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In the fall of 2021, | was hired to teach
University Seminar at Middle Tennessee State
University. The course is designed to support
freshmen students in their transition to college
life, tackling a wide range of topics including:
notetaking, time management, networking, goal
setting, resume writing, and more. While the class
is focused on freshmen, its main demographic is
the at-risk, marginalized population. The course
has several learning objectives related to student
success, but most important are the building of
critical and reflective thinking skills. When | start-
ed teaching the course, we had a final ePortfolio
assignment, in which students were expected
to document their progress in the class. While
grading the ePortfolio for the first time, | no-
ticed that students were not demonstrating the
critical and reflective thinking skills we (faculty)
were suggesting were the underpinning of our
course. Students often relied on clichés or sur-
face level analysis of their work. This needed to
change if we were to continue to see student
success in the course. | proposed a curriculum
grant to support the restructuring of the online
content, and the next year | was appointed as
the program coordinator. With this new respon-
sibility, | sought out ways to improve student
reflection. My final decision was to implement
what | call a grade defense into the assignment.
My aim as the new coordinator was to improve
students’ critical and reflective thinking skills in
the ePortfolio. The best option was to select an
assessment which encouraged deeper reflection
and metacognitive practices. What first came
to mind were ungrading or contract grading

Defend Your Grade

practices— methodologies which seek to bal-
ance out the power dynamic in a classroom and
encourage reflective practice. These activities
require students to prove their knowledge in the
class, and this need for proof forces students to
consider how they will apply information in other
contexts. The process encourages reflection by
asking students to identify their strengths and
weaknesses as they move on in college. The
purpose of this article is to present my anecdotal
findings from using a grade defense assignment
as a supplemental aspect of the ePortfolio as-
signment. This is not a full research study, but |
did a few semesters of testing with the assign-
ment before implementing the grade defense in
all sections of University Seminar. | was curious
to see how ungrading or contract grading prac-
tices would fit with University Seminar, a course
that | consider a unique experience in relation to
more traditional standard classes like science or
math. In the research which informed my deci-
sion, | had seen multiple examples of instructors
in English, History, Math, and Science implement
ungrading practices with much success, and |
see University Seminar as a course best suited
to collaborative grading, as the skills we teach
are difficult to assess in terms of exams, essays,
or activities. Ultimately, the student is best suited
for assessing their comprehension of a topic, so |
was encouraged to try ungrading.

The ePortfolio Project

The ePortfolio is an assignment generated in
tandem with our university’s quality enhancement
program MTEngage. The MTEngage program’s
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two main focuses are on high impact practices
and students documenting and reflecting on
their learning. The ePortfolio requires students

to collect 10 artifacts of their learning and reflect
on their experience. We define artifacts as pieces
of evidence, which students can pull from any
course, activity, or experience, such as notes or
tests from any of their semester classes. The orig-
inal goal and intention of collecting these artifacts
was to have students review how far they had
come and consider how they have applied their
skills from our course to the rest of their college
career. When | collected this assignment for the
first time back in 2021, | identified a problem,
namely that students were struggling to make
deep connections between the course and their
lives outside of class. Artifacts generally met the
definition of a piece of evidence, but ninety per-
cent of student artifacts came from the class itself,
namely the course assignments. Students did not
seem to see a connection between our class and
their other academic classes.Reflections were
often woefully short and lacked the hallmarks of
good critical thinking skills. Even students who
were high achievers struggled to move beyond
simplistic or generic reflective pieces to make
deeper connections.lt is important to note that
we do have discussions about how to reflect

on their work around two weeks before the
ePortfolio is due. These discussions explain to
students that they should ask themselves about
what went right, what went wrong, and how they
can improve the system for the future. We teach
Gibb’s reflective thinking model to the students
and have them perform all the steps of the mod-
el on scenarios as practice. | also do freewriting
activities asking students to reflect critically on
one of the artifacts they already have, along with
peer discussions about their ePortfolios and how
they plan to complete the project. The purpose of
this paper is to present my observational find-
ings from using a grade defense assignment as

a supplemental aspect of the ePortfolio assign-
ment. Through student examples and scholarly
sources, | plan to explain my reasoning for the

grade defense, establish what the practice looks
like, and show the change | have seen in student
reflection and critical thinking.To demonstrate
the type of reflections | was getting before the
grade defense, | want to provide two examples
of student work which showcase a lack of critical
and reflective thinking. Note that | received per-
mission from students to use their work. The first
student example says:

My study practices have changed over

the semester because | have learned new
skills and techniques from this class like
time management, note-taking strategies,
and how to read passages and understand
them better. | learned all these new skills |
didn’t know before, that are going to help
me become a better student.

