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Abstract: The use of grades in assessment is common but debated by educators given its varied consequences for students. The purpose of the 
present study was: (a) to examine to whom pre-service teachers attribute the focus on grades, and (b) to explore the reasons why pre-service 
teachers plan to either reduce, or not reduce, the focus on grades in their future classrooms. Pre-service teachers attributed the focus on grades 
least to teachers and then increasingly to principals, students, school boards, and parents. Pre-service teachers who indicated that they would 
reduce the focus on grades provided myriad reasons for doing so, which included the drawbacks of competition, cheating, and mental health 
outcomes. They instead promoted student growth, competence, effort, and intrinsic motivation. Results are discussed through an examination of 
how pre-service teachers who are critical of grading practices plan to engage with students in their future classrooms. We conclude this paper 
with suggestions for future research.  
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Introduction  
rades are a central focus at all levels of education. Students earn grades, parents attend parent-teacher 
conferences to discuss their children’s grades, and principals examine grades as data that represents their 
students’ learning. Although grades are commonly accepted as an important indicator of achievement, 
focusing on grades too much can have detrimental consequences for students (Anderman & Koenka, 2017; 

Bloodgood et al., 2009; Farias et al., 2010; Marsden et al., 2005). Pre-service teachers, with their hope for the 
profession and student’s learning, may have unique perspectives on where the focus on grading comes from as well 
as how to challenge this focus. Thus, the purpose of this research was twofold: (a) To understand the extent to which 
pre-service teachers believe certain members of the educational community focus on grades, and (b) to understand 
their commitment to reducing the focus on grades in their future classrooms. 

The Role of Grades  
Currently, grades are a core feature of academic environments worldwide. In North America, grades are presented 
on both a 100-point scale and a letter grade scale from A to F (Schinske & Tanner, 2014). This grading system is 
widely believed to “set clear goals [for students], [be] more objective [than any other type of assessment], and [is the 
most] convenient [method for providing students with feedback]” (Torres, 2019, p. 5). In K-12 education, grades are 
critical indicators of academic performance for students and are used to communicate students’ progress and 
performance to students and parents alike (Magno, 2010; Ronsisvalle & Watkins, 2005). 

Despite their prominence, grades are often less accurate in representing students’ learning than stakeholders in 
education may think. Grade Point Averages (GPAs), a commonly used measure of academic performance, are 
argued to lack criterion validity such that students who score similarly across different assessments may have 
different sets of knowledge and skills (Kaplan, 2016). Similarly, GPAs are argued to mask the contextual and social-
cultural factors than influence grade production (Kaplan, 2016). Specifically, there is evidence to suggest that non-
achievement related factors such as students’ gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and classroom behaviour 
influence teachers’ internalized beliefs about achievement and grading (Alexander et al., 1987; Jussim et al., 2009; 
Ready & Wright, 2011; Sirin et al., 2009; Südkamp et al., 2014), thus calling into question the utility of grades as an 
indicator of academic achievement in schools today.  

Who Focuses on Grades? 

Due to the importance placed on grades, students often focus on earning high grades, at times to the detriment of 
their learning and well-being (Anderman & Koenka, 2017; Bloodgood et al., 2009; Farias et al., 2010, Marsden et al., 
2005). With respect to learning, the desire to earn high grades directly contradicts long-lasting learning outcomes 
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(Crooks, 1988; Gibbs & Simpson, 2005; Weimer, 2002). Specifically, grades have been found to promote surface 
learning, where students prioritize memorizing course content to perform well on formal assessments instead of 
actively engaging with the material (Farias et al., 2010; Marton & Säljö, 1976; Romanowski, 2004). With respect to 
well-being, social comparison between students regarding their grades can lead to competition, academic dishonesty, 
increased student stress, anxiety, procrastination, and lower levels of emotional and behavioural engagement (Kanat-
Maymon et al., 2015; Poorthuis et al., 2015; von der Embse et al., 2018). Grades also play a prominent role in 
determining the opportunities available to students post-graduation, including scholarships and admissions into 
university, which heightens the importance of grades to students and parents alike (Allen, 2005; Magno, 2010). 

