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Assessments have been shown to influence students’ learning and motivation. To avoid
negative consequences, different strategies have been proposed, such as making a
more distinct separation between assessments for summative and formative purposes.
In this way, situations are created that are exclusively formative, where students
may focus on learning without worrying about test scores or grades. This study
has investigated perceptions of such a context, where grading is kept apart from
assessment for formative purposes. Semi-structured interviews have been performed
with 19 participants at five so called “adult education colleges.” At these colleges,
students’ “grades” are determined as a joint decision by all the teachers together at
the end of the academic year, and no grades are communicated to the participants
beforehand. Data from the interviews was analyzed with qualitative thematic analysis,
identifying four themes relating to participants’ perceptions of assessment. Findings
suggest that participants perceive that there is a lack of feedback on overall progress,
limiting their possibilities to regulate their learning. Findings also suggest that the
participants do not always know when, or on what grounds, they are being summatively
assessed, leading to less productive study strategies. The consequences of this
particular assessment context thereby seem similar in several respects, as compared
to those reported from the ordinary Swedish school system, even though the latter is
greatly influenced by numerous summative assessment events.

Keywords: adult education, grading, summative assessment, perceptions of assessment, self-regulated learning

INTRODUCTION

Assessments can have a strong influence on student learning and motivation, in ways that are
both positive and negative. For example, “formative assessment” has gained significant attention
due to the claimed support for improving of student learning (e.g., Black and Wiliam, 1998;
Carless, 2016), while assessments for summative purposes (or “summative assessments”), such as
grading or final exams, have gained most attention in relation to potential negative effects (e.g.,
Harlen and Deakin Crick, 2003; Koenka et al., 2019). Despite these differences in attention to
positive and negative effects, in reality there are (of course) no guarantees for positive effects
when introducing formative assessment practices (e.g., Dunn and Mulvenon, 2009; Bennett, 2011;
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Levinsson et al, 2013), and the motivation provided by
summative assessments is likely have positive effects for at
least some students.

Even if assessments may have positive
consequences for some students, there are undoubtably negative
effects as well. Different strategies have therefore been proposed
to avoid these negative consequences, such as abandoning the
use of grades or sharing grading criteria with students. There
have also been suggestions to make a more distinct separation
between assessments for summative and formative purposes (see
e.g., Harlen and James, 1997), for instance by creating situations
or periods that are exclusively formative, so that students may
focus on learning without worrying about whether any mistakes
or asking for help may negatively influence their grades.

This study aims to investigate the perceptions of assessment in
a context, where such a distinction is made between assessments
for summative and formative purposes, by keeping grading
apart from assessments for formative purposes. Participants'
at so called “adult education colleges,” where no grades are
communicated to the participants during the academic year, has
therefore been interviewed about their perceptions of assessment.

summative

BACKGROUND

Consequences of Summative

Assessments

The fact that summative assessments may affect student learning
and motivation, is well documented (e.g., Harlen and Deakin
Crick, 2003; Koenka et al, 2019). It has also been shown
that the nature and severity of these consequences may differ,
depending on, for instance, the previous achievement level of
the students (Koenka et al., 2019). As an example, in a review of
research on grading, Anderson (2018) turns attention to an early,
quasi-longitudinal study by Kifer from 1975, involving students
(n = 214) at four grade levels (2, 4, 6, and 8). At each level,
students who had been in the top or bottom 20% of their class
each year, respectively, were assigned to different experimental
groups and administered an academic self-concept (ASC) scale.
For the second-grade students, the ASC scores of the two groups
did not differ significantly. However, by the eighth grade, the
differences between the two groups were both substantial and
statistically significant. Furthermore, while the mean ASC scores
of students in the top 20% did not change much from grade to
grade, for students in the bottom 20% there was a steady decline
(Kifer, 1975).

Similar findings have been reported more recently by Klapp
(2015), who used data from more than 8,500 students to compare
grades from secondary-school students who were previously
graded in primary school, with grades from students who
were not. Results showed that low-achieving students who were
previously graded received lower subsequent grades, as compared
to “ungraded” students. At first, there was a weak positive
effect of grading for high-ability students, but this effect grew
weaker over time and was later negligible. As proposed by Klapp

LAt these colleges, the students are generally referred to as “participants.”

(2017), the greater negative impact on the low-achieving students
can be explained by the loss of resources, such as academic
self-confidence, for these students, which the students need to
“keep, gain, and develop a sense of self-worth and positive self-
confidence in order to believe that they can manage, learn, and
achieve in school” (p. 371).

