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ABSTRACT
Recent discussions of ungrading highlight its importance in the educational research 
community. This study focuses on 12 students in an Educational Psychology, Master’s level, 
synchronous online course taught using an ungraded, phenomenological approach. Transcripts 
of participant reflections were coded in vivo and developed into themes. Findings included 
a context of “difference” in which students experienced a “mental transformation”; being 
“untethered from traditional structure”; learning with “wonderful classmates”; and the need 
for more college teaching that goes “far beyond” a test or quiz. Results indicated that 
ungrading and aspects of the phenomenological approach stood out to students as they 
reflected on an ungraded course.

Introduction

The use of traditional grades in higher education is 
nearly ubiquitous save for a few boutique institutions 
(e.g., Hampshire College, Antioch University), yet 
recent mainstream publications push toward ungrad-
ing, a set of assessment practices that modify the 
traditional role of instructors regarding judgment of 
student performance on assignments and the class as 
a whole. Ungrading is surrounded by controversy 
(Lynch and Hennessy 2017; Tannock 2017) and 
approaches to ungrading vary widely as discussed 
recently by Flaherty (2019).

Yet some forms of ungrading have existed in higher 
education for over 40 years. For example, Donald 
(1976) discussed the use of contracts in which stu-
dents chose from a list of projects and agreed to meet 
standards to pass the course. More recently, Weimer 
(2013) drew attention to the need for learner-centered 
teaching that emphasized active student engagement, 
responsibility in learning, and an emphasis on student 
self-assessment rather than teacher-determined grades.

A number of authors have described the promises 
of ungrading, including greater equity (Supiano 2019), 
reduction of undue student stress (Kohn 2013); and 
the ability to meet the intended aims of traditional 
grading practices (Blum 2016; Kohn 2013; Supiano 
2019). These claims call into question predominant 
grading practices in higher education and support the 

need for more in-depth studies to determine what is 
happening as teachers and students experiment with 
approaches to ungrading.

Schinske and Tanner (2014) reviewed literature high-
lighting how grading can distract instructors from inno-
vating their practices to deepen learning (p. 163). They 
also discussed facets of grading like student response to 
feedback, effects on student motivation, and reliability, 
and conclude grading generally fails in many of its 
intended aims (see also Brookhart et  al. 2016).

Few peer-reviewed studies on ungraded courses 
exist. One example is an interview study with students 
in such a course (Sohn et  al. 2016). In this graduate 
elective course, the instructor promised on the first 
day that everyone would receive an A. Students 
reported transformative learning experiences. The 
Sohn et  al. (2016) study was part of a larger case 
study of a phenomenological approach to teaching and 
learning (Franklin 2013; Greenberg et  al. 2019). 
Franklin (2013) studied the instructor’s planning pro-
cess and Greenberg et  al. (2019) analyzed the case 
extensively to derive the following guiding concepts 
for course development and implementation:

1. Cultivate a phenomenological attitude (honor-
ing the intentionality of the teacher, the mean-
ing each student finds in course content, and 
the use of empathy to help teacher and stu-
dents enrich personal perspective)
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2. Weave personal experience with course content 
(relating personal experience with course con-
tent, realization of personally held biases)

3. Adopt an egalitarian stance (create a safe, trust-
ing, and open classroom atmosphere, including 
the elimination of traditional grading 
practices)

4. Be open to transcending course content (com-
bine factual course content with its meaning 
for students) (Greenberg et  al. 2019, p. 166)

It is these four concepts upon which the course in 
this study was based. The course is described in 
detail below.

We assert the need to take on research regarding 
how students experience ungrading and how a teacher 
may use lessons learned to deepen their own practice. 
In this article, we focus on what we learned about 
the third aspect of the phenomenological approach 
that involves ungrading through an investigation of 
students’ publicly reported experiences in a Master’s 
level graduate course.

Materials and methods

The study setting was a 3-hour, semester-long, grad-
uate course in Educational Psychology at a predom-
inantly white institution. The course content focused 
on meeting the needs of “underachieving and non-
traditional learners” of all ages. It was offered syn-
chronously as part of an online-only Master’s program 
designed to be completed over two years of continu-
ous semesters including summer offerings. The degree 
was not associated with licensure, so course content 
was more flexible than in licensure programs.

