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“Few practices in education are as sacred and yet deleterious as grading”

(Edwards & Edwards, 1999, p. 260). Grading frequently takes its toll early in

life, undermining student learning and inhibiting social, emotional, and ethi-

cal development. When grades are used as extrinsic rewards to reinforce

learning, students’attention is diverted from the intrinsic rewards of learning

to the goal of obtaining the reward of a “good” grade (Edwards & Edwards,

1999). Sadly, students can come to despise the activities required to achieve

the reward (Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973), further diminishing the intrin-

sic rewards they experience from learning. Traditional grading practices, fur-

thermore, reduce students’sense of control over their fate and, when students

are faced with possible failure, can encourage them to cheat to regain some

control and stave off the hurt of failure (Milton, Pollio, & Eison, 1986).

Far too many of our students evince what researchers have variously

called a grade orientation (Janzow & Eison, 1990) or performance orienta-

tion (e.g., Dweck, 1986; Pintrich & Schunk, 1996) that inhibits their learning.
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They focus not on learning but instead on successfully earning the grades that

will allow them to maintain their images of competence. In addition, students

often fixate on their grades because of imposed reward structures that use

grade point average as a significant criterion for job and graduate school

placements, fellowships, teaching assistantships, and other rewards.

Although we are not arguing that performance-based orientations are unrea-

sonable, we are suggesting that the benefits of evoking a mastery orientation

are significant. In contrast to students with performance-based orientations,

students with mastery orientations are more intrinsically motivated—more

interested in their learning than their grades (Svinicki, 1998). They focus on

mastering new content, skills, and ways of learning; exhibit greater curiosity,

creativity, innovativeness, and intellectual risk taking; make fewer errors; use

more effective problem-solving strategies; do higher quality work; and per-

form better under challenging conditions than their extrinsically motivated

peers (Butler, 1992; Condray, 1977; Kohn, 1993).

Many students display both performance and mastery orientations to

learning, with the operative orientation dependent on the context (Svinicki,

1998). An essential part of that context is how the teacher views grading,

structures the grading process, and communicates about grading. We have

tried to create a context in which our students’ mastery orientations to learn-

ing are evoked through the use of contract grading. Contract grading gives

students voice in their learning goals and in how they are evaluated against

those goals. The way we have implemented contract grading, students are

empowered to choose some or all of the assignments they will be held respon-

sible for in our courses and how much each of the assignments will be

weighted, within broad constraints. This evaluation system emphasizes indi-

vidual learning progress, which should contribute to the development of

more healthy attitudes about grades (Ames & Ames, 1991) and more intrin-

sic desire to learn. Development or enhancement of intrinsic motivation to

learn is critical to our students’ success in postacademic, information-rich,

ambiguous, and unstructured work environments.

Contract Grading as a Central Element

of Postmodern Pedagogy

We contend that contract grading is an elemental structural component of

postmodern pedagogy. As discussed by Bilimoria (1995), a shift from mod-

ern to postmodern pedagogical perspectives means a shift from a perfor-

mance paradigm in which the teacher’s central role is to provide instruction

to a learning paradigm in which his or her role is to facilitate learning. In the

Hiller, Hietapelto / CONTRACT GRADING 661



performance paradigm, knowledge exists “out there” and is delivered in

chunks by teachers to students (Barr & Tagg, 1995); “teaching is telling,

knowledge is facts, and learning is recall” (Bilimoria, 1995, p. 445). The rela-

tionships between teachers and students are hierarchical and distant, with

sharp power differences. Classroom culture tends to be competitive, individ-

ualistic, and results oriented, with students striving to demonstrate that they

have “gotten it”—met the teacher’s expectations for reproducing what is

already known (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Bilimoria, 1995). Under these assump-

tions, grades are the mechanism for differentiating between different levels

of student accomplishment. “The grade received indicates the extent to

which the student has been able to meet the expectations of and criteria set by

the teacher, who determines the standards and evaluates the performance”

(Bilimoria, 1995, p. 447).

In contrast, the learning paradigm begins with the assumption that knowl-

edge exists not out there but rather in each person’s mind. Knowledge is

emergent, constructed, and shaped by individual experience (Barr & Tagg,

1995). “Teaching is enabling, knowledge is understanding, and learning is

the active construction of subject matter” (Elmore, 1991, p. xii). The learning

paradigm implies collaborative, cooperative, and supportive learning envi-

ronments where there are shared governance and teamwork (Barr & Tagg,

1995). The authority relationships in the classroom are reshaped to “partner-

ship learning,” in which “teacher and learners negotiate learning goals, teach-

ing methods, and evaluation schemes” (Ramsey & Couch, 1994, p. 148). The

instructor’s role is one of managing the learning environment and facilitating

knowledge discovery (Bilimoria & Wheeler, 1995; Boyatzis, Cowen, &

Kolb, 1992). Classroom authority is shared and shifts back and forth between

teacher and students as they share ownership of, responsibility for, and lead-

ership in the learning process (Bilimoria, 1995).

Joint responsibility for the learning process implies that teachers and stu-

dents should share ownership of the evaluation process. Because knowledge

is emergent under the postmodern paradigm, an individual’s learning experi-

ence will be highly dependent on the particular group of individuals involved.

Therefore, definitive criteria and requirements for learning cannot be estab-

lished in advance by the teacher (Bilimoria, 1995). Using contract grading to

structure the evaluation process emphasizes mutual trust between teacher

and students (Malehorn, 1994), acknowledges that there are multiple things

to learn in the same course and multiple ways for students to demonstrate the

learning they have generated, transfers some control of the learning and eval-

uation agendas from the hands of the teacher to those of the students, and

results in a shared evaluation process. Contract grading, as we have imple-
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mented it, allows students to make important choices about what, how, and

when to learn, thereby facilitating the development of a partnership learning

environment in which students are likely to retain more information, make

better use of information, and be more highly motivated to learn than in

teacher-directed learning environments (Candy, 1991; Knowles, 1975).