Like students, teachers focus on grades as a facet of their jobs. Teachers are professionally mandated to 
evaluate student learning and assign grades, thereby making evaluation a clear focus of their responsibilities 
(Government of Alberta, 2018; BC Teachers’ Council, 2019). By some counts, teachers spend upwards of one-third 
of their time assessing learning (Stiggins & Conklin, 1992), much of which results in numerical grades. Teachers 
use grades as an incentive to compel students to study effectively and complete their work (Docan, 2006). Given the 
requirements of grading practices to report on student performance, it would be nearly impossible for teachers not to 
have some focus on grading.  

In the administrative context, principals and school boards use grades produced by standardized assessments to 
rank schools (Alberta Teachers Association, 2009). All but one Canadian province requires students to take 
standardized tests in a variety of grade levels and subject areas (Zwaagstra, 2011), and Canadian adolescents 
regularly participate in international assessments such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) (Volante & Ben Jaafar, 2008). Particularly in the United States, performance on assessment is used by 
principals and school boards to evaluate teacher effectiveness (Haertel, 2013). While these practices have yet to be 
adopted in Canada, grades continue to impact administrative decisions and student outcomes.  

The Role of Pre-Service Teachers. Pre-service teachers are a unique sample because they are simultaneously 
teachers and students (Daniels et al., 2020). Pre-service teachers typically enter the profession with good intentions 
and hopes to improve student learning and well-being. Unfortunately, these intentions and hopes for student learning 
do not always carry through into their teaching practice (Daniels, 2013) when they encounter professional realities, 
such as grading, assessment, and school cultures which may or may not support current grading practices. To date, 
little research has examined pre-service teachers’ perspectives on grading practices. Given our limited understanding 
of pre-service teachers’ perspectives on grades, it is important to examine their perceptions about the focus on 
grades and if they would choose to reduce, or not reduce the focus on grades in their future classrooms given their 
role in assessment and student learning. 

Current Study 
The present study aimed to examine pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the focus on grades in the classroom and 
whether they intend to respond. We posed the following research questions: (1) which group(s) of people do pre-
service teachers believe focus on grades the most? And (2) do pre-service teachers intend to reduce the focus on 
grades in their future classrooms? If so, for what reason(s)?  

Method 

Participants and Procedure  

During the Fall semester (September to December) of 2020, self-reported data was collected from a convenience 
sample of students in the teacher preparation program from a large university in Western Canada. At the time of this 
study, students were enrolled in a classroom assessment course that focused on important concepts in assessment 
and evaluation such as goals of assessment, equity and fairness, and grading and reporting. As part of their course 
work, students completed a variety of activities via an online Google Form. These activities were given to students 
in order to extend their learning and open opportunities for further reflection on important course topics, including 
the emphasis on grades in school, academic dishonesty, trauma-informed practices, and summative assessment in 
relation to student motivation. After completing the course-based activity, students were asked if they consented to 
have their responses included in this research study. If the student indicated yes, their quantitative and qualitative 
data were collected (n = 205) and analyzed following the conclusion of the course. These procedures were approved 
by the university’s Research Ethics Board. 
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Measures 

Demographic measures (4 items) 

To describe the sample, we asked participants to indicate their age, gender, grade levels or teachable subjects 
they were studying to become qualified to teach, and ethnicity (n = 83). Participants ranged in age from 20 to 48 
years old (M = 25.08) and were evenly divided between students who identified as a man (49.4%) and a woman 
(50.6%). The students were predominantly training to be Secondary teachers (75.9%) rather than Elementary (2.4%) 
and Junior High teachers (20.5%). The students identified with a variety of ethnicities, including Aboriginal, 
Caucasian, Chinese, Latin American, and Southeast Asian.  

Focus on Grades (5 items) 

To determine where pre-service teachers believed the focus on grades was strongest, we asked them to indicate 
the extent to which five members of the school community had this focus. Participants were prompted with the 
following statement: To what extent do you think each of the following groups of people is focused on students' 
grades? They indicated their responses for (a) students, (b) parents, (c) teachers, (d) principals, and (e) school 
boards on a scale from 1 (not very focused) to 7 (very focused). 