Out of the 16 students enrolled in the 
summer-session course in 2016, 12 agreed to partic-
ipate in this research. At the time of the course, par-
ticipants were at various stages in completing the 
6-semester program: 2 in their 1st semester, 2 in their 
2nd semester, 5 in their 3rd semester, 1 in the 5th 
semester, and 2 in the 6th semester just prior to grad-
uation. This scheduling approach encouraged advanced 
students to mentor new students and also furthered 
bonding within cohorts. Three participants were Black, 
1 Hispanic/Latinx, and 8 were White. Students were 
diverse in age, ranging from mid-twenties to sixties, 
and came from a variety of cultural and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds. Some had long professional 
careers, others more limited work experiences. Some 
were first-generation college students. Most were inter-
ested in meeting learner needs of college/university 

students; few had an interest in working with young 
children or adolescents. The students were unaware 
that the course would not use traditional grades until 
the course began.

During the course, the instructor shared with stu-
dents her intent: to offer students the “freedom to 
connect” (Sohn et  al. 2016) to the course as learners 
rather than students who are typically expected to 
perform in a prescribed manner. Students were 
informed early on that they would receive feedback 
and assistance but would not be graded on any course 
assignments nor would they be tested on mastery of 
course content. The instructor was obligated to input 
a traditional grade in the campus online grading por-
tal, so she informed students to expect to receive an 
“A” for the course if they met personally determined 
goals aligned with the course content (cf. Flaherty 
2019). She recommended specific readings—but 
encouraged students to choose from additional read-
ings she offered and/or others of their own selection. 
She also shared individual and small group “unas-
signed assignments” that encouraged students to be 
creative in the way they approached their learning 
about a topic of interest based on individual goals. 
These assignments were an attempt to provide struc-
ture and guidance while encouraging creativity and 
student responsibility for learning.

Two-thirds of class meeting time was allotted to 
large group sessions, which began with a 15-minute 
check-in activity where each student and the instruc-
tor shared something from personal life or an expe-
rience related to the course. Students were encouraged 
to form small groups that would meet throughout the 
course and share a report during large-group sessions. 
Small groups were composed of 4 or 5 students who 
shared similar interests. Two students chose not to 
participate in any small group; the instructor talked 
with these students to encourage their voluntary par-
ticipation yet accepted their decisions. One chose to 
focus directly on her professional job and presented 
reports as a “small group of one.” Another student 
chose not to participate in any small group activity 
but was an active participant in large-group sessions. 
Her post-class self-reflections described her course 
goals and ideas related to readings she chose.

All students were encouraged to submit a written 
self-reflection after each large group session to be 
posted on the course online platform for others to 
see. The instructor read each student’s reflection and 
then replied by offering supportive and alternative 
views, often asking questions. Other students often 
responded as well to another student’s self-reflection 
and/or the instructor’s reply. During the next 
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large-group session, the instructor presented a sum-
mary of these reflections, focusing on comments that 
stood out to her regarding course content. At the end 
of the semester, students were asked to complete a 
self-reflection on the course as a whole. It is from 
these end-of-semester reflections that we collected 
data for this study.

These public, written, end-of-course reflections of 
12 student participants ranged in length from half a 
page to 7 pages. To analyze the reflections, the 
research team used a phenomenological methodology 
developed at The University of Tennessee (UT), 
Knoxville (Sohn et  al. 2017). Each team member com-
pleted in vivo coding of participant post-course reflec-
tions independently. Through subsequent team 
meetings, a consensus was reached as to the context 
(ground) from which themes (figures) stood out. The 
goal of the thematic figure-ground structure was to 
illustrate the experience of the course. The particular 
number of participants who expressed a theme was 
not as important as the plausibility and power of the 
expression. In order to remain close to the meaning 
of the participants’ experiences, theme labels were 
derived from the words of participants.