Acknowledging and Capitalizing on

Students’ Diverse Learning Styles

Students have diverse learning styles. Research using the Myers-Briggs

Type Indicator (MBTI) has found significant differences in learning styles

associated with different cognitive style preferences. For example, extroverts

prefer to learn through active experimentation and collaboration (DiTiberio,

1996) and prefer instructors who clearly explain course expectations and

objectives (Zerges, 1984). Introverts value reflective observation, lectures,

and abstract sequential learning (DiTiberio, 1996). Sensing students prefer

experiential learning (DiTiberio, 1996) and value teachers who use examples

and respond to students’ individual needs (Zerges, 1984). Video-based learn-

ing favors sensing types, whereas essay exams, written assignments, and

interdisciplinary environments favor intuitive types (Dawson & Guy, 1994).

Extroverted and intuitive students prefer to choose their writing topics,

whereas introverted and sensing types prefer more instructor direction

(Severino, 1989). Finally, occasional studies report that opposite MBTI

matches can produce significant student growth (Donovan, 1994).

Attempts to arrange environments to enhance the learning of students with

different cognitive preferences and learning styles have met with various

results. It is difficult to create one learning environment suitable for all types.

The flexibility inherent in contract grading acknowledges and capitalizes on

learning style diversity. By providing a menu of learning options in conjunc-

tion with diverse classroom pedagogy, students can select assignments and

experience instructional techniques that match with their learning styles, as

well as being exposed to choices that may not match but may nonetheless

promote their development.

Student Response to Contract Grading

One of the most compelling arguments for using contract grading is our

own student feedback. We began experimenting separately with contract

grading 4 years ago in various management classes. Over the past 4 years, we

have used contract grading in introductory and upper-level undergraduate-
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and graduate-level courses in organizational behavior; human resource man-

agement; change management; managerial skill development; group prob-

lem solving; strategic leadership; and trust, justice, and emotions in the work-

place. A diverse cross-section of students and majors was enrolled in these

classes, which included a mix of electives and required courses. Although the

majority of our students were traditional undergraduates, we have used con-

tract grading with nontraditional undergraduates, full- and part-time gradu-

ate students, executive students, and international students as well. The

enrollment for each class ranged from a low of 7 students to a high of 57. Over

a 4-year period, we collected data about student reactions to the contract

grading systems used in our courses from 473 students in 22 classes at three

universities. The data were collected anonymously at the end of the semester.

Eighty-five percent of our students indicated that they had had no experience

with contract grading prior to the courses for which they were completing the

evaluation. Of the 15% who had had previous experience with contract grad-

ing, most students’ experiences had come from taking prior courses we had

taught.

We found contract grading to be effective with all levels and types of stu-

dents. Despite their inexperience with contract grading, an overwhelming

94% of our students preferred it to traditional grading systems, and 96.5%

recommended that we continue to use contract grading in future classes. We

found it intriguing that 60% of the students who did not prefer contract grad-

ing to traditional grading still recommended that we continue to use contract

grading. One student’s comment may help to explain this finding:

It stressed me out trying to determine my own contract. I’m so indecisive!
Because of the stress, I didn’t prefer the contract. But I thought it was a great
exercise to take ownership of my own grade. I’m sure I learned more because of
it. Keep making other people do this!

Other representative student comments, extracted from responses to

open-ended questions on the contract grading evaluation forms, are dis-

played in Table 1. The vast majority of student comments were positive. Stu-

dents appreciated the control over their learning that contract grading

afforded them. They also felt that contract grading increased their motiva-

tion, learning, and satisfaction with the course and created a trusting learning

environment. Furthermore, engaging in the contract grading process was

itself a learning experience that taught them management concepts. Our stu-

dents’ enthusiasm for contract grading is consistent with that of other stu-

dents who have experienced contract grading in a wide range of disciplines

(Fraser, 1990; Hardigan, 1994; Harris, 1993).

664 JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT EDUCATION / December 2001



For a few students, contract grading was an uncomfortable experience. As

one student who disliked the system said, “Contract grading was too much

pressure and too ambiguous. I would rather fulfill your expectations than
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TABLE 1

Anonymous Student Comments From
Contract Grading Evaluation Forms

Student Comments

1. Contract grading gave me freedom to learn!

2. [Contract grading] enabled us to really feel like this was “our” course, that we had control

over our learning. It showed us that we were trusted to evaluate our own level of learning.

I wish other professors would be able to break free of their normative systems and put

more trust in us as students.

3. [Contract grading] gave us choice and control, something missing from our education.

4. [Contract grading] put more power in our hands.

5. Everything was fair because I actually had a say in my own fate.

6. [Contract grading] made me care more about what I was doing.

7. [Contract grading] makes me feel more of an obligation to do the work.

8. Since you put greater emphasis on things you could do better on or knew you were weak

at, but wanted to improve on, it encouraged you to put more effort in.

9. The thing I most like about this grading system is that it allows me to put emphasis on

projects/assignments that I feel are most important or that I learn the most from.

10. Every student has a different style of learning and [contract grading] takes this into con-

sideration. For instance, one might do well taking tests, others writing think pieces and

journals, while still others do their best work in groups.

11. Most times professors really don’t take into account time spent and effort/quality. It is

refreshing to see that we have a say in what we believe contributed most to our learning

experience. It also makes you feel as if you had more ownership over what you were

learning.

12. Sometimes things came up and it was difficult to put enough time into my work. The con-

tract gave me some flexibility to make up for outside forces that influenced my work.