From studies like these, it appears that a fundamental problem
with grades is that they constantly remind low-achieving students
about their incapacity to meet the expectations placed upon them.
As a result, their academic self-confidence tends to deteriorate
over time, and at some point the grades may also begin to apply to
the students, so that they view themselves as “D” or “F” students
(Anderson, 2018).

It has been suggested that this effect of grades may to some
extent be amended by sharing explicit criteria with the students.
For example, systematic reviews of research on rubrics seem
to suggest that the transparency provided by the use of such
instruments may, among other things, support student self-
regulation (Jonsson and Svingby, 2007; Panadero and Jonsson,
2013). This means that students can use the rubrics to plan,
monitor, and evaluate their task performance, thereby helping
them not only to improve their performance, but to see that the
assessment of their work is based on (more or less) predictable
standards, not on chance, the teacher’s discretion, or personal
attributes (e.g., Panadero et al., 2016). Ideally, the students should
not identify themselves with the grades they receive, or see them
as fixed, but perceive them as possible to improve.

There are some potential problems with this assertion,
however, such as a recent meta-analysis on the effects of self-
assessment interventions on self-regulation strategies, showing
that students using rubrics (or similar instruments), reported
lower self-efficacy after the intervention than participants not
using them (Panadero et al., 2017). According to the authors,
this could be an effect of low-achieving students becoming aware
of the complexity of high-quality performance and therefore
reporting lower self-efficacy. Another problem is that the studies
on the use of rubrics typically involve “assessment criteria,”
not “grading criteria.” While the term “criterion-referenced
assessment” refers to judging or estimating the quality of student
performance on individual tasks according to criteria, “grading”
means making a decision about students’ overall attainment
based on accumulated data throughout a semester, course, or
other period of time. Grading criteria are therefore likely to
be more overarching and abstract as compared to assessment
criteria, which is likely to make them more difficult to understand
and use by students.

Besides contributing to the decrease in academic self-
confidence among low-achieving students, another problem with
grades is that the presence of a grade may detract students
attention away from more detailed and formative feedback (e.g.,
Butler, 1988; Koenka et al., 2019). As noted by Lipnevich and
Smith (2009), although documented in a number of studies,
the explanations for the negative effects of grades may differ,
involving for instance different aspects of motivation. In their
own study, where students’ perceptions of different feedback
conditions were explored, low grades elicited negative affect and
had adverse consequences for students’ sense of self-efficacy.
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High grades, on the other hand, were perceived to decrease the
motivation to improve.

The negative effects of grades among low-achieving students
have led some to suggest that the use of grades should
be abandoned altogether (e.g., Kohn, 2011), although this
is probably farfetched and may also have other negative
consequences. Others have therefore argued for making a clear
distinction between assessments for summative and formative
purposes, while at the same time trying to find productive
ways for these different assessment purposes to coexist. Harlen
and James (1997), for instance, suggest making use of the
same “evidence” for both purposes. In this way, data on
student performance, collected as part of teaching for formative
purposes, could later be reviewed for summative purposes,
but in relation to criteria that are common for all students.
The use of portfolios has been argued to be especially well
suited for such assessment practices, since work collected in
the portfolio can be used to provide feedback to the students
in relation to ongoing work, as well as being used later in
assessing overall attainment (e.g., Harlen, 2005; Lauvas and
Jonsson, 2019). Assessments for summative and formative
purposes are thereby kept apart, providing a space where students
may focus on learning without worrying about assessment for
summative purposes.

Assessments for purely formative purposes, without the
presence of grades, is sometimes called “formative-only” (Gibbs,
2010). The use of such “formative-only” assessment situations
(or more extended “formative-only” periods), have recently been
advocated as a means to help students focus more clearly on
learning, by relieving them from the pressure of wondering
whether their efforts will be graded or not (e.g., Lauvis and
Jonsson, 2019). The latter is a growing concern (at least in Sweden
where this study is situated), since studies where students claim
to feel constantly monitored by their teachers are accumulating.
This means that there is very limited room for learning, or for
making mistakes, without students worrying about how it might
affect their grades. As expressed by the students in a study by
Hirsh (2020), the grades are based on “everything the teachers
see” (p. 98), resulting in students refraining from asking for help,
in fear of negative consequences.