The instructor and a guest lecturer of the course 
were part of the research team conducting this study. 
They were also the first and second authors of the 
Greenberg et  al. (2019) text and active members of 
the research team that worked on the extensive case 
study of a phenomenological approach. Our third 
research team member was not associated with the 
course nor a member of that research team, although 
a part of an interpretive group that was engaged in 
reviewing and analyzing the case study data. As a 
group, we, the researchers involved in this work, 
shared a positionality including an understanding of 
and respect for qualitative inquiry and learner-centered 
teaching practices. We believe the numbers of partic-
ipants do not reflect the depth of understanding 
learned through the research; we believe in quality 
over quantity, shared narrative stories of experience 
over survey results, and that a deep dive with one 
participant overshadows that of a shallow pool 
of many.

We sought trustworthiness in several ways. The 
instructor was not involved in admitting any of the 
students into the program or tracking their progress 
through it. Students in the course were first contacted 
by the program coordinator (who was unaffiliated 
with this study) after they had graduated with a 
Master’s degree to avoid coercion. They could choose 
whether to contact the instructor, who subsequently 
sent them information about the study and an 

IRB-approved consent form. The preliminary results 
were presented at the Tennessee Phenomenology 
Research Group, a transdisciplinary group of research-
ers who help audit data analyses and interpretations. 
The analysis and writing process was multi-iterative 
and inclusive of raw data quotes connecting directly 
to participants’ experiences.

Results

The participants’ experiences of the course stood out 
from a ground of difference. One participant summed 
up the view of others, “The students are different, 
the course structure is different, the instructional 
modality is different, the emphasis on learning is dif-
ferent” (Cleo). The course was different from courses 
they had taken before. These references to the course 
being different would often accompany aspects of their 
course experience that stood out. Four themes, three 
with subthemes, emerged regarding those aspects:

1. Mental transformation
a. Feeling adrift
b. The veil lifted

2. Untethered
a. Amazing vulnerability
b. Trusting our learning/teaching process

3. Wonderful classmates
4. Far beyond a test or quiz

a. Aha moments-I will rely upon
b. We need more teachers like her

The themes are represented in Figure 1.
Below, we describe the findings and include rep-

resentative quotes from participants’ written 
self-reflections. All participant names are pseudonyms 
to preserve confidentiality. While participants referred 
to course content terminology throughout their 
self-reflections, we omitted this jargon in the quotes 
presented here.

Theme #1: Mental transformation

“In a few short weeks I’ve undergone a mental trans-
formation. I’m excited to dig deeper into the learning 
approaches we covered to help the learners that come 
my way” (Isabel). All but one of the 12 participants 
reported a clearly defined transformation in their 
thinking about how to meet the needs of marginalized 
learners and their awareness of what it means to be 
a learner in a course themselves. Dexter wrote, “This 
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class redefined teaching for me and redefined the way 
that I think about learning.” He said that it gave him 
a “whole new way” of seeing the world. Cleo, who 
reported intense struggles with the ungraded approach, 
still expressed a degree of change. She shared, “I feel 
that this course offered me great opportunities to 
stretch my understanding of what teaching is” in rela-
tion to recognizing and meeting needs of nontradi-
tional learners. Two subthemes comprised the mental 
transformation.

Subtheme #1: Feeling adrift
In their final self-reflections, many students expressed 
that they were confused during the first three sessions 
of the course. Lucy, for example, described her initial 
experience in dramatic terms: “This class put me ill 
at ease. I will even go so as far to say that I was 
afraid.”

Most participants described feeling adrift because 
they were overwhelmed by the opportunity to make 
choices about what and how they would learn—and 
how they would know if they had learned. Jose 
explained, “I sometimes struggle with the fear of miss-
ing out or of not achieving complete mastery of every 
piece of new knowledge….” Regina reflected on the 
amount of effort she would need to engage with the 

course while also managing work and family respon-
sibilities. She wrote, “With everything going on in my 
personal and work life, I questioned my ability to 
‘keep all the balls in the air’.” Cleo attributed the 
feeling of being adrift to a “philosophical mismatch” 
between herself and the course. She critiqued the 
ungraded nature of the course: “Tossing aside best 
practices and course objectives is, quite frankly, shock-
ing! If you don’t outline objectives, then how will you 
assess? … how will you determine value-added benefit 
to your students?”