13. I could learn from my mistakes and not have a bad grade “haunt” me for the entire semester.

14. I felt that it was an extremely fair and flexible system of grading because you could rene-

gotiate at any time during the semester.

15. The [contract] grading system . . . was a good way to start to interact with the other mem-

bers of the team.

16. Choosing grade weights within a group can be hard, but that’s part of this learning experi-

ence, isn’t it!

17. I learned a lot about negotiation and collaboration through negotiating and renegotiating

the team part of our [grading] contract.

18. [Contract grading] fit with a lot of the organizational behavior material we discussed in

class—empowerment, autonomy, etc. It created a very different kind of course experi-

ence, which I appreciated.

19. I wish more professors used grading contracts because we do not all learn the same way.



have the opportunity to set my own.” In addition, many of our international

students from high–power distance cultures were initially uncomfortable

with contract grading because it was outside their cultural norms to share

power with a professor. These students tended to be anxious about contract

grading at the beginning of the course, but almost all became converts to the

system as the course progressed.

Although some students may view the contract grading experience as

painful, empowering them, within limits, develops their responsibility. Part

of learning to be responsible may mean making poor choices (procrastination

is a typical example) and facing those consequences. It may also mean

stretching oneself to act outside the norms of one’s culture to promote self-

development. Choice engenders both ownership and responsibility for con-

sequences; blame for earning poor grades is internalized. Most students ulti-

mately become more committed to excelling at the choices they have made.

Like managers training new employees, our challenge in implementing

contract grading is to give students enough freedom and control of the system

to motivate their learning and improve their likelihood of performing suc-

cessfully while providing enough direction so that they do not flounder or

experience undue stress. Students’diverse cultural norms, levels of tolerance

for ambiguity, and desire for self-directed learning make this challenge all the

more difficult. However, individuals must increasingly perform in organiza-

tions undergoing rapid change, under conditions of ambiguity and turbu-

lence, in empowered environments, or as members of self-directed teams.

Individuals can learn to tolerate more complexity and flexibility in their

information-processing abilities (Cameron & Whetton, 1998). Contract

grading provides an opportunity for students to enhance their tolerance for

ambiguity and to learn to function more effectively in empowered

environments.

Implementation of Contract Grading

We have implemented contract grading differently in different courses as

we have experimented over time. In all cases, however, we have shared learn-

ing and evaluation choices with students rather than giving students complete

control over their learning. Although we concur with Mallinger’s (1998)

argument that students are capable of expanding their maturity levels to take

on greater responsibility for their learning than many faculty members

believe, we also agree with Ramsey and Couch (1994) that totally self-

directed learning is an unrealistic and perhaps inappropriate target in aca-

demic settings. Because we presumably know more about our subject matter
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than our students and have much more experience trying out a range of meth-

ods to generate learning relevant to our courses than they, we have a responsi-

bility to build a structure within which our students can make their learning

choices—“a structure that encourages independence yet also offers parame-

ters to assure quality education” (Mallinger, 1998, p. 473).

CONTRACT COMPONENTS

In each of our courses, we create a menu of learning assignments custom-

ized to the course, from which students can build their individual course con-

tracts. Appendix A includes sample excerpts from three syllabi that present

different contract formats. Both classroom activities and assignments in our

courses are highly experience based and interactive, as advocated by Kolb

(1984) and Bilimoria and Wheeler (1995). Classroom activities include

experiential exercises, role plays, organizational simulations, case study dis-

cussions, storytelling, small- and large-group discussions, group project

work, and planned and extemporaneous student presentations. Among the

assignment choices are personal journals, reflective papers, research papers,

case analyses, and a wide range of individual and team projects. We have

structured our assignments to encourage students to work collaboratively, to

introspect, to reflect on both their in-class and out-of-class experiences, to

apply course theories and concepts to those experiences, to think both criti-

cally and open mindedly, and to make connections among disparate informa-

tion and viewpoints.

Some assignments are required of all students, with student choice com-

ing only in how much weight to give the assignment. Other assignments are

optional, such that students can choose both what to do and the assignments’

weights. With some assignments, we provide minimally and/or maximally

acceptable weights. For others, we do not. The limits imposed are based

largely on our own experience over time of the learning value of different

assignments to our students.

We recognize that empowerment is a matter of degree. We adapt contract

parameters to the course content and student level, with less flexibility and

choice in lower level, required courses. Choice and voice are fairly con-

strained in lower level courses; empowerment is increased and limits

removed or reduced as students develop. In upper-level elective courses, with

greater student experience and development, flexibility and empowerment

are expanded considerably.

For example, the contract for the course on trust, justice, and emotions in

the workplace, outlined in Excerpt #1 in Appendix A, gives students a high

degree of control over how the course is structured and how they are evalu-
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ated. The assignments and student responsibilities presented in the original

syllabus are explicitly mere starting points for negotiation of a course con-

tract. No assignment weightings are included in the syllabus. On the 1st day

of class, the students and teacher discuss what each hopes to learn in the

course. We then discuss the reasoning behind the suggested assignments and

student responsibilities listed in the syllabus and brainstorm other possible

assignments that might better help the group or individuals within the group

reach our learning goals. The 2nd week of class, we negotiate a preliminary

contract that includes some of the assignments originally listed in the sylla-

bus and others that the students create. For example, in a recent semester, the

students decided as a group to all put the same weight on class discussion, but

they allowed variable weighting on other assignments and maximal flexibil-

ity in designing unique final projects. We also agreed that throughout the

semester, students would have a good deal of input into deciding how course

content would be presented and explored and in evaluating their own and one

another’s learning.

