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ABSTRACT

While recent attention has often been directed at criticizing the current prevalent forms of grading,
much less attention has been directed toward the proposed alternative: gradeless learning. The champions
of this new approach argue for its ability to promote student wellbeing and good learning habits, all
while ensuring the academic rigor of the material students are taught. However, such promises have
not always been fulfilled, and gradeless learning remains a method of education largely uncommon in
schools. This study aims to investigate the difficulties of utilizing the new approach, or barriers to its
success. This narrative review consists of 13 empirical studies and 6 conceptual sources from 1973-
2025, spanning 8 countries and 12 schools. The results found suggest the existence of barriers not only
in the implementation of such a method of learning, but also within societal constructs like the proposed
meritocracy. Students perceived barriers in the implementation processes as negative effects of variation,
citing too much variation in communication, teacher understanding and commitment, and scoring as
issues that compromised their view of the approach. It was also found that outside pressures had an
impact on the effectiveness of gradeless learning achieving its goals. Social constructs like meritocracy
instill in students and parents alike the idea that hard work means good grades, and in turn, a good
future. The addition of gradeless learning interrupts such a construct as it introduces a novel method of
communicating merit, leading students to doubt its ability to properly communicate to institutions like
colleges.
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INTRODUCTION

Since grades were first introduced in the late 18th and
19th century, the extent of their worth and accuracy in
measuring student performance has been continuously
proven to be unreliable and inadequate (1). Multiple
studies have shown that traditional grading systems cause
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stress for students, unhealthy competition, and also, a
possible negative cycle of low self-efficacy (2, 3, 4). In
addition, research has shown that traditional grading
systems are not always effective ways to evaluate student
progress, as these systems combine various knowledge
and skills into a single grade, making it difficult for the
student to identify specific areas of improvement (5).
Furthermore, traditional grading systems have also been
linked to students becoming increasingly uninterested in
learning, as they become more motivated by receiving
good grades. Grades have also been shown to create
student preference for easy tasks, thus reducing the
quality of student thinking. As students strive to earn
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better grades, they are less likely to take unnecessary
but intellectually stimulating risks when completing
assignments. Additionally, simpler tasks also reduce
quality of thinking and learning, as students study only
for what they are required to know rather than pursuing
broader ideas or questions that they might have (6).
Costa et al highlights the contradictions within grading
quite well: “Learning is the primary purpose of school
education but from a student’s perspective the goal is
often reduced to one thing: the grade” (2).

Traditional grading systems, which can find their
origins in the late 18th and early 19th century, were
originally designed for use by American institutions
like Harvard and Yale. These systems are point-based
systems (i.e., 0-100 scale) which can be translated into
letter grades (like F, D, C, B, A) for transcripts, report
cards, and other forms of official reports on a student’s
progress. Unlike traditional grades, gradeless learning
uses alternate methods of grading, often focused on
competency, or learning standards to judge student
learning. Gradeless learning can be narrowed down into
two subcategories: Standards-Based grading (SBG), and
Competency-Based evaluation (CBE). SBG is a type of
grading centered on viewing student progress through
proficiency levels for certain standards. For example,
rather than saying that a student has an A in English,
SBG would consider that student advanced in analytical
writing, advanced in creative writing, advanced in
classroom discussion, etc. Instead of students simply
being handed a C, they are handed comprehensive
standards, so that they know exactly what standard they
need to work on. Students are also graded by multiple
learning standards rather than one single grade for an
assessment (5). CBE evaluates students in a similar way
to SBG, evaluating based on mastery of skills. CBE uses
comments to communicate student progress. Comments
are more elaborate than standards, but comments are
still provided in respect to competency standards (2,
7). The hope of reformers implementing this approach
is that under gradeless circumstances, students can
learn to take agency for their work, grow to learn
for the sake of interest in the material rather than the
grade, and lessen anxiety and stress around grades (4,
2). Gradeless learning has been known to reduce stress
and increase student wellbeing. Studies have noted a
strong correlation between gradeless learning and deep
learning, with students being 10% less likely to engage
in surface learning (8). Yet, contrary to hopes of what
gradeless learning might be able to accomplish, some
studies conducted on gradeless learning have produced
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mixed or negative results. For example, McDuff et a/
and E. Smith et al have found that gradeless learning
has negative effects on student learning, with decreased
performance and a lack of support from students (9,
10). McMorran and Ragupathi found that students
were wellbeing improved but also reported decreased
motivation from students (4, 11).