Even if “formative-only” situations could be deemed desirable
according to the abovementioned research, it may still be difficult
to find such situations in ordinary schools, as there is often a
drive toward providing students with grades on their assignments
(e.g., Lofgren et al,, 2021). This is not seldom reinforced by
the students themselves, particularly if they do not receive any
proper feedback as a substitute when grades are removed (Smith
and Gorard, 2005). However, in the Nordic countries, there is
an alternative school form called “independent adult education
colleges” (or “Folkhdgskola” in Swedish), which exists in parallel
to the main school system. In this school form, summative
assessments are based on a holistic and collective judgment of the
students’ study ability, rather than on performance in individual
subjects. Students’ grades are therefore decided at the end of
the academic year, as a joint decision by all teachers, which
means that individual assignments cannot be graded according
to the grading criteria. Independent adult education colleges

thereby offer a naturally occurring context, where “formative-
only” assessment situations should be the norm, and where the
negative influence of assessments for summative purposes could
be expected to be less pronounced.

Summative Assessment in the Swedish
School System

In 2011, new curricula for compulsory and upper secondary
school were introduced in Sweden as part of a major reform
package for schools. In addition to new curricula, the reforms
included an extended grading scale, an expanded national testing
program, and the provision of formal grades from an earlier
age. Furthermore, the new grading scale was accompanied
by extensive descriptions of performance standards (so called
“knowledge requirements”) in all subjects. As an example, the
requirements for attaining grade E (i.e., the lowest passing grade)
in Biology for year 9 in compulsory school consist of no less than
324 words. In addition, there is a specification of “central content”
in the same subject, consisting of a similar number of words.

The reforms have greatly increased the focus on assessments
for summative purposes in the Swedish school system. For
example, the Swedish National Agency for Education (2015)
performed a longitudinal study, in which teachers at nine
compulsory schools were studied through observations,
interviews, and questionnaires. The study shows that the
increased weight attached to grading criteria have limited
teachers” professional freedom when planning and teaching, as
compared to the time before the reform package. Very similar
findings are presented by Wahlstrom and Sundberg (2015),
who report on findings from a questionnaire answered by 1,887
teachers. There are also studies suggesting that the introduction
of grades from an earlier age is associated with increased
school-related stress and reduced academic self-esteem among
students, leading to an increase in psychosomatic symptoms and
decreased life satisfaction (Hogberg et al., 2021).

Interview studies with students in various stages of the school
system (e.g., Sivenbring, 2016; Pérez Prieto and Lofgren, 2017;
Vogt, 2017; Hirsh, 2020; Lofgren et al., 2021; Nygren, 2021) also
paint a quite cohesive picture of assessments being constantly
present in the minds of Swedish students, both within and
outside the classroom. For example, although the guidelines from
the Swedish National Agency for Education (2018) emphasize
an integrative and holistic approach to grading, the digital
educational platforms used by most schools, present portions of
the grading criteria as separate items in a matrix format. Since
the educational platforms can be accessed by the students and
their legal guardians through smartphones and other devices,
it has become common practice to communicate assessment
and progress information via these matrices. The students may
therefore keep track of their progress on a day-to-day basis
(Lofgren et al., 2021). As a consequence, students invest a lot
of effort to decipher the grading criteria, so that they may
understand what is expected of them. Students also claim to
feel constantly monitored by their teachers, which, as mentioned
above, leaves little room for asking questions or for making
mistakes, without worrying about how it might affect the grades.
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To handle the panoptical situation described above, where
the students are constantly assessed, students try to improve
or safeguard their grades by modifying their behavior and
influencing their social relationships with the teachers. Although
it might seem more productive for students to allocate all
resources to academic learning, the students do not seem to think
that the expectations are clear enough (and/or do not trust their
teachers enough) to rely exclusively on academic achievements,
and consequently invest in social strategies as an important part
of their study strategies. For example, students in a study by
Lofgren and Lofgren (2016), evaluating students” experiences of
being graded in year 6 (age 12-13), describe the importance of
being attentive to what the teacher wants in order to receive
higher grades, including being well-behaved and doing what you
are told to. Similarly, students in year 9 (age 15-16) claim that
their grades do not (at least not exclusively) reflect the quality
of their performance, but also individual teachers’ interpretations
of the “knowledge requirements.” Furthermore, according to the
students the grades are used as rewards for effort and desirable
behavior (Vogt, 2017). Sivenbring (2016), who also interviewed
students in year 9 about assessment and grading, writes that:

The strategic work to receive higher grades appears as
investments the students do in order to make a good
impression. Explicit resistance to assessment is not
present in their narratives. The fact that assessment
and grading is imperative means that resistance is
always counter-productive. Through assessment the
students become dependent upon their teachers (p. 223,
translated from Swedish).