In contrast, the contracts for our organizational behavior and managing

change courses, excerpted in Appendix A, are more restrictive. Most of the

assignments are required, with student choice limited to deciding weightings

and numbers of each type of assignment to do. However, a caveat that gives

students greater control and flexibility over their learning is that we always

give them the option to propose alternative assignments for at least some (and

for one of us, all) of our planned assignments. Indeed, we strongly encourage

our students to propose alternative assignments that they believe will better

fulfill their own learning goals. Only a small percentage of students have

taken us up on this offer, but for those who have, the learning experience has

been excellent for both them and us. Our students tell us that the reason most

of them do not propose alternative assignments is that at the beginning of the

semester, when contracts are first negotiated, they do not understand enough

about the course to come up with ideas for their own assignments. Most of the

students who do propose alternative assignments do so at midsemester as part

of a contract renegotiation rather than at the beginning of the semester, when

contracts are first negotiated.

Our experience has been that working students (including nontraditional

undergraduates, graduate students, and executives) are more likely than tra-

ditional undergraduate students to propose and complete alternative assign-

ments. Most often, working students propose assignments that require them

to use course theory and methods to complete projects that are relevant to

their work. For example, one student in a graduate-level human resource

management class developed a Web-based training program for his subordi-

nates in lieu of the assignment to analyze a case dealing with training issues.
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The student’s work not only demonstrated excellent learning about training

theory and design but also effectively filled a real need for improved training

in his workplace. Thus, working students who take advantage of the opportu-

nity to develop their own assignments can integrate their conceptual learning

with their work while the course is still in progress.

CONTRACT NEGOTIATION

One approach to negotiating course contracts is described above in

explaining the development of contract components for a seminar on trust,

justice, and emotions in the workplace. In our larger classes, to create a col-

laborative class culture and to provide opportunity for student learning about

teams, we typically include a team component in our grading contracts. Stu-

dents must contract for both individual and team assignments. In the 1st or

2nd week of classes, students form small teams of three to five members who

work together throughout the semester, typically creating team documents

that outline team member responsibilities. The method of team formation

varies by course, from random assignment to selection through a student-run

interview process. By the 2nd or 3rd week of class, each team must negotiate

the team portion of its grade contract. Teams put together customized pack-

ages of assignments from our menus, complete with proposed weightings

and contingencies. Although each individual on a team has free rein to per-

sonalize the portion of his or her contract dealing with individual assign-

ments, the team-level choices must be identical for members of a given team.

To aid the teams in negotiating their contracts, we spend class time discussing

and clarifying the assignment options, in some cases brainstorming new

assignment options, and engaging in team-building exercises prior to begin-

ning contract negotiations. The teams are given class time to begin their con-

tract negotiations but often must complete the negotiations outside of class.

We encourage students to contract for contingencies that allow them to

redo assignments or to do additional work, replacing lower and/or marginal

grades. Because we want to provide our students with frequent assessment

and feedback to stimulate their learning (Bilimoria, 1995), we usually require

them to contract for a large number and wide range of assignments. We

encourage them to discuss their work in progress with us and to share drafts

of assignments for our feedback before turning them in for final grades. To

encourage students to do their best work and to enable them to balance the

workload for our course with their other responsibilities, we also allow flexi-

bility in the timing of some assignments.

When students have developed their proposed contracts, they submit them

to us for approval. Occasionally, a proposed contract falls outside our zone of
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acceptance because it fails to include all required assignments, violates the

required minimum or maximum percentages, or proposes an unclear or

poorly conceived alternative assignment. In that case, we meet with the stu-

dent to discuss our concerns and together negotiate a mutually acceptable

contract. Once a mutually acceptable contract has been negotiated, the stu-

dent and we sign and date it, and it goes into effect.

CONTRACT RENEGOTIATION

At least once during the semester, students are allowed to renegotiate their

contracts on an individual and/or team basis. One of us sets aside 1 week at

midsemester for contract renegotiation and revisions. The other of us is more

flexible with renegotiations, allowing them at any point during the semester.

Students are responsible for initiating the renegotiation process and must

adhere to a set of ground rules for renegotiation, which vary by course. An

example of renegotiation ground rules for one of our organizational behavior

courses is included in a footnote to Excerpt #2 in Appendix A.

Our experience is that fewer than half of the students renegotiate their con-

tracts. Having the option to renegotiate seems to be very important to them,

however, even if they do not exercise the option. Their comments on end-of-

course evaluations make clear that they consider renegotiation to be critical to

the fairness of the system. Because contract grading is new and confusing to

most of the students at the outset, they are unsure of how to design contracts

that will best shape their learning experiences. The opportunity to renegotiate

allows students to change in midstream, at a time when they better under-

stand the potential learning available from the course. The chance to renego-

tiate also decreases students’ stress levels associated with the increased

responsibility of making their own learning choices.

STUDENT INVOLVEMENT IN EVALUATION

Students participate not only in designing the contracts against which they

will be evaluated but also in evaluating their own and their peers’ learning.

They have evaluative input in several ways. Although we decide the

evaluative criteria for the majority of assignments in most of our courses, our

students have some say in defining evaluative criteria. In some cases, stu-

dents jointly develop the criteria for evaluating a specific responsibility or

assignment, without our input. For example, in one of our human resources

management courses, students work as a class to develop 360° performance

evaluation instruments that are used to evaluate their own and their peers’

contributions to class discussions. In other cases, as with the common assign-

ments and responsibilities in the course on trust, justice, and emotions in the
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workplace, the students and we discuss an assignment together in class and

mutually agree on the evaluative criteria to be used. In still other cases, as

with students’projects and/or presentations in several courses, individuals or

teams meet with us to jointly discuss and agree on learning objectives, deliv-

erables, and evaluative criteria for the unique assignments that they have

contracted.