According to studies conducted on the effects of
gradeless learning, the approach is able to encourage
deeper learning while maintaining high academic
achievement among students and should be an excellent
alternative to traditional grading systems (8). Even so,
the amount of schools currently utilizing some form
of gradeless learning systems is still marginally small,
even though research on gradeless learning was first
conducted as early as the 1960s, and select schools
have experimented with its implementation since the
2010s. Currently, there exists no solid data regarding the
amount of schools using a gradeless learning approach,
but the amount of schools mentioned in research on the
subject provides an estimate. In 2021, FutureEd Director
Thomas Toch and Senior Fellow Alina Tugend studied
400 public and private high schools utilizing gradeless
learning, and in the same year, 400 schools were part
of the non-profit Mastery Transcript Consortium, an
organization supporting schools using gradeless learning
(12). 400 schools is a small fraction of the number of
schools in the United States, which number above a
hundred thousand. With only a few countries having
gradeless learning programs, it can be expected that the
fraction is even smaller internationally.

So, given the widely acknowledged flaws with
traditional grading, why do the vast majority of schools
still rely on an approach that has been all but proven to
be harmful to learning? Insofar, there have been plenty of
articles and studies conducted on the various approaches
of gradeless learning, but none exclusively on the
challenges that those systems experience. The challenges
faced by gradeless learning are many and deserve to
be explored in depth. This analysis aims to synthesize
findings from empirical research on gradeless learning
to understand the difficulties faced by schools trying
to implement this approach and analyze the underlying
root causes of such difficulties (Table 1). As such, the
difficulties faced by schools utilizing gradeless learning
are often caused by either the negative consequences of
the approach having too much variation or the use of
grades as a quantitative measurement utilized heavily
in meritocratic systems like college admissions and the
workplace.
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Table 1. Summary of Empirical Studies included in this review

Reference Location Age Group Design Outcome

14, 15 Germany Secondary NR Students believe that grades make them better,

(ages 10-20) organize society, and help to achieve a good
life. Students defend grades despite their low
performance and also tie them to their identity.

2 Italy High school Qualitative, thematic analysis,  Gradeless learning presented itself as another

cross sectional, longitudinal challenge that replaced grades, with students
still looking for ways of positioning and
comparison despite being gradeless.

4 Singapore Undergraduate Qualitative, thematic analysis, Responses from 1207 participants. Student
First-year cross sectional feedback showed reduction in stress, more

academic risks, smoother adaption to university
life, but also poor learning attitudes and
confusion.

5,13 United States  High school Qualitative, interviews and Results found student concern with

thematic analysis implementation, grading, preparation for college
and the future, social issues, and issues related
to teaching, learning and motivation.

8, 11 Denmark Bachelors 8: Quantitative, quasi- Students in the gradeless program are more

experimental, longitudinal intrinsically motivated and more likely to
11: Mixed methods, case study, practice deep learning. No effect found on long
thematic analysis, longitudinal term performance and student wellbeing.

9 United States, Medical Quantitative, observational Students who were graded pass/fail had a small

California School pre-post, Longitudinal decline in overall performance.

18 Hong Kong  Education Qualitative with interviews, Students involved recognized the need for
masters and thematic analysis gradeless but also expressed concerns about
academics credentials, implementation, communication,

and viability.

16 United States, High School =~ Mixed methods, quasi- Traditional grading practices were found to be

Midwest experimental, longitudinal inaccurate, and gradeless learning allowed for
improved student wellbeing and motivation.

10 UK, Wales Secondary Mixed methods, quasi- It was found that a gradeless intervention was
School experimental, longitudinal ineffective and unpopular among the students.