Taken together, the increased focus on summative assessments
in the Swedish school system have several important
consequences for students’ learning and wellbeing, which
may be especially pronounced for low-performing students. As
indicated by research, some of the most prevalent consequences
may be lowering the achievement of low-ability students, by
constantly reminding them of their failures and decreasing
their academic self-concept, increased school-related stress, and
promoting less productive study strategies.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Context: Assessment in Nordic
Independent Adult Education Colleges

The first Nordic independent adult education colleges in Sweden
were established in the second half of the nineteenth century,
inspired by Danish predecessors. The main aim for this school
form was to provide a kind of higher education for those who
otherwise lacked access to formal higher-education institutions,
such as the universities — hence the name “Folkhogskola,” which
translates literally to “people” (or “folk”) university. The term
“independent” comes from the fact that these colleges are not
part of the national school system. Instead, they are mostly
non-profit organizations.

Today, there are more than 150 independent adult education
colleges in Sweden, which provide a number of different courses
depending on the specific focus of the individual college, such
as music, creative writing, art, or handicraft. However, they
also provide “general courses” that are equivalents of courses
in upper-secondary school, such as mathematics, English-as-a-
foreign-language, and science subjects. These general courses
provide the participants with the necessary qualifications for
applying to higher education. However, the grading system
in the independent adult education colleges is radically
different as compared to upper-secondary school and other
forms of adult education, and some of these differences are
relevant for this study.

First, in the adult education colleges there is a four-level
grading scale, where the participants receive a holistic “grade”
based on their participation in all the courses they have taken.
This “grade” is determined as a joint decision by all the teachers
together at the end of the academic year, which means that
individual assignments cannot be graded.

Second, the criteria for this holistic “grade” do not only
include subject knowledge and skills, but also “Capabilities for
analysis, processing, and overview,” “Ambition, perseverance,
and capability to organize studies,” and “Social skills.”

Third, although there are explicit grading criteria, the grades
are also norm-referenced to enable national comparability. The
four-level grading scale is therefore converted to numbers (1-
4), where the average for each individual college during an
academic year must be in the range of 2.7 & 5 percent (Swedish
National Council of Adult Education, 2017). Adjusting the
grades according to this range is also done at the end of the
academic year, when all preliminary “grades” have been assigned,
which means that no numbers can be communicated to the
participants beforehand.

Since individual assignments cannot be graded, and no
information about the overall “grade” can be communicated to
the participants until the end of the academic year, grading
is kept apart from assessments for formative purposes at
these colleges. It could therefore be assumed that the negative
consequences of assessments for summative purposes would be
less pronounced and that participants at adult education colleges
would perceive the assessment regime differently, as compared
to students’ perceptions of the Swedish school system. The
purpose of this study is to investigate the perceptions of this
particular assessment context, by collecting interview data among
participants at adult education colleges.

Sample and Interviews

This is an interview study with semi-structured interviews
and qualitative thematic analysis. The sample consists of 19
participants enrolled at five different adult education colleges
(13 females and six males), within the “general courses”
(i.e., equivalents of courses in upper-secondary school). The
participants were recruited by contacting college principals,
who forwarded the invitation to their participants. Participants
volunteering to take part in the study (i.e., a convenience sample)
were then contacted by email. All colleges contacted were located
in the same geographical region, and also cooperate in matters
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such as teacher professional development, which was thought
to increase the likelihood of having similar assessment practices,
making the interviews comparable across colleges.

All respondents were informed about the purpose of
the study and that their participation was voluntary and
anonymous. Anonymity was secured by not collecting any
personal information about the participants. Furthermore, only
recorded sound was used during the analysis (i.e., not video).
Consent was given orally and documented on digital video.

All of the interviews were semi-structured and followed a
common interview protocol with nine main questions, such
as “What do you think are the largest differences in terms
of assessment between adult education colleges and upper-
secondary school?” and “The criteria for ‘grades’ in adult
education colleges are broader than the ‘knowledge requirements’
in upper-secondary school, by including study ability and social
skills. What are your thoughts on this?” In a few cases, the
interviews were performed with 2-3 participants simultaneously.

The interviews were carried out entirely online and were audio
recorded. On average, the interviews lasted for approximately
22 mins (5 h and 33 min in total). In line with current ethical
guidelines, no data apart from what was needed to serve the
purpose of the study has been collected. As a consequence, no
personal information about the participants has been collected,
only their perceptions of the assessment context.