Note the lack of evidence and detail in this
example. The students said they gained knowl-
edge, but they do not explain how this has been
applied or how they plan to use their skills in the
future. Also, the student focuses on overcoming
instead of how they made changes. While over-
coming obstacles is a good thing, if the students
are striving to generate an overcoming narrative
for the assignment as an attempt to appease me,
it can hinder their ability to reflect critically. | see a
large difference between overcoming an obstacle
and the narrative of overcoming, something | will
address after the next student example.

Here is a second example:

Of course, college is different than high
school and every single freshman must
adjust. Not that I've ever had any issues
with attendance, but | realized sitting and
paying attention in class is how | learn the
best in college. Now | still do sit down and
look at my notes for studying but paying
attention in class very well helps me take
in the information | am learning.

Again, there is a generic feeling in this discus-
sion. The student starts off with a cliché comment
about the differences between high school and
college. They then suggest that the thing which
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helps their learning is passive, paying attention

in class. Despite discussions about how learn-

ing works and the best forms of notetaking and
studying, the student is reliant on their auditory
memory to retain information. Both students
demonstrate a lack of critical and reflective
thinking, as they are reluctant to admit how they
struggle or focus solely on the positive points in
their journey.l connect these short, less detailed
writings students supplied in the ePortfolio, to
examples that Vidali (2007) notes in her article
“Performing the Rhetorical Freakshow: Disability,
Student Writing, and College Admissions.” Just as
disabled students must balance being an “inspi-
ration” in their college admissions essays, namely
that they are disabled enough to elicit pity but
not so disabled that they cannot overcome their
struggles to succeed in college, these reflective
pieces in the ePortfolio often felt as if they were
trying to prove that the student did not struggle,
or if they struggled that they were able to over-
come the issue and succeed in the end. As Elbow
(1996) suggests, “It is the preoccupation with
evaluation and quality that leads students, their
parents, and legislators to see writing as merely
or inherently an occasion for being judged” (p. 4).
In other words, by judging writing based on qual-
ity we encourage students to see writing as an
evaluative practice only, an activity which lacks
value in any context other than to be judged.
Even in situations where we expect students to
reflect, their understanding of the situation will be

a focus on good writing instead of critical thinking.

If its sole purpose is as a critique of the student,
then instances where they are asked to reflect
will have a right and wrong answer; the right
often being the overcoming of obstacles, regard-
less of if they did or did not truthfully overcome.

Literature Review

When researching practices to assist student
learning, | started by examining ways to improve
critical and reflective thinking skills, along with
metacognitive practices. This led me to informa-
tion about self-regulation. Many scholars have
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discussed self-regulation in relation to assess-
ment and reflection. Mahlberg (2015) defines
self-regulation as “self-regulated students are
those that can reflect on their performance and
make adjustments to improve that performance,”
(p. 773). In other words, a student with strong
self-regulation skills can take criticism and use it
to improve, can handle their emotions, and can
be reflective about an experience without being
defensive. These are all skills vital to not only
college but the job market. These scholars are
arguing that self-assessment generates stronger
reflective practices and build bonds between
instructor and student. By building connections
between instructors and students, and by ask-
ing students to prove their learning, reflections
become more honest; students feel a level of
comfort admitting that they continue to strug-
gle or that the act of overcoming is not as linear
when they feel the process is being judged, not
the narrative.Research into reflective, critical, and
metacognitive thinking practices often hold the
general consensus that self-assessment prac-
tices build critical thinking skills and encourage
agency. Students feel more inclined to focus
their work and reflect deeply if they are encour-
aged to assess their own progress. Beumann &
Wegrer (2018) found positive correlation between
student self-assessment and math knowledge
gained. They discovered that students were able,
most of the time, to assess their knowledge and
weak spots in material, even without instructor
guidance. Strommel (2020) notes that conversa-
tions about grading can lead to students thinking
critically about all of the classes in which they
are graded, and how those grades relate or
impact them. They can be more conscious about
this practice, and what grades actually mean

to them instead of blindly accepting that the
grade they received signifies something about
them as people, students, or scholars. In other
words, asking students to assess themselves, or
to consider how they would grade themselves,
leads to deeper understanding about the materi-
al. Students consider what they have gained from