Subtheme #2: The veil lifted
With the exception of Cleo, participants reported 
growing comfort with the course as time went on. 
Isabel wrote, “THIS CLASS HAS BEEN AN EYE 
OPENER for sure. I feel like the veil has been lifted.” 
(caps original). Mara described the way in which she 
engaged in the course after the veil lifted for her. She 
stated, “I have thought more deeply, listened more 
attentively, and explored deeper than ever before in 
a course.”

Dexter described the change he experienced from 
being adrift to the veil lifting. He stated, “I think this 
class somehow overcame that [initial] chaos to pro-
duce something beautiful.” His orientation to the 
chaos changed as well: “I see now it is more mean-
ingful for the student to find those boundaries and 
expectations [of the course] for themselves.”

Though they started the semester “feeling adrift,” 
students shared positive reflections on their experience 
at the end of the course. Jose expressed, “What an 
amazing and profound experience this has been. I 
now know to look better for evidence of [student 
strengths].” Callie shared, “At the end of this course, 
I was amazed by how much I learned about myself.” 
The learning students experienced was attributed to 
the teaching approach.

Theme #2: Untethered

Participants described being free from traditional 
course structures. Lucy was initially uncomfortable 
and skeptical about the ungraded approach. She 
reflected on her gradual acceptance by stating:

Could I learn my way, at my speed, and pick out 
what resonated with me, and still pass this class? Too 
good to be true. Class after class, I heard the message, 
again and again, be creative. Intrigued, I trusted, just 
a bit. I posted a reflection, one that honestly reflected 
me. And, holy cow, it was received, warmly. I was 

Figure 1. Thematic structure of participant experience of the 
ungraded course. a ground of difference was the context 
where participants experienced “wonderful classmates,” “feeling 
adrift,” a “mental transformation,” and went “far beyond a test 
or quiz.”
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even thanked for contributing. Little by little, I came 
out of my shell. I began to trust, not just the pro-
cess, but I started trusting my process. Suddenly, I 
relaxed. And, I felt free. It has been years since I felt 
untethered to a structured environment, and I liked it.

Lucy also reflected on how the course reminded 
her that learning can be freeing. She wrote, “Learning 
isn’t stagnant. It is a vine that grows, growing up, and 
sideways, and blossoming blooms that scent the 
world.” Alexis shared a similar view when she wrote, 
“I appreciate the openness and the freedom to choose 
how and what we learn and explore in this class.”

Participants described two aspects of untethered-
ness: being vulnerable and the need to trust the 
process.

Subtheme #1: Amazing vulnerability
Participants reflected extensively on being vulnerable 
in the course. Mara wrote that she came to class with 
“Excitement about what we may discuss or share in 
class and anxiety about what I would learn about 
myself in class.” Kayla focused on the atmosphere that 
allowed participants to be open to vulnerability. She 
stated, “My biggest take away from the course is defi-
nitely the openness and ability to share ideas in an 
unintimidating forum.”

Isabel appeared to agree with Mara in her reflec-
tion, “… the openness of everyone to share details 
about themselves … gave me deeper insight to a full 
learning experience.” And Regina shared her appreci-
ation by stating, “I have learned so much from every-
one’s openness and willingness to be vulnerable in 
sharing. This class has truly embodied a learning 
laboratory for me, and I am grateful.”

Jose focused part of his reflection on vulnerability 
displayed by the instructor and a guest teacher in one 
session. He wrote, “I have witnessed both [our instruc-
tor and guest teacher] display moments of genuine 
curiosity and of recognition of a new thought that 
perhaps had not been entertained before, and in that 
moment of question I perceived tremendous strength 
through vulnerability.” These reflections lead to stu-
dents’ experience of the learning and teaching process.

Subtheme #2: Trusting our learning/teaching 
process
Isabel reflected on her realization about the learning 
process, “I really came to terms with the fact that I 
need to learn to not just TRUST the learning process 
but learn to appreciate the learning process because 
that’s what teaching/facilitation is all about … to get 

the participants to learn.” Later, she wrote about her 
ability to be more flexible:

Though I was in a group of 1, it really helped me 
to step outside myself and my personal beliefs about 
learning and really pay attention and allow my mind 
to be open and flexible to hearing what the other 
groups had researched about the many types of learn-
ers in this world.