Analysis

The interviews were analyzed with conventional thematic
analysis, which is a method for identifying, analyzing, and
interpreting patterns of meaning (or “themes”) within qualitative
data (Clarke and Braun, 2017). The analysis was mainly inductive
in nature and followed the procedure outlined by Braun and
Clarke (2006), which means that the following steps were taken:
The first step was to listen to the audio data and create time logs
in spreadsheets, so that the different parts of the interviews could
be searched and organized. Second, interesting features of the
data, where respondents described how they perceived individual
assessment situations or the assessment context at large, were
marked across the data set. For example, the following statements
were coded as relating to the perceived lack of information
about overall progression: “In upper-secondary school you can
follow your progression [while in adult education colleges]
the final grade may come as a shock” (respondent #1); “You
do not know at which level you perform. We have no such
discussions with the teachers. With grades [in school], you can
see what you need to do” (respondent #3). Third, respondents’
statements were searched for themes common to most of the
interviews, and/or strongly emphasized as significant by several
respondents. As an example, one of these themes, which includes
the abovementioned statements, focus on the perception of being
“blindfolded” by the lack of information about overall progress,
making it difficult for the participants to regulate their learning.
All data relevant to the potential themes was then collated and
checked in relation to the entire dataset. Fourth, descriptions of
the themes were made, and compelling extract examples were
selected. Fifth, a final analysis of the selected extracts, relating
back to the analysis of the research questions and literature, was

made. The descriptions of the themes, as well as the extracts, were
then translated into English by the researcher.

Preliminary findings were shared with the participants of the
study, so that they could comment on the interpretations of the
data. However, only one participant chose to provide such input.

RESULTS

According to most participants, adult education colleges are
generally a better place for learning as compared to upper-
secondary school, which is the school form that the majority of
participants most recently attended. While the upper-secondary
school is described in terms of factories, where you move from
test to test along a metaphorical assembly line, saving nothing
in the long-term memory, the adult education colleges are
mostly described in terms of personal development and deep-
processing. As an example, participant #13 mentions reflection
assignments, group discussions, different perspectives, and less
result-oriented teaching. She claims to have learnt more in one
semester than during all her previous years in school. Participant
#14 characterizes adult education colleges as providing an
individually tailored education in a “forgiving environment.”

Despite the more favorable conditions for learning at the
adult education colleges, as perceived by the participants, they
are not unequivocally positive about the assessment practices.
On the contrary, most participants feel quite ambiguous about
how they are assessed. This ambiguity concerns four overarching
themes, which are described below, along with selected extracts
from the interviews.

Lacking Support for the Regulation of

Learning

The most prevalent and most strongly emphasized theme in
the interviews concerns the fact that individual assignments
are not graded. The participants therefore perceive that they
do not receive sufficient information about their progress.
Furthermore, according to most of the participants, the staff at
these colleges have decided not to share any information about
overall progression beforehand:

The teachers are not allowed to reveal the grade in advance.
(#14)

The teachers are clear about not telling or giving any
predictions for the grade. (#16)

On one hand, several participants express their deprecation
with the extreme focus on test results and grades in Swedish
upper-secondary school, as well as the instrumentalist
approaches to learning that follow from this, and they claim
to accept that some degree of uncertainty is needed in order
to develop and grow. On the other hand, however, they seem
to think that the adult education colleges may have wandered
too far in the opposite direction. As a consequence of neither
receiving grades on individual assignments, nor any other
information about their overall progression, the students have
difficulties keeping track of their progress and regulating their
learning. One of the participants (#1) compares the situation to

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

April 2022 | Volume 7 | Article 836334


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles

Joénsson

Perceptions of Assessment

tightrope walking, saying that although she is able to maintain
her balance, it feels like she is blindfolded and do not know where
she is heading. She also describes the response from a teacher,
when asking for feedback on her progress:

I can’t say anything about your progress, because then it
would be me telling you what to do./.../Then it wouldn’t
be you making progress. (#1)

Besides not being able to regulate their learning, the lack of
information about their progress has several consequences for the
participants, most commonly expressed as an increased level of
constant stress and confusion. For example, one participant (#4)
describes a steady state of anxiety due to the vague nature of the
grading system, as she does not know what is expected of her.
Again, the participants seem to understand and acknowledge the
idea behind the grading system, but oppose to how it is enacted
in practice:

It's supposed to be inspiring, but instead becomes a stress
factor, since, on the one hand, performance plays a big role,
but on the other hand, it doesn’t have to. (#5)

I want feedback. It doesn’t have to be a number, but
information about if there is something you need to do
differently. (#6)

Vague Assessment of Fuzzy Criteria

Another strongly emphasized theme in the interviews
concerns the inclusion of criteria for assessment of “Ambition,
perseverance, and capability to organize studies;,” and “Social
skills.” Similar to the previous theme, there seems to be an
acceptance among the participants for the idea to include a
broader set of criteria and not only focus on achievement, but a
deprecation of how it is enacted in practice.