NOSS Practitioner to Practitioner | Winter 2025

the experience, instead of looking for a number
or letter score to tell them how they did.

In contrast to self-assessment, scholars have
seen time and again that more punitive forms
of grading discourage creativity, create power
struggles in the classroom, and cause students to
focus on completion instead of comprehension.
Strommel (2020) states that “We have created
increasingly elaborate assessment mecha-
nisms, all while failing to recognize that students
themselves are the best experts in their own
learning” (p. 29). The suggestion here is that
by focusing on assessment, instructors ignore
student learning to instead chase our idealized
class of students. We ignore self-regulation to
instead teach obedience. The ideal class has a
right and wrong narrative of reflection students
aim to obtain, instead of focusing on honestly
critiquing their study habits.This shows a need to
focus on self-reflection and self-regulation prac-
tices. Mahlberg (2015) goes on to state that “It is
reasoned that teachers who assign self-assess-
ment encourage such self-regulation in students,”
(p. 774). This shows a connection between
self-assessment and self-regulation. This is fur-
ther encouraged by Meneske (2020). Meneske
summarizes Zimmerman and Kitsantas when he
says, “Self-regulated learners set goals, organize
and use reflective strategies to attain their goals,
manage and optimize available resources, mon-
itor progress, and continuously reflect,” (p. 184).
These skills align with the learning objectives of
the University Seminar Course, such as critical
and reflective thinking, metacognition, and iden-
tifying and using campus we should be seeking
out ways to encourage self-regulation. While this
is the end goal of the course, | believe we were
not encouraging these skills with the ePortfolio
as it stood in the past. We were teaching stu-
dents to be reflective; we were not bridging the
gap between being reflective about our class and
reflection about their college careers. We needed
something to expand and deepen the scope of
student reflection. Ultimately, | decided that using

ungrading practices would help facilitate deeper
critical and reflective thinking practices.

| had previously delved deep into the world of
contract and ungrading practices from the works
of Inoue (2022) and Elbow (1996), so my natural
inclination was to ask students to do their own
assessment of their work. Elbow argues that

I'd rather put my effort into trying to figure
out which actual activities or behaviors

| want from [students] rather than trying

to figure out the exact degree of quality
of writing they turn in and hope that my
grades will lead them to the right activities.

(p. 4)

| felt the same way about the ePortfolio proj-
ect; the previous assignment was asking students
to complete tasks, not encouraging reflection. It
was at this time that | was introduced to Susan
Blum’s (2020) book Ungrading: Why Rating
Students Undermines Learning (and What to
Do Instead). In this collection multiple authors
make suggestions about, asking students to give
themselves a grade. In every instance where the
author has students determine their grades, the
author notes improvements in motivation, meta-
cognition, connections with out of class expe-
riences, and better understandings of student
learning. All instructors in the book who have
students assess their learning include portfolios
as a way to gather the students work for review,
similar to the ePortfolio, but with the added bene-
fit of giving each assignment purpose: the pur-
pose of proving mastery of a skill. For instance,
Schultz-Bergin asks students to do a goal setting
like exercise in their portfolio, along with having
them point to evidence of work which signifies
mastery. While none of these authors called their
assignments a grade defense, their observations
were exactly what | felt had been missing from
the University Seminar ePortfolio.

The implementation of the grade defense went
in stages, as | refined the assignment to best
meet the needs of my course. As | made changes,
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| kept in mind the learning objectives of the
course, including,

Use critical thinking to analyze students
own and their peers’ assumptions about
class content, leverage information to
support success strategies, and provide
logical informed plans for success; use crit-
ical, reflective, integrative thinking across
multiple contexts and educational expe-
riences; and employ reflective thinking
strategies to learn from academic success-
es and failures.

