the outcome space of the study [22]. Marton and
Booth [22] propose the following three criteria for judging the quality of the categories of
description developed in a phenomenographic study: the individual categories should
each stand in a clear relation to the perception of the phenomenon under investigation,
so that each category tells us something distinct about a particular way of experiencing
parts of the world; the categories have to stand in a logical relationship with one another,
a relationship that can be hierarchical; and the system should be parsimonious, which is
to say that as few categories there are should be explicated as feasible and reasonable, for
capturing the critical variation in the data.
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Table 2. Steps in phenomenographic analysis, adapted from Dahlgren and Fallsberg [31].

Steps Process

Familiarisation
Reading through the interview transcripts to acquire a feel for how the
interview proceeded; at this stage all data in the data set is given equal
consideration.

Condensation

Identifying meaning units and marking these for the purpose of further
scrutiny; the size of the meaning units can vary; different fragments of
sentences can be associated with different ways of experiencing the
phenomenon.

Comparison Comparing the units with regard to similarities and differences.

Grouping Allocating responses that express similar ways of understanding the
phenomenon to the same category

Articulating Capturing the essential meaning of a certain category.

Labelling
Expressing the core meaning of the category; steps 3–6 are repeated in an
iterative procedure to make sure that the similarities within and differences
between categories are discerned and formulated in a distinct way.

Contrasting
Comparing the categories through a contrastive procedure whereby the
categories are described in terms of their individual meanings as well as in
terms of what they do not comprise

8. Methodological Limitations

This study focuses on one HE institution which is a limitation, but we see this as the
first in a number of studies examining teacher candidates’ experiences of grading and grade
descriptors. By choosing one site we could have a better understanding of the context the
respondents shared. Consequently, there may be risks in drawing broader generalisations
from the findings. However, half of the Swedish teacher education programmes use the
same grading system. We recommend readers to interpret if, and how the findings may be
transferable to their own contexts [24]. Phenomenographic studies capture respondents’
experiences of phenomena at the time of the interview, and respondents may change
their conception of the phenomena, but the categories themselves are thought to be solid
over time. Our study was conducted with teacher candidates in social science and the
humanities, and this may have had an impact on the outcome.

9. Results

In this study, we identify that the students’ experiences of grading in higher education
are related to two predominant aspects; grades, but also grade descriptors. The following
four qualitatively different categories were identified. Grading was experienced as:

• self-identification
• motivation
• personal interpretation
• academic enculturation

Each category is described in more detail below and students’ testimonials from the
respondents are presented in italics.

9.1. Grading as Self-Identification

This category represents how the respondents identify in respect to academic perfor-
mance and how grading was a part of this process. This category reflects the respondents
understanding of how grading, and in particular how grades and grade descriptors reflect
their identity as students. The respondents report identifying realistic goals, but also how
they experience a discrepancy at times between their own expectations and the outcome of
their performances. This meant that the respondents could identify as a C student. Some-
times they might acquire an A, or sometimes a D, but they could not really understand why
they got such a grade. The respondents reported that university admission is based on a
merit system, and high and low admission grades for education are important instruments
for moderating their own self-image, as admission scores have a value in the eyes of society.
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One view that was expressed is that the respondents have different personal expectations.
In other words, the respondents identify with specific grades, and qualities expressed by
the grade descriptors. The respondents stated that the grades categorise different types of
students in different ways; they talk about themselves and define themselves on the basis
of grade descriptors.

“I see myself as a C student, I am happy with a C, it shows that I made an effort, but at
the same time it doesn’t really matter for the kind of work I get later on, and I see no point
in putting in the extra effort.”

It also emerged that respondents try to be realistic when assessing the grade, they
identify themselves with, so as not to be disappointed with the outcome. Being in a specific
grade span was also something that could change from course to course; each position
might be a temporary one, depending on the course material, level of engagement.

“I can see for myself, I can get an E and be satisfied, I can get a D and be satisfied, C is
good and B and A are very good. Then you are good.”

“My grades are generally C and B, and D at some point. I have thought C is good and
then you will not be very disappointed or very surprised, no matter what grades you
have received.”

“I have always been realistic with myself, at the same time I have always had high
ambitions, but when I got E and D grades repeatedly, I realised it has to do with me”.

Some of the respondents saw themselves as high-performing students; they reported
knowing that they could perform better and acquire better grades if they increased their
efforts, but they did not acknowledge that high grades had a value in the context of
teacher education.