One of the principal problems with these “fuzzy criteria,” as
described by the participants, is that they do not know what
is actually assessed. Some participants think that it is their
personality that is being evaluated, which leads to a sense of
resignation and loss of control:

I cannot become a completely new person. (#15)

The grade is not in our hands. We only do what we told to.
(#9)

I shouldn’t be assessed on my personality. I should be
assessed on what I do. (#4)

Other participants talk about vague assessments contributing
to a “culture of silence,” where they are afraid of speaking their
mind, since this could be considered displaying inadequate social
skills. Rather, the participants focus on improving their “social
performance:”

When you don’t understand the grading criteria, you have
to invest in being nice. (#6)

Fawning as an educational strategy: Tl attend the
Christmas festivities in order to get a better grade. (#5)

Implicitly Conveying a Normative Notion
of the “Good Student”

In relation to the inclusion of criteria for “Ambition,
perseverance, and capability to organize studies” and “Social
skills,” several participants also raise the question about
normativity: What do the teachers envision when evaluating
them as being social, ambitious, or capable of organizing their
studies? Most participants perceive these criteria not only as
fuzzy (“It can mean a lot of different things,” #17), but in need of
being considered in relation to, and adjusted to, each individual.
If not, there is a risk of assessments becoming normative, even
though the participants have very different prerequisites. As an
example, one of the participants contemplates about assessing
planning skills:

Some teachers look at whether you submit your
assignments in advance or not. But this depends on
what is currently going on in your life. It does not mean
I'm a bad planner./.../You may have an idea about what
a good student is, but not everyone needs to plan their
studies in the same way. (#1)

Most participants have similar thoughts on the assessment of
social skills. In particular, they have either been explicitly told, or
have sensed, that this criterion is especially important in relation
to group work. A clear manifestation of having good social
skills is when you help fellow participants during group work.
Again, however, the Platonic ideal of group work and “learning
together” clashes with the real world of the participants. For some
participants, describing themselves as being autistic or introvert,
the idea of being assessed on social skills is problematic because
they think that they may be disadvantaged in group situations.
A number of other participants describe what they perceive as an
“unhealthy pressure” (#18) to help others, even in situations when
you really need to focus on yourself:

You are forced to take responsibility for others during
group work. (#19)

Unacknowledged Competition

A final theme that is very strongly emphasized in some of
the interviews, is that the participants compete for the highest
“grades.” As described above, although there are explicit grading
criteria, the “grades” are also norm-referenced to enable national
comparability. The overall mean for each individual college
during an academic year must therefore be within a specified
range. This effectively limits the number of high “grades” that can
be awarded and introduces not only a competition for the highest
“grades,” but also a paradoxical situation where the participants
are asked to support their competitors. This is recognized in the
interviews:

It is considered very important that we are friends and help
each other, but at the same time we may reduce our own
chances of getting high grades. (#5)
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According to some participants, this paradoxical situation
leads to behaviors where the participants help each other in front
of the teachers, but create tensions below the surface:

It leads to a behavior where you help others in front of the
teacher/. . ./At the same time, help is withheld via other channels,
which the teacher does not see. It's completely bizarre. (#10)

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate how participants
at adult education colleges perceive assessments in a context
where grading is kept apart from assessments for formative
purposes. Data on participants’ perceptions has been collected
by interviewing a number of participants and the data has
been analyzed with conventional thematic analysis. The findings
from the analysis suggest that the participants are generally very
pleased with the learning environment at the colleges, which
they contrast with the “assembly line experience” from upper-
secondary school. While the latter focus primarily on test results
and grades, and thereby encourage superficial learning, adult
education colleges to a greater extent foster deep and long-term
learning, according to the participants.

However, their perception of the assessment situation
differs from their generally positive perception of the learning
environment. Although they recognize the benevolence of
the ideal form, where the assessment is thought to support
learning and personal development, they oppose to how it is
enacted in practice.