The results of this work have been fruitful, and
| therefore wanted to share my experience with
others in the hope of encouraging more instruc-
tion in this manner.

The Grade Defense

| am including the directions for the grade
defense portion of the ePortfolio with this article.
Students are still expected to collect 10 artifacts
of their learning, but in an ideal iteration of an
ePortfolio, they will leverage their artifacts as
proof that the grade they feel they should have
is the one they deserve. The grade defense is
meant to encourage students to review their work
critically. Students should ask themselves “What
did I learn from this artifact? What did | use from
this class? What is this evidence of, and what am
| taking away from University Seminar?” While
students are not always highly skilled at using
their assignments as evidence, | have seen an
improvement in critical and reflective thinking
demonstrated in the ePortfolio. We have a large
amount of content to push through in a semester,
often making it difficult to revisit previous work
or ask students to be recursive about their prac-
tice. The ePortfolio provides an option for this, as
students revisit previous work to use it in their
artifacts, and then critically analyze their learn-
ing with these artifacts in the grade defense. If a
student is working on the project as we encour-
age, they are collecting artifacts throughout the
semester, storing them based on their use as an
example of student learning. The grade defense
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seemed the strongest option for encouraging stu-
dents to leverage their semester’s work to prove
their learning.The change in student reflection
was slight but immediate. At first, | was bombard-
ed by statements like, “I had perfect attendance,”
or “l turned in all my assignments;” a comple-
tionist view of college curriculum | can only attri-
bute to the system of K-12 education they were
coming in from. But as | refined how | introduced
the assignment, as well as explained what com-
prehension of a skill looked like, the answers
became stronger. | discussed with my students
how perfect attendance or completing all as-
signments did not prove mastery of the learning
objectives. Students can, after all, complete all
assignments but score poorly on them, or attend
every class but not apply the knowledge gained
to their lives. Instead, we talk about how memory
works and the different levels of Bloom’s taxono-
my, so students see that there are different levels
of understanding. We discuss the necessity for
systems or routines instead of planners or alarms.
We discuss what quizzes and exams are meant
to measure in contrast to projects and essays,

so students understand why they are given the
assignments they are in specific courses. As |
implemented this discussion at the beginning of
the semester when | first introduce the ePortfolio,
| have seen improvement in student responses.

| have two exemplary defenses to share from
among many examples my students created.

Student Example |

As briefly mentioned in my reflection, | had
a large accident in which | still have not
recovered from. Ever since the snowball
downward, | have been put behind on
assignments. This is no excuse, | under-
stand, which is why | do not deserve an

A or B. However, | do want to argue that |
have learned the essential information this
course offers. With my artifacts, | wanted
to display that | am able to use the con-
cepts and learning outcomes in multiple
parts of my life too. From in other class-
es, like artifact 5, to real life experiences,
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artifact 8. Every artifact includes a major
part of either a learning outcome or unit
learned in UNIV 1010. For this reason, |
respectfully ask that | can pass this class
with a C.

| want to emphasize here that the student
actively referenced the learning objectives of the
course and careful selection of artifacts specif-
ically to support the grade defense. For exam-
ple, the students 5th artifact are two math tests,
comparing the difference between one score and
another. The student references our 4th learning
objective, “Employ reflective thinking strategies
to learn from academic successes and failures.”
The student learned from their previous failure to
improve their score. The student identified their
own mastery of a learning objective in the grade
defense.

Student Example 2

| believe | deserve an A in this class. As
stated in the Fall 2022 University 1010 syl-
labus, ‘this course exists to help meet the
challenge of transitioning to college and
enable you to be successful throughout
the remainder of your college career.’ As
demonstrated in my note-taking artifact, |
had struggled to develop a note system
that worked for my teacher’s lecture style.
However, after learning about the Cornell
method in University 1010, my notes had
greatly improved in that class. By going
out of my way, to implement what | have
learned from this class, | have shown a
successful application of this course ma-
terial. | could easily be considered a ‘good
student’ on the basis that | have complet-
ed all my work on time and have good at-
tendance, but | show this example to prove
that, not only am | attentive in class, but |
represent a successful student of this class
by actually applying what | have learned
to overcome the challenges of my college
career.