9.2. Grading as Motivation

In this category, the respondents reflected on how their own motivation to study was
influenced by grading practices. Motivation had both positive and negative dimensions.
This category contains different elements of motivation. In one sense, grades are something
to strive for, and a multi-tiered grading system increased their motivation and could act as
a catalyst for studying. Conversely, grades and grade descriptors could be de-motivating,
especially when they were vague, unclear or not properly explained. The respondents
reasoned that, in programmes that have tough competition for future employment, students
may be more motivated to aim for high grades. However, they reasoned that the future
labour market is very good for teachers, so there was no real point in aiming for high grades.

“I studied law before and then grades were very important because there is such keen
competition for the best jobs, but as a teacher you get a job because there are no teachers,
so maybe the grades are not a priority for me!”

“I don’t try to fight for grades but I do a task until I’m satisfied. It doesn’t matter that
much. I will get a teaching certificate any way.”

The respondents’ personal interest in the content of the course influenced their motiva-
tion to engage with their studies and motivated them to spend more time on their studies.
In this sense, grading was not used by the respondents to inform their studies; instead,
they emphasised intrinsic motivation and a desire to know a lot about the subject.

“I’m trying to get an A. It’s pretty unnecessary, but I can’t help it. I want to learn
everything as well as I can., After all, I will become a teacher.”

It was reported that the seven-tiered scale affects respondents’ motivation to perform
differently, compared to, for example, a simple Pass-Fail scale. The seven-tiered scale
is perceived as putting greater pressure on the students, which stresses some of them,
and motivates others. The respondents reported that a Pass-Fail scale was in some sense
de-motivating, as they perceived that extra effort did not pay off. Others expressed the
opinion that grade descriptors contained cues enabling them to plan their study strategies.
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9.3. Grading as Personal Interpretation

This category has two dimensions, one related to the respondents’ own personal
interpretation of grading of a performance and the other related to the experience that
their teachers seem to have diverging grading practices and interpret grades and grade
descriptors differently concerning a given performance. In other words, there are personal
ways to interpret grading. Moreover, the respondents expressed the view that university
teachers seem to interpret grades and grade descriptors differently, often describing the
same concepts but in different ways. They reported that understanding also means trying
to understand a teacher’s own, personal interpretation. Interpretation of grades and grade
descriptors is not just something particular to the descriptors, per se, but also a feeling
one develops.

“It is always a matter of interpretation. Everyone interprets it in different ways and it
depends, well, I guess on the person using it. The teachers seem to have such different
ways of interpreting things, one could give a high grade, and the other maybe a fail. That
is kind of scary.”

Students reported that they need to be able to de-code teachers’ expectations and
intentions. They also perceive that what teachers regard as high quality varies, and that
teachers attach importance to different things when assessing, and that there was, at times,
a misalignment with the grade descriptors. The respondents reported that it is important
to attend seminars and lectures to understand what the individual teacher values when
grading. Reading the grade descriptors was seldom reported to be enough to grasp an
understanding.

“Usually, what the lecturer or seminar leader says goes beyond the grade descriptors. I
read in the beginning, but then I gave up.”

One view expressed was that the grade descriptors are often unclear, e.g., the respon-
dents had difficulty in identifying the qualitative differences between the different grade
descriptors, for example between an A and B. The respondents reported that they felt that
the teacher is guided by a gut feeling rather than grade descriptors when grading. One
view is that teachers set a C grade if they are uncertain about a student’s performance. It
also emerged that the respondents usually accept a teacher’s grading, if it does not appear
completely unrealistic and rarely, if ever, lodged formal complaints.

In this way, the respondents reported that it was necessary to have recurring expe-
riences of working with a text or teacher in order to form a sense of what level a grade
should correspond to.

“It can differ between courses what you can judge as an A. You also work up a sense of
what corresponds to which grade.”

Respondents reported that when they could not read or acquire a feeling for their
teacher’s interpretation of the grade descriptors, they were concerned that they could
acquire almost any grade on an assignment.

“It’s difficult to know what they expect. For example, this fall I had a course that I read at
E level that this was what I would do to pass the course and then it ended up that I got A.
How did that happen? I wondered“

The respondents reported that it is important to understand the relationship between
exam questions and grade descriptors, but also expressed uncertainty and reported that
they had to develop an interpretation of their own, of what to do when the grades and
grade descriptors and exam assignment did not match.