Students also give evaluative feedback to their peers as well as their

instructor and have a role in assessing the quality of their own work. They

complete anonymous feedback forms for their peers and named ones for

themselves for all in-class individual or team presentations. We also ask them

to write qualitative evaluations of their own and others’ contributions to in-

class discussions. Team members are also encouraged to provide frequent

feedback to one another on their team contributions, and they may choose to

grade one another’s contributions to the team effort. In the group problem-

solving course, a formal class feedback session is set aside at midquarter for

students in each team to provide constructive positive and negative feedback

to one another as well as to the instructor. In deciding grades, we incorporate

all student feedback we have gathered.

Because our pedagogy encourages emergent knowledge creation rather

than regurgitation of known “facts,” students are graded on how effectively

they have used their own learning opportunities. All students who demon-

strate high levels of learning can earn an A, which we clearly communicate to

our students early in the course. Because students are not competing against

one another for good grades, their feedback to one another is usually forth-

right, constructive, and developmentally oriented. Students often learn a

great deal from their peers’ feedback, as do we.

Limitations and Challenges of Contract Grading

Despite its many strengths, we recognize limitations of our contract grad-

ing system. In addition, we continue to face challenges in implementing the

system efficiently.

Minimizing the potential for free ridership abuses. Our experience has

been that contract grading has positively influenced the motivation to learn

and the effort given to learning for the vast majority of our students. However,

a small minority have been free riders in the system, using their control over

the assignments they are held accountable for and the weightings of those

assignments to minimize their efforts in the course. As one student explained,

“At times I felt like it was too easy to do well because I put most of the weight
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on things I was good at—it kind of took some of the challenge away.” We

have learned to set boundaries to minimize free ridership abuses. For

instance, we make assignments that provide critical skill development man-

datory, with tighter limits on weight variations than other assignments. Stu-

dents must also engage in a wide range of assignments in most of our courses.

Although we want students to be able to demonstrate their learning in ways

with which they feel confident, we do not want to limit them solely to their

strengths, choosing instead to encourage them to stretch and develop them-

selves. Peer input into evaluation and grade decisions helps overcome free

ridership on team-based assignments. We have also experimented with rene-

gotiation to try to prevent grade gamesmanship (playing with grade weight-

ings on previously completed assignments without doing any additional

work and without increased learning). For instance, with continuously per-

mitted renegotiation, we disallow modifying percentages upward on previ-

ously completed assignments, with increases in grade weights only allowed

on future assignments. Alternatively, in other instances, we have permitted

renegotiation only halfway through the course, limiting the number of

assignments available solely for gamesmanship attempts.

Striking a balance between structure and empowerment. Our efforts to

avoid free ridership are tied to a bigger issue at the heart of contract grading:

ensuring that students have a real voice in their own learning process and in

how they are evaluated, while at the same time ensuring that student involve-

ment in course design does not unintentionally degrade course content or

evaluation standards. Our experience has shown us that providing structure in

the contract grading process helps achieve both objectives simultaneously.

We have found that most of our students need some structure to feel empow-

ered; too little structure leaves them feeling not empowered but set adrift,

consistent with Randolph’s (1995) model for effective empowerment in

organizations.

One of our biggest challenges in implementing contract grading has been

in finding the optimal amount of structure for each course and group of stu-

dents. We continue to experiment with different levels of structure in differ-

ent courses. Certainly, students have had more control over their own evalua-

tion in some of our courses than in others. However, in all of our courses in

which we have used contract grading, the overwhelming majority of our stu-

dents have perceived themselves to have a real voice in their evaluation pro-

cess. What we have found to be consistently true, moreover, is that the quality

of both our course content and our students’ work has improved, not

degraded, with their involvement in their own evaluation process. We attrib-
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ute the increase in quality to our students’increased commitment to their own

learning.

Handling an increased administrative burden. One drawback of using

contract grading is that it creates a larger administrative burden than more tra-

ditional grading systems. Class time must be devoted to team building, con-

tract negotiation, and collecting evaluative feedback from the students. It can

be a challenge to carve out the class time needed to administer the system. We

have dealt with this challenge in two ways. First, we expect our students to do

a great deal of reading outside of class and to come prepared to discuss what

they have read, which frees up time that might traditionally be used for lectur-

ing to be used instead for interactive learning experiences, including contract

negotiations. Second, wherever possible, we try to use the contract negotia-

tion process as a way to teach experientially about management topics, which

we discuss in more depth in a later section.

Implementing contract grading places high demands on instructors’ out-

of-class time as well. It is admittedly time consuming to develop complex

grading alternatives, negotiate and renegotiate contracts, read multiple drafts

and rewrites of assignments, and keep track of each individual’s progress

against his or her personalized grading contract. However, it can be done,

even under the time constraints inherent in a quarter system. One of us cur-

rently teaches under a 10-week quarter calendar, and several years’ worth of

data were collected under the quarter system.

The time demands are more easily managed with increasing experience

using contract grading; however, contract grading does require a greater

commitment of time and energy devoted to teaching than a more traditional

grading system. Anyone who wishes to experiment with contract grading

must understand that. We have found that being generous with the in-class

time we allow for discussing our students’ learning objectives, explaining the

negotiation process, and allowing teams to begin negotiating contracts pays

dividends in minimizing the out-of-class time involved in negotiating and

renegotiating contracts. Doing this work together in class helps clarify the

process for all the students and significantly cuts down on the number who

are confused and need to meet with us separately outside of class.