Intentional reduction on grades focus (2 items, 1 open-ended) 

Additionally, pre-service teachers responded to the forced-choice yes-no question: Will you intentionally try to 
reduce the focus on students’ grades in your future classroom? Then, participants were asked to complete an open-
ended response to the question: What has led you to the decision? In other words, tell me why this is important to 
you. 

Plans for Analysis  

We conducted our analyses in two stages. To answer our first research question, we examined the means from the 
participants’ responses to the focus on grades items. We ranked the means in ascending order and compared the 
differences in scores. Moreover, we ran Pearson correlation coefficients between the items to examine whether pre-
service teachers’ responses for (a) students, (b) parents, (c) teachers, (d) principals and (e) school boards were 
correlated with one another. To answer our second research question, we examined the reasons pre-service teachers 
gave for reducing the focus on students’ grades in their future classrooms using an inductive thematic analysis 
(Nowell et al., 2017). We open-coded their responses as to why or why not they intended to reduce the focus on 
grades in their classrooms. For the purpose of this paper, we will report on the responses of pre-service teachers who 
said they would intentionally reduce the focus on grades in their future classrooms.  

Results  

Quantitative Survey Items 

Pre-service teachers indicated that out of the five groups identified, parents were the most focused on grades (M = 
6.26) followed by school boards (M = 6.13), students (M = 5.84), principals (M = 5.68) and teachers (M = 5.09). 
Results of the Pearson correlation found a significant positive correlation between principals and school boards. 
Weak positive correlations were found between principals and teachers, parents and principals, and parents and 
school boards (see Table 1). 

Table 1  

Rank ordering of focus on grades and correlations between groups from least to most focused. 

Individual  M SD Range Skew Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 

1.   Teachers 5.09 .96 3-7 .03 -.29 -    
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2.   Principals 5.68 1.01 2-7 -.66 .65 .27** -   

3.   Students 5.84 .99 3-7 -.40 -.57 .04 .00 -  

4.   School Boards 6.13 1.02 2-7 -1.63 3.72 .03 .73** -.04 - 

5.   Parents 6.26 .87 4-7 -1.04 .36 .17* .29** .14 .27** 

 

Note(s). *Significant at p < .05, ** p < .01 

Qualitative Analysis 

We conducted an inductive thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017) to examine pre-service teachers’ responses to the 
question: Will you intentionally try to reduce the focus on students’ grades in your future classroom? What has led 
you to the decision? In other words, tell me why this is important to you. Of the 205 students who completed the 
survey, 29 responses were left blank, and nine responses were removed from the analyses as they did not meet  
coding criteria. This resulted in 166 student responses for analysis. 92% of the pre-service teachers indicated “yes,” 
and 8% indicated “no” to the forced-choice question about intentionally reducing the focus on grades in the 
classroom. Responses were coded into two thematic categories: Reasons for Intentionally Reducing the Focus on 
Grades and Alternatives to Focusing on Grades. The first two authors developed a codebook that included 
definitions for both categories, theme codes, and sample quotations to aid with coding. Inter-rater reliability for the 
first 20 student responses was 20%. The first and second authors reviewed the coding criteria to improve inter-rater 
reliability for the remaining items. Inter-rater reliability for the following 146 student responses was 88%. The 
researchers discussed differences in the remaining 12% of student responses until consensus amongst the research 
team was reached. A table was created and revised to highlight the main themes in the student responses (see Table 
2). 

 

Table 2   

Qualitative Thematic Categories related to Pre-Service Teachers’ Perceptions of the Focus on Grades in the 
Classroom 

Thematic Category                               Codes                                                      Sample Statements 

Reasons for Intentionally Reducing 
the Focus on Grades 

Competition 

 

 

Cheating  

 

 

Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Grades can lead to increased 
competition between peers. 

 

I think that too much focus on the 
grades and not the actual learning 
will increase frequencies of cheating. 

 

High focus on grades can contribute 
to a lot of negative effects such as 
poor self esteem and mental health. 
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Alternatives to Focusing on Grades 
in the Classroom 

Growth 

 

Competence 

 
 

Effort 

 

 

Intrinsic  

Motivation 

I would like to focus on student 
learning, and on student growth.  

 

I would like to shift the focus from 
performance to mastery in my 
classroom. 

