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RESEARCH PURPOSE 
To offer insights into how a departmental grading 
policy is experienced by students, while 
exemplifying how to centre student voice in policy 
development.

DEPARTMENTAL CONTEXT
• Large, research-oriented psychology department 
• 8k undergraduate students (20k seats), 150 

sections of 50 courses by 70 instructors 
• Longstanding departmental grading policy 

mandates course averages, standard deviations, 
fail rates; intention to align multi-sections and 
prevent grade inflation

• Working Group proposed adjusted Policy in 2024 
after a qualitative study of perceived impacts

• Concerns raised include impacts on teaching 
practices and inclusive student success

STUDENTS-AS-PARTNERS APPROACH 
• Past policy reform efforts emphasized aggregate 

quantitative grades, admin/instructor voice
• This study uses SaP to position students as active 

shapers, evaluators, researchers alongside 
instructor (Ashton-Hay, 2025)

• Students co-designed study, led data collection, 
led qualitative analysis, wrote drafts with initial 
literature review

REFERENCES AND MORE 
AVAILABLE HERE:

CONCLUSIONS
• Motivation and Self-Efficacy show clearest 

effects of policy exposure across datasets
• Qualitative results show nuance, ambivalence; 

offer future research priorities (e.g., fairness)
• Student involvement in policy evaluation 

enriches design, analysis, and results; offers 
experiential learning opportunity

MIXED METHODS VIA ONLINE SURVEY
EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN (Part 1)
Does the new grading policy improve student 
psychological responses over the old policy?
• Independent Variable: Random assignment to read 

Old Policy, Full New Policy, Short New Policy, No 
Policy (Control Condition)

• Dependent Variables: Motivation, Self-Efficacy, 
Competition, Belonging

• Analytic Approach: Scale reliability analysis; 
MANOVAs with Helmert Contrasts, Cohen’s d

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS (Part 2)
How do students perceive the grading policy and its 
impacts in its current form?
• All participants read new policy, asked to 

comment on clarity, advantages, disadvantages, 
and any additional recommendations

• Analytic Approach: student-led Reflexive Thematic 
Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2024) on first 235 
students' responses to develop codebook and 
tentative themes; deductive coding on remaining 
788 students' responses

PARTICIPANTS
1234 undergraduate students; 1023 provided 
qualitative data. 78% with specialization in 
psychology; 51% identify as a member of a 
racialized group.

KEY QUALITATIVE RESULTS: THEMES & SELECTED QUOTES

KEY EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS
1. Old Policy vs. New Policy (either version): No difference on any dependent 

variable
2. Reading policy (old or new) vs. No Policy: decreased Academic Self-Efficacy 

and increased Amotivation (apathy) for psychology courses
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"... encouraging people 
to work hard and learn 

for a better grade. To 
help students 

dissociate from the 
grade and realize that 

university is about 
learning." 

“Considering students 
are unable to get a 
good job without 
going to grad school in 
psychology... [the 
policy is] effectively 
decreasing our 
chances of admission 
compared to other 
students.” 

“... some professors 
may only put in 

enough effort to reach 
the target range (or 

just below it) and rely 
on scaling to improve 

marks ... they won't 
care about students' 

learning, only reaching 
the target.” 

“…if a student 
performs 

exceptionally well... 
instructors will 

grade more harshly 
... grades will not 

accurately reflect a 
student's learning 

and achievement”

"... students who want 
to achieve a high 
grade ... may work 
harder and have a 
healthy competition 
with their peers."

“Discourages the 
effort students put 
into studying if their 
grades are going to be 
brought down 
regardless.”

“grade adjustments to 
fit target ranges could 
feel unfair, especially 
in high-achieving 
classes where a strong 
cohort naturally 
performs above the 
set average."
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