19 Chile 2019 1% Grade Qualitative, case study, cross Students were found to believe that grades

sectional

are necessary for future success. Grades were
also shown to a cause of stress and anxiety for
both students and parents, with going gradeless
having positive effects on students.

ISSUES WITH IMPLEMENTATION

Gradeless learning is considered advantageous to
student learning partially because of its customizability to
each student, teacher, and school. There are various forms
of the approach to choose from, and the use of comments
most gradeless methods utilize allow for great specificity
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and detail in student feedback. Nonetheless, the freedom
of structure gradeless learning can provide might not be
beneficial in practice, especially in a field otherwise filled
with standards and methodology. Research has found that
variability in teaching interferes with gradeless learning
in the following ways: varied communication from
teachers compromised students’ ability to understand
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comments, variations between teachers’ understanding
and commitment to gradeless learning hindered and
confused students, and variations in gradeless scoring
used by schools made classes more difficult.

Negative Consequences of Variation

As crucial to the adoption of any new thing, clear
communication between instructors and students
proved to be a significant issue, with students often
finding difficulty in understanding teachers’ comments.
Students complained that forms of gradeless learning
didn’t provide clear instructions on how to improve,
or that comments were often vague, leading to
misunderstandings. As a student from the Italian High
School described it: “sometimes with the comments
you can be wrong and...you’re not sure...I had a few
surprises...grades that I didn’t expect” (2). Yet more
variability lay in the way that teachers communicated
with their students. Communication standards, clarity,
and helpfulness varied from teacher to teacher, resulting
in “‘no standardization’ (13). The degree of confusion
varied throughout schools, for example at the Italian high
school, some students felt confused understanding if
they had achieved adequate scores from just comments
alone (2, 11). At other schools like Sojourn and the
National University of Singapore, students said that
they felt that teachers were often confused about the
mechanics or details of gradeless learning, claiming that
communication differed from teacher to teacher, making
it confusing for the student (13, 4). Although gradeless
learning was still a fairly new approach to education, any
difficulties regarding the approach, how to utilize it, and
its mechanics still led to confusion from both students
and teachers. The confusion generated by a lack of
understanding, or a lack of standardization only worked
to lower students’ confidence in the system’s ability to
function and their teachers’ reliability in giving out fair
and reliable scores. Other students also commented on
a disconnect between teachers, saying that oftentimes
the teachers were unable to coordinate or didn’t have a
firm understanding of gradeless learning itself. Students
from Sojourn seemed to be particularly familiar with
this, saying that “some teachers do not implement the
rules,” or that communication was “not consistent among
all classes.” In fact, some students reported that “not all
teachers are on board [with the change], and it makes it
hard for the students when they know that” (13). Similarly,
many students at NUS also claimed that they felt that
their teachers didn’t understand gradeless learning
completely, upheld by a faculty survey which showed that
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61% of faculty did not understand the system well or still
had questions its operation (4). In another study, students
reported a lack of detail in comments from teachers (10).
One of the advantages of gradeless learning is its ability
to provide specificity in areas for students’ improvement.
But the lack of commitment displayed by teachers
severely undermines that advantage and the effectiveness
of gradeless learning. If any gradeless approach is to
work, teachers must support the method wholeheartedly,
or students will be left feeling confused and unsupported.
Additionally, difficulties to the adoption of gradeless
learning can be found in the types and details of what
kind of gradeless learning a school decides to adopt
and how they choose to utilize it. Unlike traditional
grades, which could usually be inferred to be one
variation or another of the 100-point scale with varying
corresponding letter grades, gradeless learning has much
more variation, both within the grading scale and with
the form of utilization. For example, Sojourn High was
noted to use a smaller point system. Rather than utilizing
a 0-100-point scale often seen in traditional grading
systems, Sojourn only used a 4-point scale with their
standards, meaning that the difference between each
‘grade’ was larger. This change was met with plenty of
backlash from students, who thought that the difference
between each ‘grade level’ was too far, and that there
should’ve been a 6—7-point scale, just so that it was easier
to pass. As a result, many students felt discouraged by
Sojourn High School’s utilization of such a small point
system, adopting negative views of SBG (13). Schools
utilizing gradeless learning also varied to the extent to
which they wanted to be ‘gradeless.” Some schools went
completely gradeless like the Italian high school, while
others opted for gradeless comments or standards with
individual assignments but brought back in letter grades
for final grades or report cards (4, 13, 2). The amount of
variety even within forms of gradeless learning suggests
that complete cohesivity between schools using the
approach is difficult to conceive, which could lead to
further inconsistencies. Finally, the institutional inertia
and varying staff commitment displayed by the schools
analyzed suggested deeper systemic opposition to the
widespread adoption of gradeless learning.