 

Goals for students will vary as well, 
so focusing on effort and task 
completion might be a better way to 
motivate some students. 

 

By not focusing on grades and 
focusing on feedback, I hope to 
increase my student's intrinsic 
motivation. 

 

The pre-service teachers provided various comments that reflected the drawbacks of focusing on classroom 
grades. We grouped the responses into three themes. First, a majority of pre-service teachers commented on how 
grades lead to competition between students. For example, one participant  wrote, “Focusing on grades takes focus 
away from learning and puts it on competition,” while another commented, “The motivation behind grades is largely 
extrinsic and drives competitive behaviour.” Second, several pre-service teachers claimed that focusing on grades 
contributes to increases in competitive behaviour, namely cheating. For example, one participant commented, 
“When students are focused on competition and proving they are more competent than others, they get anxious 
about grades and are more likely to cheat on assignments and exams.” Third, pre-service teachers commented on “
the pressure to perform” and its impact on students’ mental health and wellbeing. These comments included feeling 
“anxiety about reaching an arbitrary number” in addition to experiencing “poor self-esteem,” lowered “self-worth,” 
and “reduced confidence.” 

The pre-service teachers also provided various responses that proposed alternatives to focusing on grades in the 
classroom. We grouped these responses into four themes. The majority of pre-service teachers spoke about the 
benefit of focusing on students’ growth. For example, one respondent commented, “It is more important to see what 
students have learned and how they can apply their knowledge,” while another participant commented, “I want [the 
students] to try and discover their own improvements over time.” Other pre-service teachers spoke about the benefits 
of measuring competence. These comments included students’ “mastery of a subject,” “critical thinking skills,” and 
“genuine retention.” Pre-service teachers also commented on the role of effort. For example, one respondent 
mentioned, “It is important to praise hard work and grit.” Lastly, pre-service teachers also mentioned students’ 
intrinsic motivation. One participant commented, “I would rather focus on them enjoying what they are learning,” 
while another commented, “I want classes to be engaging and motivating enough where getting good grades is a by-
product, not a focus.”  

Discussion  
This study examined pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the focus on grades in the classroom. We discuss the 
quantitative results pertaining to pre-service teachers’ perceptions of parents and teachers. Second, we discuss 
qualitative results through considering implications for teaching practice. We then identify three limitations of this 
study and offer directions for future research.  
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Parents as most focused 

Pre-service teachers reported that all 5 members of the educational community were more focused on grades than 
not, as evidenced by scores above the midpoint. Of the five members, teachers were reported to be least focused on 
grades, followed by principals, students, school boards, and parents. The finding that parents were most focused on 
grades was somewhat surprising given that parents do not assign learning tasks or work within assessment in any 
way. Interestingly, this ranking for parents differs from a similar study in which teachers ranked the same five 
members of the educational community on their focus on competition. Goegan and Daniels (2022) found that school 
boards were more focused on competition than parents who ranked second. Although the comparison is not perfect, 
one reason for parents being seen as most focused on grades in this study may be because pre-service teachers are 
still students who themselves have parents who care about their grades and the implications of academic 
achievement for their futures. In Canada, 85% of parents expect their children to go on to postsecondary education, 
which is predicated on having high grades (Corak et al., 2003). Another reason for parents being viewed as the most 
focused on grades may be because parents are the furthest removed from the classroom and daily life of school, 
assessment, and grading (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Pre-service teachers may assume that parents lack general 
knowledge on assessment, grades, and the weaknesses of assessment schemes in measuring student success within 
education. 

Teachers as Least Focused 

As part of their professional training, teachers receive instruction on educational assessment and student success  

and this may explain why pre-service teachers rated teachers as being least focused on grades. Despite seeing 
teachers as the least focused on grades, 92% of pre-service teachers indicated they would personally try to reduce 
the focus on grades in their future classrooms. In explaining their reasons why, most pre-service teachers spoke to 
the drawbacks of focusing on grades in the classroom, including competition, cheating, and mental health outcomes. 
Substantial existing evidence shows that pre-service teachers are correct in their concerns: schools with a strong 
focus on competition and achievement, as opposed to learning, often invoke increased cheating  and plagiarism 
amongst students (Anderman & Koenka, 2017). Likewise, students are more likely to cheat in high-stakes testing 
situations, where demonstrating competence is of high importance (Daumiller & Janke, 2019). With respect to 
mental health outcomes, previous research has linked grades to enhanced stress, anxiety, and procrastination 
(Bloodgood et al., 2009; Kanat-Mayon et al., 2015; von der Embse et al., 2018). It is likely that a prominent focus 
on grades negatively affects students and the subsequent culture of learning in classrooms, schools, and school 
districts. In this study, pre-service teachers demonstrated that they are aware of these negative outcomes and desire 
to reduce them by focusing less on grades in their future teaching practice. 