We have found it efficient to use computer spreadsheets to keep track of

the personalized grading contracts for each student. Appendix B includes a

sample Microsoft Excel grading spreadsheet. Although it takes more time to

set up the grading file for a course using grading contracts than for a course in

which all students are required to do identical assignments with identical

weightings, once the grading spreadsheet is established, it is easy to maintain

throughout the semester.
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In addition to the increased administrative burden, because contract grad-

ing encourages students’ commitment and motivation to learning, it creates

more pleasurable time demands as well. Since adopting contract grading, we

have found ourselves spending much more time with our students engaged in

significant “teaching moments” outside the classroom. Individuals and

teams meet with us frequently throughout the semester to get feedback on

their ideas and work in progress, to continue stimulating discussions that

were interrupted by class’s ending, to get advice about how to deal with con-

tentious team issues, and to share stories of their learning moments. We have

also experienced high levels of class attendance, with most students missing

no more than one or two classes and many achieving perfect attendance, even

when class begins at 8:00 a.m. Although class attendance is certainly influ-

enced by multiple factors, we believe that the learning ownership engendered

by contract grading contributes to students’ commitment to attending class

regularly.

Minimizing the career risk associated with experiencing higher grade dis-

tributions. Most of our students have risen admirably to the learning chal-

lenges they contracted to undertake. They have validated our deep-seated

faith in their eagerness both to learn and to share control over their learning

through producing high-quality work in our classes. The majority of our stu-

dents have demonstrated high levels of learning, which have translated into

higher grade distributions than we experienced in classes we taught before

using contract grading, although still generally within existing institutional

ranges for the type and level of course. We have been fortunate to experience

neither institutional concern over our higher grade distributions nor pressure

to lower them. However, we recognize that many teachers face institutional

pressures to maintain grade distributions that limit the number of students

who earn high grades. In institutions where grade distributions are closely

monitored and where high grade distributions are considered suspect, it may

be risky to engage in contract grading.

To lower the risk of colleagues’and administrators’misinterpreting a high

grade distribution as a leniency bias, we recommend that teachers employing

contract grading maintain files of representative student work for each course

that demonstrate A-level work, B-level work, and so on. Such files can be

maintained as stand-alone files or as part of a teaching portfolio. Our biggest

defense of our higher-than-average distributions is the quality of our stu-

dents’ work.

Another recommendation is to collect students’ feedback about how con-

tract grading affected their learning processes. Ask students how challenged

they were by the work they did for the course, how committed they felt to the
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course, how much effort they put into the course relative to other courses, and

how much they learned. Most of our students report having been challenged

by our classes, having felt deep commitment to doing the work, and having

put more than their usual effort into doing the work. They also report—and

demonstrate—a great deal of learning. Even more convincing than student

feedback gathered during or at the end of the course is feedback solicited

from alumni of the course after they have entered or returned to the

workforce. In addition to formal collection of student feedback, our experi-

ence is that our students frequently talk informally among themselves and to

other faculty members and administrators about how challenging and

demanding our courses are, which helps belie a leniency bias in grading.

Finally, we recommend that teachers who decide to use contract grading

educate their faculty colleagues and administrators about the theory under-

pinning such an evaluation system. We have done so through explanatory

statements in teaching portfolios and review documents. We have also con-

ducted contract grading workshops and symposia on our campuses and at

national conferences. On our own campuses, we have conducted workshops

for faculty members both within our departments and across all departments

and colleges. One of us has also presented a contract grading workshop for

the school’s board of control. Interestingly, the board, composed of business

executives, greatly supported the concept because they believed contract

grading would develop student responsibility and initiative. Conducting such

workshops on our campuses has helped our colleagues accept our higher-

than-average grade distributions as what they are: evidence of the effective-

ness of contract grading in motivating our students to learn. Happily, these

workshops have also encouraged a few of our colleagues to experiment with

contract grading.

Management Learning Inherent in the

Contract Grading Process

A significant benefit of using contract grading is that students learn funda-

mental management concepts and skills through the experience of engaging

in the contract grading process. Student management of the contract grading

process helps them learn experientially about negotiation processes; conflict

management; managing diversity; procedural, distributive, and interactional

justice; creating and managing performance evaluation systems; and rela-

tionships between empowerment, motivation, performance, and satisfaction.

The students see culture change in action as their class moves away from the

traditional, passive, instruction-centered learning environment experienced
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in most of their classes to an interactive, active, learning-centered

environment.

Using the organizational behavior course outlined in Appendix A,

Excerpt #2, as an example, on the 2nd day of class, students are assigned to

four-person teams that work together throughout the semester. The students’

first readings are about critical team dynamics and influences on team effec-

tiveness. Their second readings are about a wide range of individual differ-

ence variables that may potentially affect their team dynamics and perfor-

mance, such as cognitive style, personality variables, birth order, values, and

ethical frameworks. During the 2nd week of class, students begin to negotiate

a team profile/agreement that outlines the similarities and differences that

exist among team members and how the team plans to capitalize on them. The

agreement articulates the team’s goals, its rules for conducting business, the

mechanisms for holding team members accountable for the rules, and the

mechanisms for renegotiating rules. Only after that initial team development

work has been done does the team begin to negotiate the grading contract.

Working through this fairly complex and lengthy process of negotiation, stu-

dents not only learn experientially about how to negotiate with peers but also

begin to understand something about team dynamics and to think about how

to effectively utilize their team’s diversity.

As the semester progresses, both in their journal entries and in-class dis-

cussions, the students frequently relate course concepts such as conflict man-

agement and justice issues to the experiences they have in their teams’imple-

menting their course contracts. At midsemester, each team writes a team

assessment and plan for change that diagnoses both the strengths of the team

and impediments to effective team interactions and develops a plan to

improve how the team functions to carry out the final phases of the teams’

work more effectively. Working through this assignment often results in stu-

dents understanding connections between problems that their team is experi-

encing at midsemester and problems in the way they negotiated their original

team profile/agreements and grading contracts.