GRADES IN SOCIETY

In addition to the challenges faced during the process
of implementation, gradeless learning is also deeply
impacted by features of society like the meritocracy.
This section explores the correlation between grades and
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measurement, and how the quantification of grades is
rooted in and powers the meritocracy.

The Quantification of Grades

The variance of implementation is complicated with
the student perception of grades as tool of measurement.
Despite the fact that grades are known to cause stress,
competition, and anxiety amongst students, many
students from across the globe voice opinions that they
prefer traditional grades to forms of gradeless learning (2,
14). As Rohde found in her study with low performing
students from Germany, many students preferred to
explain their low grades as a product of their behavior,
rather than a product of their intelligence. “To endorse the
belief that one is “stupid” would arguably amount...in the
loss of hope for any future (educational) success,” Rohde
explains, highlighting the association between grades
and intelligence, and therefore future success (15). In his
study, Sanders found that many students viewed grades as
a gauge for their performance, especially in comparison
to their classmates (16). Students from the Italian high
school exemplified Sander’s findings, commenting that
“someone with a level of 10 may become a director, while
someone with a level of 6 might become a laborer” (2).
Rather than perceiving grades as a tool for learning,
students view grades as a tool of measurement and
thus quantify it. Here, an important distinction must be
drawn. Grades are meant to be a tool of measurement,
the issue is of what. Grades were created to measure
student performance, or academic excellence, not for
measuring potential or future opportunities (14, 15, 17).
The quantification of grades means that the introduction
of gradeless forms of education come with unique
problems. Across the globe, students shared fears on the
impact of gradeless learning on their future (13, 18). One
of the primary reasons for utilizing gradeless learning is
to relieve students from the stress of having traditional
grades. Yet, it appears that detaching the student
from grades does not detach them from the anxiety
surrounding grades, nor toxic grade culture. The pressure
of grades seems to be a more ubiquitous phenomenon,
an issue that gradeless learning fails to address. In fact,
gradeless learning seems to leave students with a new
problem - how will this new system integrate or translate
to the old system, which is still being used for evaluation?
In comparison with traditional grading methods, the
standards of gradeless learning were not as clear. Students
felt the need to ‘translate’ their comments into grades
so that they could properly tell if they have done well
enough, completely negating the positive effects gradeless
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learning has on comparison and stress. Such behavior
was further exemplified by parents (2, 10, 18, 19). A
student in the Italian high school reported that sometimes
“my parents see the comment, maybe they ask ‘so...how
much is it? Would it be enough or not enough?” (2). Even
though a parent might only ask a student’s grade out of
concern for their future, asking to translate a comment
imbues something meant to be gradeless with grades,
effectively counteracting the purpose of going gradeless.
Further, the use of comments rather than grades led to a
sense of alienation, contributing to more anxiety trying
to translate comments (10, 18). “We are different from
the rest because they have their marks,” a student said,
with another commenting that they felt “left out” (10).
Not only does the absence of grades alienate students,
but it also provides disadvantages in communication.
Students claim that the impact of grades is stronger than
comments, and that they are easily understood (2). These
responses seem to suggest that students perceived grades
to be better than gradeless not because grades encouraged
learning, but because grades provided a better means of
communication. Gradeless learning lacks the standard
value provided by graded systems, which will cause
students utilizing the approach to feel isolated until a
critical mass of schools adopt gradeless learning as well.
This can explain why not all schools utilizing gradeless
learning have been successful, but also means that it is
extremely difficult to establish a school successfully using
gradeless learning when the majority of schools are not
and contributes to the reason why only a few schools are
currently using this method.