Dexter reflected on his new perspective about 
trusting the process of teaching and learning. 
He wrote,

Finally, this class [has] given me the ability to think 
outside the box, to see the world in a whole new way. 
We get so locked in on our perception and the rules 
of the society that we forget that there are different 
approaches in different ways to do things.

Their experience of other students also stood out 
to them.

Theme #3: Wonderful classmates

Nine of the 12 participants commented explicitly 
about the positive learning community that they felt 
in the course and how much other students contrib-
uted to their own personal understanding of course 
content. Mara stated:

I felt a very intense, meaningful connection to this 
learning community. … We all began this course with 
our own biases, assumptions, experiences, strengths, 
and weaknesses. Slowly we were able to strip our-
selves, layer by layer, to the core of our purpose and 
being. Each person has their own hidden rules, their 
own perspectives, and their own passions. In spite of 
all our differences, we were able to build a very open 
and safe learning community.

Dexter also focused on the close relationship 
amongst students. He commented, “The connections 
that I have made with the students, albeit we were 
already close, is such a wonderful thing.”

Kayla, like others, expressed gratitude for her class-
mates. She commented, “I have appreciated all the 
support and wonderful insight from everyone in the 
class. Each person has a unique and special back-
ground to pull from which will assist us in our edu-
cational and career efforts.” Jose focused on his 
small group:

We achieved a very safe and open community from 
which to work. We had some difficulties at the outset 
finding our footing…. At times … I felt behind the 
group. Later I felt like we developed a rhythm … we 
did some things together that I know I could not 
have arrived at alone.
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Regina expressed her gratitude as well: “Thank you 
to my most wonderful classmates, and of course to 
the members of my group … for being such amazing 
collaborators.”

Theme #4: Far beyond a test or quiz

In theme four, participants described the ways in 
which the course went far beyond a traditional test 
or quiz to reach into their personal and professional 
lives. They also described ways in which the instructor 
herself took on a role beyond that of a typical 
instructor.

Subtheme #1: Aha moments I will rely upon
In their reflections, most participants included their 
intent to apply course content to their professional 
work in the future. Regina, a training developer and 
facilitator, stated, “Thinking back over the last 5 weeks, 
there were so many ‘aha’ moments for me that I know 
I will recall and rely upon for years to come.” Some 
participants drew a stark contrast between the ways 
in which they had taught in the past and the ways 
they planned to teach thanks to what they learned in 
the course. Isabel wrote:

I’m ashamed to say before this class whenever I had 
to do a training facilitation for work … anytime I 
would encounter a learner who “didn’t get it” or a 
learner who didn’t pick up the concept the way that 
Isabel wanted them to pick up the concept because 
Isabel designed the curriculum and Isabel put a lot 
of work into them getting things “right” I would view 
the learners as troublesome. I wouldn’t treat them any 
differently of course, but in my mind, they would 
frustrate and irritate me….

Isabel wrote that her learning had changed her 
professional practice. She shared that the course had 
made her “a more effective” training facilitator: “I 
now have the mindset that it doesn’t matter how the 
participants learn…, what truly matters is that they 
learned something beneficial … in whatever endeavor 
they’re going after.”

Dexter reported on applying what he was learning 
to his work in business. He wrote, “Your teaching has 
transcended past the class to even my business 
strategy.”

Subtheme #2: We need more teachers like her
The instructor’s approach to teaching stood out for 
these participants in a number of ways. Students wrote 
of the facilitator’s openness and encouragement of 

participants’ personal learning goals and the manner 
in which the instructor demonstrated the teaching 
approach they were learning while learning it.

Dexter noted the sequencing of the body of knowl-
edge on which the course focused.

The readings were so well-timed that it built on the 
framework that we were establishing for ourselves not 
a framework that the teacher established. … [the] 
class was structured to actually show the different 
teaching styles instead of telling the different teach-
ing styles.

Dexter also reflected on the difference between her 
approach and what he considered to be more typical. 
He stated:

By structuring the class the way it was, we got to 
see what it was to be an underachieving learner. We 
got to experience the [course content] instead of just 
seeing slides of what it is. I don’t know of a time 
when I was in a class where I have learned so much 
by how the teacher was teaching.