According to Conger and Kanungo (1988), individuals feel more empow-

ered in organizations when their managers use participative management

techniques, allow them to set their own goals independently or collabor-

atively, provide frequent feedback to enhance self-efficacy beliefs, and

remove contextual features that make them feel powerless. The process of

contract grading that the students experience in this course helps make the

classroom the kind of empowering organization that Conger and Kanungo
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described. By the end of the class, most students learn, consistent with theory,

that classroom empowerment, of which contract grading is a significant

piece, has increased their motivation, satisfaction, and the quality of their

work.

Importantly, by engaging in the contract grading process, students gain

critical skills that enhance their marketability and potential for organizational

effectiveness. Our students become more thoughtful and adept negotiators;

learn how to critically evaluate their own and others’performance and to pro-

vide constructive feedback; and improve team skills, including agenda devel-

opment and management, conflict management, and effective team decision

making. They also gain skill in designing and structuring an empowering

work team environment and in working more effectively with diverse people.

The experience also builds students’ self-confidence in managing their own

learning—a skill that is critical to success in jobs and organizations that expe-

rience rapid change.

Conclusion

By giving our students some voice over what and how they are evaluated,

contract grading helps us create a “classroom of respect” (Giampetro-Meyer

& Holc, 1997) built on learning partnerships with our students and facilitates

a postmodern learning environment. We think it is critical that students

become less passive learners—that they take some responsibility for their

own learning through having voice in the design of their individualized grad-

ing contracts. We need to prepare our students to succeed in today’s organiza-

tions, which are characterized by frequent change and innovation, diverse

employees, and greater emphasis on self-management and continual learn-

ing. Employees who wait for their managers to set their goals or to interpret

organizational changes for them are less likely to succeed in such a diverse,

dynamic environment. The experience of negotiating and being held

accountable for fulfilling grading contracts sends students out into the work

world better prepared to share responsibility for determining the roles they

will play in their organizations. Contract grading pushes students to diagnose

their own strengths and weaknesses in determining what they will contract to

accomplish during the course and then makes them more committed to do the

learning needed to deliver what they have promised. If we can teach students

to take ownership of their learning now, it should make them better able to

adapt to the changes and diversity they will face in their careers.
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Appendix A
Syllabi Excerpts Demonstrating Different Contract Formats

Excerpt #1: From Trust, Justice & Emotions in the Workplace syllabus (used in an

upper-level undergraduate and graduate elective seminar with 10 students, under a

semester calendar).

Since this is such a small class, we have the luxury of designing together a course

grading contract—an agreement about what assignments/responsibilities you will be

held accountable for completing and how much weight to place on each one in calcu-

lating your final grades. This contract will allow you to have some voice in how you

are evaluated. I have a set of assignments in mind that I think would be valuable for

your learning. However, if you convince me that alternative assignments would be

equally beneficial or superior for achieving your learning goals, we’ll go with your

ideas. To give us a starting point for negotiation, I have listed below the assignments/

responsibilities that I think would benefit our joint learning:

1. Accountability for Contributing to

Class Discussions on a Regular Basis

Our readings for this class will be original theoretical and empirical articles and

books, rather than a textbook. That means that we, rather than a textbook author, will

need to make sense of each individual article and how the various readings relate to

each other. I think we will maximize our joint learning if we use our time together to

talk with each other about our interpretations and understandings of the articles.

Holding all of us accountable for contributing meaningfully to class discussions

should help to ensure that everyone comes to class having read the assignments for

that day. Since we are collaborating in a learning venture, it is imperative that we are

all prepared for every class period. More important, holding everyone accountable for

contributing to class discussions should help to ensure that everyone voices their

ideas. My hope is that we will all engage in the following types of behaviors in class:

voicing original ideas, challenging others’positions with which we disagree, defend-

ing our own views, clarifying points that others may have misunderstood, raising

questions that need to be further explored, sharing relevant personal experiences and

opinions, analyzing and synthesizing course material, and theorizing on the basis of

our readings and experience.

2. Weekly Informal Reflective Writing Assignments

I envision two different weekly writing assignments—one written before class

each week that reflects on/tries to make sense of the set of readings assigned for that

class and the other written after class each week that discusses how your understand-

ing has altered/what you have learned based on our class discussion. Such writing

would serve multiple purposes. The pre-class writing should help to ensure that you

have not only read, but also thought about, the assigned readings before class each
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week. Organizing your thoughts well enough to put them in writing should help you to

clarify your own understanding of (or confusion about) the readings, such that our in-

class discussion is enriched. For those of you who are initially reluctant to speak up

much in class, your writing will help me to gauge your level of understanding and to

give you feedback about that. The post-class writing should help you to capture and be

more likely to retain the key insights/learning you get out of each class. If we agree to

share our post-class writings with one another, it should help us all to maximize our

learning.

3. Shared Responsibility for Leading Class Discussions

I would like to see us share the responsibility for leading class discussions, such

that sometimes I will lead class discussions and sometimes you will. It is common

practice in graduate-level seminars for students or teams of students to take the

responsibility for leading class discussions throughout the semester. From my own

days as a grad student, I know that I learned the most about the topics for which I was

responsible for leading class discussion. Although this is also an undergraduate-level

course, given its seminar nature, I think we would all benefit from sharing the leader-

ship of class discussions. There are several options for how we could share responsi-

bility for leading class discussions. One or two of you could take responsibility for

leading the discussion of an entire class (or classes). Alternatively, we could rotate the

discussion leadership during each class session, such that each person in the class took

leadership for discussing one or two articles each session.

4. Completion of a Course Project

Completing a course project would allow you to immerse yourself in whatever

aspect of the course material you are most interested. I can envision many different

types of course projects that you could choose to do. I see no reason for everyone to

choose the same type of project. I’d be happy to let you each negotiate your own

course project with me. On the other hand, you could do course projects in pairs or

small groups if two or more of you share the same interest. Possible course projects

include, but are not limited to, development of a research proposal, completion of a

case study, or development of a theoretical model. Whatever you choose to do for your

project, I would expect it to be well grounded in the literature on trust, justice, and/or

emotions in the workplace. I would also expect you to present an oral version of your

project to your classmates near the end of the semester.