9.4. Grading as Academic Enculturation

In this category, grading is understood as a component of academic enculturation,
one where students become a close, internal member of the academic community. In order
for the respondents to do well in their studies, they reported that they had to understand
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what it means to have an academic approach to their studies. Understanding could be
made clear through grade descriptors specifically, which served as way of identifying key
elements of what a discipline holds important. Having an academic approach was often
emphasised during their studies. What is meant by an academic approach is something
which is not always explicitly stated by university teachers. Respondents in this category
stated that they had "cracked the code" of university studies and reported examples which
included being able to write a structured, clear text, using the course literature, where
logical argumentation and intellectual autonomy are central requirements. The respondents
reported that it is not primarily the content of an essay or exam which determines the grade
but often how a text is formulated.

“We compared an A level text and an E level text, because the information was almost
the same. The content may be almost exactly the same but the structure makes one get
much better and one much worse grade.”

Academic writing in particular, was described as something that takes time to learn
and is contextual in nature, so the respondents perceived there were differences at the
different departments they attended. It was reported that knowing the environment
and discipline involves a gradual process of understanding how academics speak about
expectations, and that it takes time to learn to identify what may be concealed behind the
grade descriptors.

“Things were most confusing at the Department of Education, it was like always, it
depends on this or that. My experience from language studies is that things are much
clearer there.”

“I had studied at university before, so maybe it was faster for me. I already had that
academic writing experience, so I had an advantage over many other very young fel-
low students.“

“In the beginning, it was difficult to know what is a C answer, what is an A answer,
what is well developed and nuanced and so on . . . Now that I am in the last term I have
developed a sense of what it means.”

Understanding what an academic approach is, is achieved in many ways, among
other things, through comments from teachers, analysis of these comments and applying
the insights gained when writing new texts. Respondents stated that language skills
are important. In order to do well, you must be able to write rich, nuanced texts based
on academic literature, but also decipher the meaning of the grade descriptors. The
respondents reported that grades and grade descriptors are presented in a language that is
not readily available to the students when they begin their academic careers, for example
the concept of problematisation is a concept that students find difficult. Experiences of
being assessed helped the respondents create an understanding of what the concepts
mean. A recurring view was that grade descriptors are formulated in approximately the
same way for all courses and are not specifically indicative of individual courses. Some
of the respondents reported that this misalignment leads them to stop reading the grade
descriptors towards the end of their education, but this seems to matter less as they had
begun to understand what is expected of them in academia.

10. Discussion

This study aims at exploring teacher candidates’ experiences of grading in higher edu-
cation. A phenomenographic approach is used. Four categories are identified: grading, as
self-identification, as motivation, as personal interpretation and as academic enculturation.
We identify two dominant aspects, grades and grade descriptors.

The categories of self-identification and motivation represent somewhat more inclusive
ways of understanding grading practices. Respondents reported that they self-identified
with a specific grade, that they had always been a C or an A student. At the same time, it
was reported that the grades themselves were not a key element of motivation, that they
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wanted to feel satisfied with themselves and their own performances. It is not possible
to ascertain if this is a specific outcome of a study conducted on teacher candidates, for
example, research elsewhere has shown that students in other subjects are much more
grade sensitive, and in such disciplines grade descriptors may also play a more important
role [32]. More work is needed to capture and understand the value grades play in teacher
education better. Previous studies also suggest that, in particular, grades are understood as
a measure of self-esteem which aligns with the category motivation [33].

At the same time the respondents did not seem to be entirely motivated by the grades
themselves, nor did they use the grade descriptors to guide their studies. One possible
interpretation is that the students are driven by intrinsic motivation coupled with an
awareness that high grades had little value when students applied for work as teachers.

In the category grade descriptors as, personal interpretation we could see that many
students had difficulty in differentiating between the different tiers, so that the difference
between an A grade and a B grade when articulated in the grade descriptors was seldom
clear and was often understood as a slight semantic difference. Similar findings, albeit
in other contexts, have been suggested elsewhere, illustrating how students understand
assessment practices [16,19,33–35]. We argue that if students do not perceive genuine dif-
ferences in the grading of performances, there is a risk that they may develop insufficient
conceptualisations of grading practices, where the idea of fairness and student understand-
ing is subservient to the idea of public authority regulation. We postulate that this may be
particularly troubling when it comes to teacher candidates who will spend a considerable
amount of their professional practice grading, and who also act as gatekeepers for students
in terms of professional advancement. While there seems to be a consensus in the literature
of the value of using grade descriptors [18,19,36], there are also risks involved in viewing
explicit descriptors without facilitating the students’ understanding of what they represent
and how they might be achieved [13,15].

