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My Teaching Philosophy In a Nutshell

CARE
(which already implies relevance)

"Students learn what they care about, from people they care about 
and who, they know, care about them."

-Barbara Harrell Carson

RECIPROCITY
Teaching and learning are components of a two-way process that 
cannot happen without the honest interaction between me and 

my students



It’s time to show you my HIPs!
High Impact Practices that I have used to increase engagement, and success (ALL are WIPs!)

Active Learning

Metacognition

Ungrading



Active Learning
• Allows for different ways of expression

• Empowers students

• "Wires" neurons after "firing" them 
with information

• May lead to instructor panic as they 
need to relinquish control to students

• Allows students to communicate with 
other students in 'their own language'

Concept Enactment



It’s time to show you my HIPs!
Active Learning

Sketching Building Classroom Debates



Metacognition

What is it really? Knowing vs Not Knowing



Individual metacognitive profileKnowing vs Not Knowing

Metacognition
Using Adaptive Learning Technology to develop metacognition



2012-2015 (>500 students)

2012

Metacognition
Using Adaptive Learning Technology to develop metacognition



Ungrading

• More emphasis on active learning and lab work (the ‘doing stuff’ instead of summative 
assessment

• Easy to understand and follow throughout the semester
• Easy for students to calculate their grade at any point in time
• I still deal with the end of semester begging… for extra credit, more  opportunities to 

submit late work, extension, etc.



Ungrading

• Research shows that grading has three predictable effects: less interest in 
learning, a preference for easier tasks, and shallower thinking.

• The fixation on grades leads to cheating, corner cutting, gaming the system, 
and a misplaced focus on accumulating points rather than on learning.

• Grades encourage extrinsic motivation and when that is dominant, that leads 
to a loss of intrinsic motivation.

• Grading leaves no room for student agency to breathe in a system of 
incessant grading, and scoring.

The reality of grading



Ungrading

• May remove the stress of focusing on grades

• May create a positive atmosphere without fear and threat and focused on 

learning

• May eliminate the 'end of semester begging'

• May shift the student mindset from fixed to growth

• May shift the mindset from grade seeking to knowledge/learning seeking

• May shift their motivation type from extrinsic to intrinsic

• May make students actually enjoy coming to class!

Why would I do ungrading?



Ungrading
How to implement ungrading?

This is a good start Select a strategy
Involve your administration (i.e. ask for 
permission!)

Don't jump without a parachute! (don't do it if you 
don't feel ready to try)

Anticipate questions from students and 
administrators

Have a plan-B if you need to switch your strategy 
mid-course

Be willing to develop new activities and 
modify/eliminate your current ones

Be willing to accept when some things just didn't 
work



Ungrading
My experience in detail

Contract Grading
• Students determine their grade for my course by fulfilling a 

contract that spells out in advance the requirements as well as the 

consequences for not fulfilling the terms of their contract.  The 

advantage of contract grading is that students decide how much 

work they wish to do during the semester.

• If they complete their work on time and satisfactorily, they receive 

a grade for which they contracted.  This means planning, thinking 

about all their obligations and responsibilities during the semester, 

and determining what grade they want or need in my course



Ungrading
How do I grade without grading?
Detailed feedback; no letters, no numbers



Ungrading
Preliminary results (74% response)

Robust survey 88% agreed that knowing the grade they would get from the beginning 
helped them stay motivated throughout the course.

95% agreed that not having to worry about the grade of assignments 
helped them complete them without stress.

53% admitted that they still to complete some assignments at the last 
minute

Only one student (4%) felt that ungrading was not for them and prefer to 
work for a grade/score, even if the grade is low in the end.  Four students 

(18%) remained neutral about whether ungrading was for them or not.

94% agreed that I tried to understand how they see things before I 
suggested how they should they work.



Ungrading
Preliminary results (74% response)

Robust survey

Interestingly, in a self-reflection survey, only 41% of responders 
thought they deserved the grade they contracted for, even when 91% 
met ALL the terms of their contract.

27% of students that contracted for an "A" said that they probably 
deserved a "B" based on their effort and commitment throughout the 
semester; 32% felt they deserved a "C" grade. Note that All students 
that contracted for an "A" met the terms of their contract.

More than half the students show a combination of identified 
regulation/external regulation (extrinsic motivation) despite having 
experienced less stress and declaring that they felt more focused on 
the value of activities than their grade. 



Ungrading

Some of the comments volunteered by students

• "I liked having the ungraded course because it allows some of us to learn and ask questions in a different, 

yet efficient way. This way it won't affect our grades and we are still able to show what we learned.”

• I am very grateful for the experience to be in an "ungraded" course. I was able to focus more and learn, 

rather than being stressed and worried about the percentage I was going to receive particularly on exams. 

Thank you for the second attempts as well. ”

• I felt more free to focus my learning on aspects of the content that I either fun interesting or felt it would be 

likely to be applicable to my future life and plans, rather than memorizing details I will not be likely to need 

to chase a grade."



Ungrading
Some of the lessons learned

• My ungraded course seemed to have removed the stress of thinking about grades in favor of a 

concerted effort to engage in the activities for the sake of learning

• At least in half of the students, their motivation is still between identified regulation (students 

understand the benefits of focusing on what they can learn from the activities) and external 

regulation (students complete the activities because they have to); both types of motivation signal 

extrinsic motivation as opposed to intrinsic motivation.

• I cannot change, in one semester, all the years that my students have been in the ranking, punitive 

and transactional education environment, but maybe the main lesson for them is that when the 

focus is on learning, the grade (whatever grade they may wish) will follow.



Thank you!

Gabriel E. Guzman, Ph.D.