Excerpt #2: From Organizational Behavior (OB) syllabus (used in an upper-level

undergraduate class in which typically two thirds of the 20 to 30 students in the class

are BSBA majors taking the course as a requirement and one third are BA students

taking the course as an elective, under a semester calendar).

You will put together, in conjunction with your team, your personal grading con-

tract . . . . You decide how much to weight each assignment, as a percentage of your

total evaluation for the course. Your contract must conform to the required maximum
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and minimum weightings listed below, and the team component of your contract must

be identical for everyone in your team. You’ll notice that some assignments have no

weighting restriction. Individual assignments with no weighting restrictions are

optional. You must complete all of the team assignments listed below, even if you

elect not to have them graded, unless you propose an acceptable alternative assign-

ment that better serves your personal or team learning goals. I strongly encourage you

to propose alternative assignments for any of the course assignments—team or indi-

vidual, if you have ideas for assignments that will better motivate you to learn in this

course. Course contracts can be renegotiated with me, on an individual or team basis,

any time during the semester. If you wish to renegotiate your contract, it is your

responsibility to initiate the process.
a

Individual Assignments: maximum of 50% of total course grade

1. Class Contribution

2. Learning Journal: 5 entries minimum. Min weighting = 1% / entry, Max

weighting = 2% / entry.

3. Mid-semester Individual Team Analysis

4. Team Assessment Survey (not graded but required as an aid to your team

assessment & plan for change)

5. Final Individual Team Analysis: minimum weight = 15%.

Team Assignments: minimum of 50% of total course grade

1. Team Profile/Agreement

2. Team Identity Skit: maximum weighting = 5%

3. Team Progress Report (not graded)

4. Team Assessment and Plan for Change: maximum weighting = 5%

5. Case Analyses: minimum of 2 cases

6. Original OB Case: minimum weight = 10%

7.Original OB Case Presentation: minimum weight = 10%

8. Original OB Case Analysis: minimum weight = 10%

9. You may also grade each other on team contribution if you desire.

Excerpt #3: From Managing Change syllabus (used with both upper-level under-

graduate elective classes and graduate-level elective classes, with class sizes ranging

from 12 to 40 students, under both quarter and semester calendars, as well as in 5-week

intensive summer sessions for graduate engineering management students).

You will put together, in conjunction with your self-selected team, your own pack-

age of course deliverables as well as a team contract. Team membership is subject to

negotiation for the duration of the term. Individuals may “fire” their groups and join

another; teams may “fire” individuals. Individual grades earned on team case grades

may be modified if warranted by feedback from team members regarding individual

contribution to team cases. The team component and team peer evaluations must be

identical for team members, while the remaining components may vary for each team
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member. Your contract must conform to the required maximum and minimum

weightings listed below while summing to 100%, and the team component of your

contract must be identical for everyone in your team. Contract renegotiation opportu-

nities are provided during a week mid-semester.

Individual Deliverables: Minimum of 25%, maximum of 65% of total course grade

1. Memos: 3 options. Minimum of 1 required, minimum weight = 5% per memo.

2 Thinkpieces: 6 options. Minimum of 1 required, minimum weight = 5% per

thinkpiece.

3. (I)Search paper or (I)Search presentation: 1 required. Minimum weight = 15%.

Team Deliverables: Minimum of 20%, maximum of 60% of total course grade

4. Team Cases: 6 options. Minimum required = team size, minimum weight =

5% per case

Participation Deliverables: Minimum of 10%, maximum of 40% of

total course grade

5. Instructor’s Class Participation Evaluation: minimum of 5%.

#5 must be = or > #6

6. Team Peer Evaluation: minimum of 5%. #6 must be = or < #5.

a. Ground rules for contract renegotiation: (1) You may not increase the weight of any assign-
ment that has already been graded; (2) you may decrease the weight of an assignment that has al-
ready been graded, but not by more than half; and (3) you must stay within the original guidelines
for minimum and maximum weightings.

Appendix B
Sample Excel Grading Spreadsheet

Student Number 1 Student Number 2

Contracted Assignment Grade Percentage Total Grade Percentage Total

Class contribution 80 8.0 6.40 95 15.0 14.25

Learning journal 96 17.0 16.32 88 5.0 4.40

Midsemester individual team analysis 90 10.0 9.00 0.00

Final individual team analysis 94 15.0 14.10 91 15.0 13.65

Individual total 50.0 45.82 35.0 32.30

Team profile/agreement 0.00 90 3.5 3.15

Team identity skit 93 5.0 4.65 84 4.5 3.78

Team assessment and plan for change 90 5.0 4.50 94 4.0 3.76

Case analysis #1 87 5.0 4.35 85 2.0 1.70

Case analysis #2 89 5.0 4.45 88 3.0 2.64

Case analysis #3 0.00 94 4.0 3.76
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Case Analysis #4 0.00 92 5.0 4.60

Original OB case 92 10.0 9.20 97 10.0 9.70

Original OB case presentation 90 10.0 9.00 98 14.0 13.72

Original OB case analysis 88 10.0 8.80 95 10.0 9.50

Team contribution 0.00 100 5.0 5.00

Team total 50.0 44.95 65.0 61.31

Final grade 100.0 90.77 100.0 93.61

Number of learning journal entries

contracted 10 5

Contingencies If unsatisfied with grades No contingencies

on Case #1 and/or contracted.

Case #2, will write

more team cases and

keep two best grades.

NOTE: The two sample student files shown here are for students from two different teams. OB =
organizational behavior.
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