For Callie, the instructor’s connection to students 
stood out to her through the instructor’s display of a 
passion for teaching and learning as well as a caring, 
compassionate approach. Callie offered,

[Her teaching] went beyond the “classroom” and it 
resonated a deeper level of learning. The moment 
she introduced herself in class the first evening and 
talked about her students, it was clear that she cared 
for and was passionate about learning.

Isabel reflected on her experience of the instruc-
tor’s openness and trust. She wrote,

I’m not a fan of learning only theory and research 
with no practicality, so I TRULY appreciate … your 
openness and trust in us to do something different 
ultimately allowing us to take from this class what 
we needed most in our professional and personal 
lives.

What stood out for most participants was the 
instructor’s personal connection to each student indi-
vidually. They commented primarily on their experi-
ence of her responses to post-class reflections they 
shared after each class session. Callie stated,

She was actively involved in our learning process. 
Anytime we posted self-reflections, she would com-
ment and answer any of our questions. She made 
sure to guide us in a way that did not direct us to 
an answer, but encouraged us to find meaning in 
our own learning through the sharing of our own 
experiences.
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For Alexis, the post class reflections had another 
benefit. “I enjoyed the self-reflections after each class. 
It was a good way to get out what you did not get 
to discuss during class OR to expand on what was 
already discussed during class.” And Jose focused on 
chats the instructor provided during online sessions 
in which she commented on individual students’ con-
tributions to the discussion or a small group’s report. 
He wrote, “I genuinely appreciate the chat comments 
[the instructor provided] to reiterate a point or catch 
a strong example.”

Discussion

The findings of research on traditional grading prac-
tices include student loss of intrinsic motivation, feel-
ing drawn into increasing competition with other 
students, and sensing little relevance of teacher feed-
back. And yet, every student is aware of the power 
of grades. The instructor of this study worried about 
whether the course would devolve into chaos when 
she announced “unassigned assignments” and feedback 
without grades. But students reported experiencing 
the opposite, once they overcame their initial disori-
entation. Instead, they experienced a value in collab-
oration, the intrinsic motivation they felt from the 
freedom to create their own goals and specific assign-
ments for the course, and their engagement with the 
instructor over feedback she provided specific to their 
shared reflections. Indeed, the instructor found stu-
dents demonstrated learning at least as deep as when 
she required assignments and grades. Here we will 
recap the results and contextualize them with other 
literature and further information about the course.

The lived experience of these student participants, 
as reported in post-course reflections, suggested a 
“mental transformation” in which they moved from 
“feeling adrift” to a changed feeling that “the veil 
lifted” as they continued the course. They reported 
their experience of being “untethered” from traditional 
structure as they sensed their “amazing vulnerability” 
and freedom in “trusting the learning/teaching pro-
cess.” Other students in the course were experienced 
as “wonderful classmates” that expressed appreciation 
and care as they created a deeper personal under-
standing of content and self in a safe and open way. 
In addition, students shared their experiences in the 
course as having gone “far beyond a test or quiz,” 
both in their process of learning as “aha moments to 
rely upon” and of teaching using the model provided 
by the instructor (“we need more teachers like her”). 
Based on what these 12 participants found in com-
mon, we conclude that being untethered, having 

wonderful classmates, and going far beyond a test or 
quiz contributed significantly to the mental transfor-
mation experienced during the course.

We contend that such positive findings are far from 
accidental and may not occur without specific qual-
ities of intentionality on the part of the instructor—
qualities that guide the structure of the course, 
including its organization of content and format as 
well as whether to grade or not to grade. The instruc-
tor of this course had been teaching its content for 
more than 25 years to graduate students, gradually 
working to reflect an increasingly learner-centered 
approach. She de-emphasized grading while empha-
sizing student responsibility for learning, and she 
provided extensive feedback, yet she continued to 
require assignments. But her intentionality became 
clearer during work with colleagues (Greenberg et  al. 
2019). It led to ungrading that was grounded in a 
phenomenological, egalitarian approach.