Grades in Society: Meritocracy

The prevalence of the quantification of grades is a
result of its usage in meritocracy (14). A meritocracy is
a society “in which influence (of some sort) is possessed
on the basis of merit” (20). Credited with coining the
term, Michael Young understood merit as a combination
of talent and effort. Although meritocracy is often
referred to as a myth, the idea still has many believers,
especially within the realm of higher education. In a
meritocratic society where everybody is supposed to
have an equality of opportunity, hard work should be
enough to ensure entry into an esteemed institution
(21). Yet, reality shows otherwise, as meritocracy often
advantages those already advantaged. Regardless of
the meritocracy’s ability to actually promote equal
opportunity, its ability to function relies on merit, and
how that merit can be measured. For students in, and
going into higher education, measures of merit like SAT
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scores, grades and GPAs, and competition scores are all
elements critical to any students’ application. Despite the
fact that students from privileged families can easily hire
SAT tutors or pay people to do their homework and take
their exams, this commonality and importance of these
measures between all applicants provides room for the
myth of meritocratic opportunity (21, 17). According to
Rohde, the implications of meritocracy on grades works
like this: students pursue and prefer grades because it
allows them to better themselves, to organize society, and
because grades allow students to have a good life (14).
In a meritocracy, having merit is imperative to future
success in a society dependent on the amount of one’s
merit. Somebody with high merit obtains more influence,
jobs, and in turn, more money than someone who has
less merit. The quantification of grades allows for it to be
a measure of merit. In the eyes of many of the students
which Rohde worked with, grades would ensure that the
right people get the right jobs (14). Thus, the connection
between quantification and meritocracy is almost like a
cycle: the quantification of grades creates and upholds
meritocracy, while the existence of meritocracy fuels the
necessity for the quantification of grades. As such, the
prevalence of meritocracy in society explains why many
students prefer grades over other approaches to grading
even if they receive bad grades (14, 13, 15).

The meritocracy can also explain the reason
why competition happens in high schools. Studies
conducted amongst students in higher education like
undergraduates and medical students have reported
decreased competitiveness in gradeless environments,
but these same results do not seem to apply to high
schoolers (4, 2, 11). As such, it seems reasonable that
college is a key deciding factor on the extent of which
gradeless systems can improve student wellbeing. For
students who have yet to be accepted into college, grades
are seen readily as a measurement of a student’s future,
and thus competition for higher grades can equate to
competition for a better future. While students in higher
education are also likely to perceive grades the same
way, they might still report decreased competition as a
result of other factors like decreased stress overall (22).
Young defines merit as talent + effort, but Stanford
University argues that there isn’t a clear definition on
what merit exactly is. We only know that merit includes
worth, excellence, quality, etc, and is heavily based in
context (20). In a high school setting, grades are the
form of merit that students can most readily earn, and
so competition occurs to see which student can earn
the most merit and gain the best future. Thus, it can
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be reasonable to conclude that students feel the need to
compete between themselves for grades because better
grades result in attending a better and more selective
college, which have been shown to improve one’s
success (at least monetarily speaking) in the future (23).
It is also likely that the beginnings of this meritocracy
stem from the current economic standpoint of today. The
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) says
that there were around 2,725,000 high school graduates
in the academic year of 1980-1981. Comparably, NCES
projects that 3,443,000 or so students will graduate in
the 2024-2025 school season. Additionally, another 4 or
so million students will graduate from colleges in the
US. To compare, the class of 1981 had only 1.76 million
college graduates (24). This data can be used to explain
the state of the job market today and the anxiety that
students hold towards finding a job. As more people are
pursuing higher education, the standard of education
and experience is also raised. Not considering inflation,
pandemics, and a variety of other factors, the sheer
increase in highly educated graduates puts stress on the
job market as students have to work harder and harder for
their resumes to stand out. Additionally, the introduction
of a new method into a system already used to another
unit of measurement, will face considerable resistance.
As it stands, gradeless learning lacks the immediate
legibility and numerical clarity that grades provide. In
a world where college admission officers only spend
a few minutes on each application, reading numerous
comments rather than seeing a single summarized grade
can be predicted to be a change higher education does not
want to embrace (25). The utilization of grades in college
applications and most post-secondary opportunities only
strengthens the need to have good grades in current
day society. Competition is not exclusive to just grades,
as students still experience it in gradeless forms of
education (2). Rather, the quantification of grades drives
the necessity of competition, so that the existence of
competition is not reliant on the existence of grades, but
rather on the existence of a meritocracy and the need to
quantify grades. Students are incentivized to outperform
their peers, regardless of whether their performance is
measured by a letter, a number, or a comment. Gradeless
learning aspires to foster intrinsic motivation, and a
healthier academic culture, but it often fails to deliver
on these promises because it works within an unchanged
competitive framework shaped by forces outside of the
field of education. As long as grades mean the future,
whoever has the best grades would have the best future.
Grades or gradeless.
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CONCLUSION