One of the main themes in the data is that the participants
of this study think that the lack of feedback on overall
progress counteract their possibilities to regulate their learning.
Their situation is therefore quite different as compared to
the general situation in the Swedish school system, where
students are virtually flooded with assessment feedback (although
often in an aggregated, summative form). This means that,
on the one hand, low-ability participants at adult education
colleges are not constantly reminded of their failures, which
could potentially save their academic self-confidence from
deteriorating (e.g., Klapp, 2017; Anderson, 2018). On the other
hand, the participants perceive that they have no point of
reference for adjusting their academic self-confidence or self-
efficacy. Although the participants do not seem to think that
their performance decreases over time, as low-ability students’
achievement may do in school as a response to grading (Klapp,
2015), they are not able to take advantage of any progress during
the academic year by, for instance, improving their self-efficacy
or re-allocating their efforts to areas in need of improvement.
Similarly, if the participants are not progressing as expected, they
may not realize this before it is too late.

Other major themes in the data are the use of “fuzzy criteria”
and implicit standards. While explicit and shared criteria, in
theory, could bring a sense of agency to the students, by clarifying
expectations and support strategies for self-regulated learning
(e.g., Panadero et al., 2016), the participants think that the
assessment of constructs such as ambition, perseverance, and
social skills have several disadvantages, such as promoting stress
and a “culture of silence;” since they do not know what is

actually assessed (e.g., personality, performance, or conformity
to norms). The uncertain nature of these constructs also risks
establishing a norm about who a good student is, and how a good
student should act, that does not take the individual differences
into account and puts “unhealthy pressure” on the participants
to conform to such a norm. The participants exemplify by
describing situations where they act as they think is expected of
them, even if they feel disadvantaged by this behavior themselves,
for instance by helping others when they would in fact need
time for their own learning. The fact that the “grades” are norm-
referenced also means that the participants are asked to support
their competitors, leading to behaviors where the participants
help each other in front of the teachers.

This situation has several parallels to the narratives provided
by school students in interview studies about assessment and
grading (e.g., Lofgren and Lofgren, 2016; Sivenbring, 2016;
Vogt, 2017). Although the grading system is different in adult
education colleges, some of the effects on student behavior
are apparently the same. In studies investigating students’
perceptions of assessment in Swedish schools, students claim to
adjust themselves and their behavior to the different teachers
and to the norms that apply in different classrooms. Since
the grading criteria are difficult to interpret, and the grading
process is both subjective and opaque, the students feel that
they cannot rely on academic achievement alone. Instead, they
need to “play safe,” by also employing social strategies and
make a good impression in front of the teachers. The situation
described by the participants in the colleges is in several respects
no different, suggesting that the different grading systems have
similar consequences for learners.

In the Swedish school system, students seem overwhelmed
with formal assessment situations (such as tests), which generate
formal feedback, often in the shape of grades or in a matrix
format. Although stressful, high-performing students are able
to cope with these formal assessments using productive self-
regulation strategies (Lofgren et al., 2021). In adult education
colleges, these formal assessment situations, and this kind of
aggregated feedback, seem to be less prevalent. However, school
students also testify to the presence of informal assessment
situations, where students feel monitored and think that
everything they say or do might affect their grades (e.g., Vogt,
2017; Hirsh, 2020). It is primarily in response to this latter
situation, where they feel that they have to display a flawless
surface, since they do not know when or on what grounds they
are being assessed. This is very similar to the assessment situation
experienced by participants at adult education colleges. Since
adult education colleges have reduced the number of formal
assessment events, it is not always clear to the participants how
the informal assessments contribute to their “grade.” The final
summative assessment is therefore constantly present in the
minds of the participants, contributing to stress and promoting
less productive study strategies.

CONCLUSION

Findings from this study suggest that assessments at adult
education colleges are mainly informal, in contrast to the
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heavy reliance on formal assessment situations and provision
of aggregated feedback prevalent in the other parts of the
Swedish school system. This informal assessment practice has
several advantages emphasized by the participants, such as the
possibility to include tasks aiming for deep-processing and long-
term learning, as well as providing space for individual choice.
In short, most participants perceive adult education colleges as
excellent institutions for learning and personal development.

However, the informal assessment practice also has some
notable disadvantages. Although the participants do receive
formative feedback, helping them to improve their performance
on individual tasks, they perceive that there is a lack of
feedback on overall progress, strongly limiting their possibilities
to regulate their learning.