A phenomenological, egalitarian approach

Similar to other studies in which instructors used a 
phenomenological approach (Sohn et  al. 2016), par-
ticipants in this study experienced what Taylor, 
Cranton, and Associates (2012) call transformative 
learning. Encouraging an existential engagement with 
the course, rather than purely academic engagement, 
is facilitated by the lack of a traditional grading struc-
ture. Students felt safe and open, and they felt free 
from completing predetermined assignments while 
understanding their responsibility to find meaning 
and learning in the course. They felt more like learn-
ers than students in an institution.

Creating safe spaces for learning is a common goal 
of educators. But just how to create such an environ-
ment is one of teaching’s cruxes. In this course, stu-
dents were diverse in race, career, age, gender, and 
level of experience within the program. Asking students 
with different levels of privilege and power to collab-
orate can easily meet with poor outcomes or resent-
ment. No such issues were reported by these participants. 
Rather, classmates were “wonderful” and nearly every 
participant expressed gratitude to the others.

A lack of traditional grades—even simply avoiding 
grading on a curve—can reduce competition (e.g., 
Schinske and Tanner 2014). None of the students in 
this study reported feeling any competition with oth-
ers. The content of the course may have been espe-
cially motivational to the participants as for many 
their career fields involved teaching struggling learn-
ers. This may have contributed to collaboration 
as well.
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Students often did the “unassigned” assignments, 
and they had support from small group members to 
be creative in their approach to the reports they pre-
pared. Perhaps they even commiserated about the 
difficulties they encountered due to the lack of typical 
structure. Indeed, they had more opportunity than in 
a traditional setting, because they knew the instructor 
was not eavesdropping on the conversations. 
Nevertheless, students reported that they felt a tre-
mendous freedom that initially was overwhelming but 
later was deeply appreciated. And they became part-
ners in teaching and learning in ways they reported 
they had seldom experienced in the past. They shared 
what many described as a profound experience in 
part because they were encouraged to weave their 
personal experience into the course content, a tech-
nique commonly suggested by proponents of 
learner-centered teaching (Blumberg 2019).

Little research exists on courses that shed bread-and-
butter instructor practices like requiring assignments. 
One example in the Journal of Higher Education is an 
anecdotal report of a course in social work taught for 
many years (Schwartz 1980). Schwartz reported find-
ings similar to ours regarding student difficulties and 
appreciation of freedom to choose what they did and 
how they did it. A form of student “rebellion” is what 
he would encounter at some point early in his courses 
(p. 248). For our participants, in contrast, the freedom 
was overwhelming until they reimagined themselves 
as struggling learners. Getting “out” of the fog meant 
taking on the perspectives of their past and future 
students.

The context and content of this course may have 
contributed to the lived experience of these partici-
pants and the lack of concern about not being graded 
that occurred as they progressed. Because most of 
these students had considerable experience as teach-
ers/trainers/mentors, they may have found more per-
sonal relevance than pre-service teachers/practitioners 
in a course with this content. Further, as they read 
and participated in projects related to addressing the 
needs of marginalized learners, they may have become 
more motivated to reflect on their own learning in 
this ungraded course than they would have in a 
course on another topic. Some students shared that 
they felt initially like marginalized learners. While 
students did not receive traditional feedback based 
on their performance of graded assignments and tests, 
they soon discovered that feedback was abundant 
through the instructor’s written dialogue with them 
as they submitted post-class reflections.

Finally, we found a close relationship between the 
principles of our phenomenological approach and the 

themes that stood out to students. The participants’ com-
ments reflect an understanding of the instructor’s inten-
tionality to facilitate a phenomenological attitude through 
her own actions and by encouraging students to find 
meaning in course content and set their own goals. This 
ungrading approach looks fairly simple on the surface. 
While we do not believe there is a single teaching prac-
tice or technique that transforms teaching and learning 
for the better, the findings in this study suggest that 
thoughtful reconsideration of traditional grades may be 
the most powerful leverage teachers have to elevate 
teaching and learning to the fore. It must be done with 
careful attention to one’s intentionality. In this case, the 
instructor’s intentionality led her to guide students to 
move from chaos to learning far beyond a test or quiz.
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