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and Patricio Robles



THE COURSE



• RMST 202: “Introduction to 
Literatures and Cultures of 
the Romance World II: 
Modern to Post-Modern”

• A survey of Romance 
Language literature: Spanish, 
French, Italian, Portuguese, 
Catalan, Romanian

• Europe, the Americas, Africa
• Modernism (1910s) to the 

Present



• Literature Requirement
• 76 Students
• 2 TAs



OPEN EDUCATION

• Open Website
• Flipped Classroom
• YouTube Lectures
• Student Blogs



FLEXIBLE
PATHWAYS
• Excessive Syllabus
• Optional Texts
• Student Choice
• Contract Grading



CONTRACT GRADING







• Individual contracts, signed and counter-signed
• One chance to amend the contract (up/down/same)
• The more effort they put in, the higher the grade
• Highest grades meant reading a book a week
• Lowest grades meant four books, attending six weeks
• Very little qualitative evaluation: almost all quantitative
• Failed contracts meant new ceiling and new rules



STUDENT REACTIONS









“I enjoyed having complete control of my learning and 
choosing how many and what kinds of books I got to 
read. With that control, it was nice to push my 
boundaries and be exposed to books I would not have 
picked on my own outside of this class. Romance Studies 
was nothing I was expecting, but it exceeded my 
expectations, and I look forward to taking similar classes 
to this in the future.”

“The grading system used in this class was definitely 
another bonus. Although the website at first and the 
whole contract system feels intimidating at the start, it 
didn't take long to get comfortable with it (but maybe 
add a quick video to the website at the beginning of the 
semester going through all the little details).”

“I really enjoyed the grading contract and delivery of 
grading for this course overall. I think it led to more 
flexibility as well as more comfort in knowing what 
grade you were going to receive. I found this to help me 
reduce stress as well as to be able to plan everything 
better and stay more organized throughout the 
semester. I found it very helpful to know the future 
outcome of my grade. It was almost like a reward to 
know that I worked hard to get the grade that I planned 
for and almost felt as though it was like setting a goal.”

“For starters, due to the contract and pre-determined 
grade in this class, I never really felt overwhelmed or 
stressed by this class, which definitely helped put me at 
ease.”

“I was surprised that this course had a contract where we 
could essentially choose the grade we wanted, as long as
we didn’t break our contract. This also gave us lots of 
freedom to fill out the contract that would work best with 
our schedule. I really liked the contracts because of this, 
since for many of our other classes, we don’t have much 
of a choice where our grades will fall, and the uncertainty 
of what our grades may be can be nerve-wracking. But 
the contract eliminated a lot of the anxious feelings 
which definitely help make this course more 
enjoyable!”

“I believe that the entire way that we structure education 
right now is based on vapid, frivolous... it feels as 
though nobody learns anything, because it’s structured 
around exams, midterms, finals [. . .]. I think 
experimenting with it is inherently valuable because of 
how rigid and shitty I think the current structure is.”

“I like the transparency, and I picked a lot of the books
and I picked my grade because of the subject matter and 
not because of the grade that I wanted. I looked at all the 
books and I chose the ones that I felt I was interested in, 
and it just so happened to be an A, and I feel like that’s 
the way that ratings should be a lot more of the time, so I 
think this is a good system and it’s fair and it’s 
transparent, which is unlike a lot of other courses.”

“This grading system 
was FANTASTIC.”



OUR CONCLUSIONS



Did students get the same grades as they would have done 
under a more traditional system of evaluation? No. But nor 
should we expect them to. 
Here, most students did better than they would have done 
otherwise. (Some surely did worse.) 
Students reported that they worked at least as hard, and 
generally harder, than in comparable courses.



Our goal should not be student satisfaction. It should be to 
encourage thought and to produce concepts, which may 
sometimes cause discomfort. 
But we should still listen to students, and trust them. Part of 
that must involve relinquishing some of the power of the 
grade.



MORE INFO
http://rmst202.arts.ubc.ca

jon.beasley-murray@ubc.ca
parobles@mail.ubc.ca

https://publichumanities.ubc.ca/ubc-professor-shakes-up-
romance-studies-in-experimental-course/

https://rmst202.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2022/05/rmst202_article.p
df

.
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“Is this an automatic 
100%?”

4  t e r m s  o f  u n g r a d i n g  g r a d u a t e  s c h o o l

J u l i a  B u l l a r d ,  A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r

U B C  S c h o o l  o f  I n f o r m a t i o n  
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LIBR 509
Course Context
School of Information

• Graduate degree, professional program
• Relatively technical courses: Information 

organization system design and 
evaluation

• High stress, high uncertainty 
environment

Photo by Ted Eytan, distributed under a cc-by-sa-2.0 license

COVID

• Needing to reduce student stress

• Needing to make flexibility the default 
rather than a response to 
accommodations

• Moving swiftly from incremental 
adjustments toward full ungrading

Excerpt from student work, shared with permission
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Weekly assignments

Peer review

Midterm and end-of-term 
meetings

Self-evaluation form & self-
assessed letter grade

Key course 
components

Portfolio & self-reflection

Student meme
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Tracking and 
Feedback
How we know how it’s going

• Assignment submission, 
attendance, and peer review 
tracking sheet
• End of course reflections from 

students
• Aggregate student self-evaluations
• End of term outcomes
• Extensive feedback discussion & 

survey in Fall 2021

A snapshot of our spreadsheet 
overview of student submissions 
and peer feedback activity
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Around ¼ of students submit all 9 
weekly assignments on time

¾ of students eventually submit all 9 
weekly assignments

Students report less stress and more 
capacity to focus on their learning

Some students struggle without the 
urgency and threat of hard deadline 
and late penalties

Grade average and distribution 
unchanged from traditional grading 
terms

1
2
3
4
5

Outcomes

Student meme
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Advice

Have open discussions (early and 
often) about grades
Accept that even a flexible system is 
not ideal for all students
Keep track of what’s happening
Don’t expect to save time by not 
grading
Be open to student feedback

Student meme
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With thanks to

iSchool PhD Student

Teaching Assistant

Bri Watson

Research Manager, Citizens and 
Technology Lab

Former Teaching Assistant

Sarah Gilbert
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