Gradeless learning faces the tall task of fighting
against a system that has existed for hundreds of years
and is rooted in the values of today’s meritocratic society.
It’s hard to say what can happen to lessen the prevalence
of grades. After all, the meritocratic systems dominate
in most workplaces and institutions requires grades as
a part of their assessment of a person. Therefore, the
shift away from grades can only be a gradual one. If the
majority of schools choose to utilize gradeless learning
over traditional grading systems, then culture will
have to change as well. When traditional grades are no
longer the standard, opinions of gradeless learning will
naturally shift as well. To make such a change, schools,
teachers, parents, and students must have ample support.
Currently, no such support exists. The scaffolding, or
support, that is required to implement and disseminate
gradeless learning is spread out. Implementation methods
and structures need to be consolidated. Although the
various kinds of gradeless learning can certainly be seen
as an advantage due to its customization by each school,
too much variance can present itself as more problematic
than beneficial. Gradeless learning needs standards. Like
an ‘industry standard,” this system would standardize
aspects of education such as teacher training, curriculum,
and student evaluation. Especially in the case of gradeless
learning, the establishment of an ‘industry standard’
would be helpful for a few reasons. First, teachers would
be able to receive uniform training, reducing not only
variability between teachers within schools, but also
between different schools. Teachers having undergone
the same training would be able to easily consult one
another, without having to worry about any differences
in their approach to teaching gradeless. A standardized
curriculum and teaching style would also greatly
reduce the sense of alienation reported by students. By
creating a standard, students in various schools utilizing
gradeless learning would be able to connect with and
lean on each other for support, which could reduce the
need students felt to translate from gradeless to grades.
Finally, having a standard could greatly benefit future
research on gradeless learning. With guidelines, it would
be considerably easier to apply conclusions of studies
on gradeless learning uniformly across all schools
without needing to worry about whether a finding
would only apply to schools utilizing SBG schools and
not schools utilizing CBE or needing to conduct several
studies on each type of gradeless learning. In addition
to providing more support for schools using gradeless
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learning, concrete and positive evidence on the ability
of gradeless learning to perform as an assessment of
student performance is needed. If schools can show
that students educated through gradeless learning can
achieve the same or more as students educated through
traditional grading systems, it would show that success
isn’t actually dependent on utilizing grades and that
gradeless methods of communicating progress work as
well. If students are able to see that gradeless learning
does not give them a disadvantage, then they would be
more likely to accept the concept. Like any approach
to education, the goals of gradeless learning include
encouraging students to learn. However, to effectively
use gradeless learning, the limitations that grade culture
places on this new learning method must be stopped. As
Hiner suggests in his Grading as a Cultural Function,
being graded has been recognized to be an essential part
in the experience of education, drilled into every child
so many times that it eventually becomes a ritual (26).
But students deserve better, they deserve to be free of
the stress and anxiety that comes along with grades, but
they also deserve an alternative that works effectively.
The development of gradeless learning is clearly not
over, and more research should certainly be devoted to
this critical aspect of education.
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