Moreover, most pre-service teachers spoke of alternatives to focusing on grades in the classroom. It is likely 
that the assessment course pre-service teachers were enrolled in at the time of this study influenced their 
understanding of assessment and their subsequent reasons for reducing the focus on grades. Again, their perspectives 
are consistent with previous research on academic success (Goegan et al., 2020; Jennings et al., 2013; Oster & 
Roberts, 2007; Yazedjian et al., 2008; York et al., 2015). For example, Goegan et al. (2020) found that students 
within a Faculty of Education at a Canadian university identified several indicators or sub-themes of academic 
success, including performance, learning, goals, motivation, and emotions. Similarly, in this study, pre-service 
teachers identified four alternative ways to support student success aside from grades by focusing on student growth, 
competence, effort, and intrinsic motivation. While pre-service teachers identified several indicators of academic 
success, very few commented on the value of using other assessment methods, such as standards-based grading or 
competency-based models of assessment. Additionally, few discussed the ways in which they would implement 
alternative assessment tools in their teaching practice. In future research, it may be important to ask participants to 
identify what they would use in place of grades to measure student success.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The findings of this research may help pre-service teachers to become more aware of the potential drawbacks of 
grading and provides this population with alternatives to grading that they can draw on as they enter the teaching 
profession. Reviewing these findings as part of pre-service teacher education assessment classes may prove useful. 
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While our findings regarding the focus on grades and pre-service teachers’ responses to this focus provide important 
insights that can help pre-service teachers in their teaching practice, three limitations should be acknowledged. First, 
participants were comprised of a convenience sample of pre-service teachers from a large university in Western 
Canada. Therefore, the results may not generalize to other academic institutions. Additionally, our sample came 
from students in their third year of a teaching program, and therefore they cannot fully speak to the practice of 
teaching. Nonetheless, it is still important to consider pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the focus on grades in the 
classroom because even if their intentions do not fully translate into practice, they are an important predictor of 
future behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). Future research should consider a broader sample of pre-service teachers and 
institutions to remedy this limitation. Moreover, it would also be informative to ask parents, school boards, 
principals, and students themselves where they believe the focus on grades is the strongest and if they consider this 
focus appropriate.  

Second, open-ended written questions have been argued to lack depth in qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). 
Although the open-ended question provided consistent answers, it likely did not fully capture the participants’ 
perspectives. Future research could incorporate structured methods such as one-on-one interviews to better 
understand pre-service teachers’ perspectives on grades moving forward. 

Third, participants were asked what led them to their decision as to whether they would intentionally try to 
reduce the focus on grades in their future classrooms and to give reasons why it was important to them, even though 
they ranked teachers as least focused on grades in the quantitative ranking. It would be interesting to explore in 
which way(s) pre-service teachers could help other members of the educational community who arguably have 
higher focuses on grades to make a similar commitment to reducing their focus on grades. Future research on how 
best to support pre-service teachers in adapting their assessment practices to support other assessment methods and 
measures of academic success will prove helpful. 

Conclusion  

The perspectives of pre-service teachers regarding grades were investigated to better understand the extent to which 
pre-service teachers believe certain members of the educational community focus on grades and to understand their 
commitment to reducing the focus on grades in their future classrooms. The results from our study provide 
researchers and administrators with valuable information regarding pre-service teachers’ perceptions of parents as 
being most focused and teachers as being least focused on grades. This study further demonstrates pre-service 
teachers’ support for reducing the focus on grades and their support for other indicators of academic success in their 
future classrooms, including student growth, competence, effort, and intrinsic motivation.  
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