In this study, we could detect elements of both positive and negative motivational
aspects in regards to grades and grade descriptors; this could be seen in the categories
self-identification, and motivation. If grades and grade descriptors are unable to express
distinct differences, we fear that the value of the grading may be diminished in the eyes of
students in general and teacher candidates in particular.

Both categories personal interpretation and academic enculturation also represent
more inclusive ways of understanding grading. In personal interpretation there are mul-
tiple ways of interpreting grade descriptors. A personal understanding is something the
respondents said may develop over time, but they also reported trying to understand
how teachers may have interpreted the same phenomena. This shift in thinking from
a less to more inclusive understanding of grading is, we argue, an important step for
teacher candidates to make. This finding also aligns with previous studies in relation
to understanding assessment practices [15], but also previous work conducted on grade
descriptors [4,16,20]. In this study, the category academic enculturation is the most inclu-
sive way of understanding grading as it places the respondent in a socio-cultural context
of academia, where the value of a performance that corresponds to a certain grade is
something that is decided upon within a specific community, department or discipline,
and where the grade descriptors have contextual meaning.

The background of this paper is two-pronged, in part, we lean on the ongoing academ-
ization of vocational and, in this case, specifically teacher training. Moreover, the paper also
frames the study in a context still coming to terms with a move towards Bologna harmoni-
sation [1]. Consequently, this study aims at exploring teacher candidates’ experiences of
grading in higher education in an environment that is adjusting to Bologna, where teacher
trainers are to a high degree university academics who lack formal teacher training. In light
of our findings, one concern is that the university in question has adopted a cosmetic form
of outcome-based education, as a way to comply with the Bologna agreement. However,
our concern is that the same university has struggled to implement a criterion referenced
grading, where a common grading system is adopted and where grade descriptors are
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used to articulate differences in performance. In light of this, it may be more prudent that
grading systems are decided upon at faculty or departmental level and not, in themselves
be seen as a way to align to Bologna. That would mean that grades might better represent
the disciplines, or the department understanding of how knowledge is best understood,
articulated and graded.

We postulate that this would also make it more intuitive for teachers to share exem-
plars. In this study all the elements of an outcome based and criterion referenced grading
are in place, but the findings suggest that grading practices do not act as a way of facilitating
student learning. In other words, the environment may not live up to the intentions stated
in the curriculum [17,18]. Another possible interpretation is that students, but also teacher
educators need to be aware that assessment and grading practices are always contextual,
always a socio-cultural phenomenon, where students and academic staff need to arrive at
a common understanding [19]. In the literature, some scholars have identified using exem-
plars as a way of facilitating student understanding [16,35]. In a similar way, descriptors
could be used to discuss ways to shape conversations around student learning where the
focus of dialogue could be on internalising, but also problematising what excellence is and
how it develops in the respective disciplines [13]. We concur with those findings and argue
that exemplars would not only be a way of acknowledging the personal interpretations of
the university teachers and the students but would also go some way to demonstrating
how disciplinarians conceptualize knowledge and, consequently, may act as part of the
process of academic enculturation in an increasingly academized teacher education context.
Moreover, we argue that this process of developing and understanding of grading practices
is a key part of teacher education.

11. Conclusions

This study demonstrates teacher candidates’ understanding of grading practices in
higher education, suggesting that while teacher candidates accept the existing grading
system, they have difficulty in explaining its finer points. As we point out in the limitations
section, this paper has a small sample and caution should be applied when considering the
results. However, as teacher educators ourselves, we are concerned that student candidates
are, at times, unable to discern the difference between a different grade descriptors and
grades, and fear that might have an impact on their own future practice as teachers.
We identify a number of implications; in part, teacher education should be aware of
such tendencies among students and also form conversations around grading and grade
descriptors. We conclude that teacher educators in higher education settings, who lack
formal teacher training, but who are charged with the task of teaching future teachers
might benefit from discussing and framing assessment practices in Higher Education. This
may enhance teacher candidates understanding of the role assessment plays in learning,
but moreover also what facilitates their transition into the teacher occupation.
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