Again, this student references an artifact from
the ePortfolio, as well as a situation which was
not part of the University Seminar course. The
notes they struggled to take were in a differ-
ent class, meaning they learned to apply their
University Seminar learning to outside classes
and contexts. In comparison to the reflections |
was getting when | first graded this assignment,
the implementation of the grade defense shifted
students’ perspective and got them to think criti-
cally about their learning.

Conclusion

In conclusion, by implementing the grade de-
fense | saw an improvement in reflection across
all my sections of University Seminar. Students
seemed to think about their artifacts more than
just work they needed to complete but as les-
sons they can apply to other classes. | saw a
new depth of critical thinking from students, as
they considered how they could carry their work
into their future courses. | saw honesty from my
students about their engagement and invest-
ment in the class. | believe many instructors fear
upgrading practice because they believe that
allowing students to support the grade they
believe they deserve will mean all students will
give themselves an A. What | have seen is that
many of the students in my classes deserve
the A, their ePortfolios do demonstrate a com-
mitment to exploring the content of the course
and implementing the skills which best suit their
learning style and needs as a student. | have
also had some students be honest about how
invested they were with the course, and they
may grade themselves at a B or C level if they
believe they either slacked off or had tribulations
which disrupted their education. Something else
to consider is that all ungrading practices involve
having a dialogue with the student. All instructors
contributing to Blum’s (2020) book talk exten-
sively about end of semester conferences where
instructors have students further explain their
portfolios. Before switching to a portfolio system
of grading, | wish to further trial such a system
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in subsequent semesters. This means that cur-
rently we still have a point system in place, and

| am clear about the fact that | cannot change

the points they have earned. When | switch to a
full portfolio system, | will schedule conferences
to discuss the portfolio and its success. No one

is advocating for giving out undeserved grades,
instead the goal is to encourage students to take
responsibility for their learning and demonstrate
it. It is key to remember in this context that stu-
dents are being asked to defend or argue for

the grade they are giving themselves, and while
the power of an A and its 4.0 status does make

it appealing to all students, they will often dig
deep to find the evidence for why they deserve
the A in the first place, justifying their grade to
you, and therefore for you. Finally, students have
moved from a completionist view of grading with
the old ePortfolio, to a learner’s view of their skills
with the grade defense. Students who used to
think in terms of completion generally now think
in terms of acquisition. Statements like, “I did all
the homework,” tend to be replaced with “l imple-
mented,” or “I learned.” This shift to me signals a
stronger reflection and deeper critical thinking,
which are the hallmarks of what the ePortfolio
and University Seminar is meant to do as a whole.
While my exploration of this assignment is not
complete, this is a chance to share my experi-
ence and to encourage those who may be on the
fence about implementing upgrading practices in
a course. We still grade on a point system, some-
thing | wrestle with constantly as | am pulled be-
tween the practices which will encourage student
autonomy, of taking control of their education,
and my position as introducing students to aca-
demia where they will face constant assessment
in the form of point systems and letter grades.
For the moment, the grade defense is my com-
promise, my chance to push students into self-as-
sessment, while still replicating the grading that
other instructors will use. In the future, this will be
a strong grounded theory research project, but
for now, | encourage instructors to ask students,
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“What do you think your grade should be, and can
you prove why you deserve that grade?”
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Appendix

Directions for the Grade Defense

You will write at least a paragraph stating the
grade you feel you should earn in this class and a
defense of why you deserve it. Use your artifacts
and the course learning objectives as evidence
for the learning you have done and the improve-
ments you have made. Be honest about the work
you have done, and critically analyze your accom-
plishments and trouble spots.
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Included in the discourse on equity and mul-
ticultural education is linguistic diversity. The
United States is a country of immigrants who
have brought their unique cultures, languages,
and dialects. Banks and Banks (2016) contend
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that “immigration continues to be the primary
form of linguistic diversity in the United States”
(p. 189). The use of regional and cultural English
dialects manifests an additional form of linguis-
tic diversity. Banks and Banks (2016) reference
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