Another drawback is the lack of transparency in assessments,
where participants at adult education colleges do not know when,
or on what grounds, they are being summatively assessed. The
use of “fuzzy criteria,” implicit standards, and (unacknowledged)
conflicting interests in peer collaboration also contribute to
stress among the participants. As a consequence, they feel
compelled to employ social strategies to improve their chances
of receiving high grades, by consciously adjusting their behavior
and nurturing their social relationships with the teachers, in a
way appearing quite similar to how students in the Swedish
school system describe their situation. For participants at adult
education colleges the situation may be even more pronounced,
however, by the lack of feedback on overall progress.

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

That assessment can have a strong influence on student learning
is nothing new (e.g., Siljo, 1975; Struyven et al., 2005), and as long
as summative assessments are high stakes to students, students
are likely to adjust their study strategies to increase their chances
of improving the outcome. The important distinction to be made
is whether these adjustments are productive in relation to what is
to be learnt, or whether they divert students’ attention away from
productive learning. Some of the cases discussed here typically
involve the latter, since students feel compelled to make use
of social strategies in order to improve their chances of being
awarded good grades. This raises the question of how to minimize
the use of such strategies in favor of more productive study
strategies. The participants themselves suggest two important
features that could assist in improving the situation: progress
feedback and transparency in assessment.

First, an obvious solution to the problem of not receiving
progress feedback could be to provide the participants with
feedback on their progress within each specific subject or course
according to the grading criteria, without transforming this
feedback into a number along a grading scale. Under such
circumstances, the ideas to base the grade on a joint decision by
all the teachers at the end of the academic year, and to have a
holistic grade for all subjects/courses, are not violated. However,
the participants receive feedback on their progress, and they may
also develop a deeper understanding of the criteria.

Second, although the participants themselves identified the
use of criteria not relating to achievement (such as social skills

and ambition) as a major problem, research on assessment
within the Swedish school system suggests that the underlying
problem may be the obscurity of how the multitude of
informal assessment situations contribute to the final “grade.”
Since the participants do not know when or how they are
summatively assessed, they feel monitored and in need of
showcasing what they think is a desirable behavior. A potential
solution to this problem could therefore be to increase the
transparency in relation to the assessment of these criteria,
by discussing and possibly exemplifying how the criteria may
be interpreted and assessed. This should preferably not be
exaggerated by providing detailed rubrics, limiting the freedom
and personal choice of the participants, as they are already
critical toward the use of such instruments in the Swedish
school system. Still, there is an obvious need to understand
these criteria and how they are assessed, so that the participants
can place their trust in the teachers and use their time
more productively.

LIMITATIONS, CONTRIBUTION, AND
FUTURE RESEARCH

This study has several important limitations, which should be
kept in mind when interpreting the findings. Most importantly,
the study includes a limited sample of informants who
volunteered to participate, where the choice to participate may
have been influenced by negative experiences of assessment. The
experiences and perceptions of these participants may therefore
not be representative for a larger sample of participants at adult
education colleges.

The sample is also from a limited geographical region,
which was thought to increase the likelihood of the colleges
represented having similar assessment practices, making the
interviews comparable across colleges. Whether the findings
are generalizable to other colleges, or other geographical
regions, is not known.

The main contribution of this study is the investigation
of perceptions of assessments in a context where grading is
kept apart from assessments for formative purposes, identifying
problems which may have a negative influence on participants’
learning and motivation. Interestingly, participants’ perceptions
of assessment in this study have apparent similarities to
students’ perceptions of assessment in the Swedish school
system, despite the many differences in assessment contexts. This
raises questions about how persistent the effects of summative
assessments and grading are. For example, how are students’
perceptions affected by differences in the relative emphasis given
to assessments for formative and summative purposes? In the
case described here, although there was a strong emphasis on
formative assessments and learning, while grading was kept
at a distance, the grades were still present in the minds of
the participants during the whole academic year. Does this
mean that students’ perceptions of assessment are likely to
be similar in most contexts, as long as there are summative
elements present at some point in time? And, if this is the
case, do summative assessments need to be removed completely
in order for students to focus more exclusively on learning,
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or can they be balanced with formative assessments in some
way? These questions are of great importance to teachers in
most educational contexts, as well as to future research, if we
want to avoid the negative consequences of assessments and
optimize the teaching for student learning and motivation. The
use of thoughtful interventions to address these questions, and
investigate alternative solutions, would therefore be a welcome
contribution for research and pedagogical practice alike.
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