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Abstract. Students in higher education in Norway have the right to ask for jus-
tification for and/or complain about the grades they receive. Drawing on an
online survey of examiners (n = 54) at a Norwegian university college, we re-
port in terms of numbers and open-ended comments about justifications given
to students. Guided by Winstone and Boud (2020), we contribute with insights
and research suggestions to fill a gap in the literature. Our results show that the
examiners experienced many requests for justification, which they perceived as
time-consuming. They suspected that the information system for exams and
grades (WISEflow, in our case) made it (too) easy for students to request justi-
fications. At the same time, they were positive that feedback and justifications
should be given to students. Our findings also reveal that the examiners re-
quested better guidelines for the purpose and content of justifications (descrip-
tive feedback only or advice on how to improve grades) and how to motivate
students to be receptive and learn from justifications. We conclude that we need
more research on several aspects of the justification of a given grade in higher
education. Thus, there is great potential for future studies pertaining to this top-
ic.

Keywords: Higher Education, Grades, Justifications, Examiners’ Perspective,
Online Survey.

1 Introduction

Norway is fortunate in that its inhabitants have many varied and good opportunities
for both education and work. Statistics show that 37% of the Norwegian population
has an education at the university level [1], although this is somewhat lower than in
other Scandinavian countries (Sweden and Denmark) [2]. Norway accommodates
both public and private schools and welcomes international students who wish to
complete all or part of their education in Norway [3]. In 2022, 298,000 students were
enrolled in higher education programmes in Norway [4]. Based on the number of
students in Norway and the existing education system, students’ academic grades
show what they have managed to achieve upon completion of their education. The
level of ambition of individual students varies, and there are various forms of evalua-
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tion in different subjects and study programmes. Compared to earlier years, and with
the advancing use of technology, in most cases, grades are now published using
online tools, whereby students must log in with a username and password. In Norway,
students have the right to ask for justification, which is recommended before they
submit a complaint about a grade. This means that students have rights, although it
also means additional work for examiners. At our school, justifications are provided
individually for each student who requests them. Examiners can choose whether such
justifications are given orally or in written form to students. What has piqued our
curiosity is based on our experience as lecturers and examiners in higher education for
over 16 years. We have observed that there has been an increasing trend in requests
for justifications linked to grades and other forms of assessment. In recent years, we
have discussed this with colleagues, and it is clearly a topic that catches the eye, with
opinions plentiful. Beyond this, there have been frequent reports in the media about
higher education and academic results. We believe that both feedback before an exam
is submitted, as well justifications after the grade have been given, are essential for
learning, but how can this be best conducted? Our aim is to investigate the perspec-
tives of students, examiners, and the exam’s department. We start our research project
by focusing on the examiner’s view. Thus, our research question reads: What is the
perspective of examiners on students” demands regarding the justification of grades?
To provide an answer to this question, we draw on an online survey questionnaire
conducted by examiners (N = 54) in higher education in Norway.

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents related work, and
Section 3 provides an overview of the process relating to justifications and com-
plaints. In Section 4, we explain the methods used in this study, and the findings are
presented in Section 5. In Section 6 we discuss these findings and the limitations of
our study. Section 7 contains the conclusion and suggested future research.

2 Related Work

In Norway, we have descriptions of grades in higher education published by Universi-
ties Norway (2023) that explain what counts as an A grade (best grade) to an E grade
(weakest grade). Grade F is a failure. These indicative guidelines for examinations
ensure a fair process for students and provide help for examiners. If a student com-
plains about an exam grade, there can be various outcomes. The student can be given
a better grade (in favour) or a worse grade (disfavour), or the grade will remain un-
changed. An article in the Norwegian newspaper VG [5] reported that students most
commonly complained about grade C at the University of Oslo. Since 2019, grade C
has accounted for one in three grade complaints, followed by grades D and F. Few
students complain about grades B and E.

Related work covers many aspects pertaining to grades. Based on a search of peer-
reviewed literature, Pascoe et al. [6] conducted a review of articles across countries
related to the impact of stress on students in secondary school and higher educational
institutions. They concluded that academic-related stress is of great concern among
students and has a negative impact on factors such as performance and results, the
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quality of sleep and mental and physical health. Consequently, it is important that
students increase their ability to handle stress in an academic context. According to
McMorrana et al. [7], ‘From a student’s perspective, the relationship between learn-
ing and assessment often comes down to one thing: a grade’ (p. 361). These studies
witnessed the importance of grades given in every subject. Even if it is learning out-
comes that should be the focus, it is the grade that a student gets in an exam that doc-
uments what they have learned. If the grade is weak, the student may still have good
knowledge of the subject area. Grades in an exam can depend on various elements,
such as which question the students were asked and their state of health on the day of
the exam. Beyond this, other unforeseen events may occur, such as technical prob-
lems.

Chan [8] reviewed changes in assessment forms and the grading policy of universi-
ties around the world in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. During this time, physi-
cal teaching was replaced by overnight digital teaching. Examples of changes due to
the pandemic are continuing through the use of grade scales to pass/fail exams, re-
vised guidelines for the extension/postponement of deliveries and cohort mark ad-
justment. This shows how the education sector changed due to the pandemic and how
students acquired knowledge in a new learning situation. Struyven et al. [9] investi-
gated students in higher education and their perceptions of evaluations and assess-
ments. Their findings showed that students’ perceptions of assessment practices are
significantly linked to students’ approaches to learning. The findings also indicate that
students have strong views regarding the use of different assessment and evaluation
formats (e.g. multiple-choice exams over essay-type questions). According to the
pedagogical literature, assessments can be either summative or formative. Summative
assessments typically consist of grades and exams, while formative assessments con-
stitute feedback and the learning process [10]. The discussion of whether summative
or formative assessment is preferable is beyond the scope of this paper. Nevertheless,
we touch upon this because some of our respondents mentioned formative assess-
ment.

Regarding both students’ performance during exams and the assessment of exams,
we witnessed a widespread discussion about the use of ChatGPT last year. Such tech-
nology offers many new opportunities as well as new challenges that we must face.
Rudolph et al. [11] provided recommendations for higher education teachers and in-
stitutions, including the use of ‘old fashioned’ physical exams, whereby students write
their answers by hand with only pen and paper and online exams with software that
monitors what aids students have access to. Moreover, they recommended avoiding
exam papers for which it is impossible to distinguish between what a student has writ-
ten and what a machine has produced in the form of text. Additionally, students need
to read widely to improve their critical and creative thinking, as this provides useful
knowledge and skills in an academic context. Rinne [12] stated that common criteria
and guidelines do not necessarily result in different examiners giving the same grade.
Grounded in this, a study was conducted in Sweden that aimed to identify the reasons
for inconsistency in analytic and holistic evaluations. Drawing on the results (inter-
views) from 10 examiners who assessed the same three final undergraduate theses, the
findings showed that there were several sources of inconsistency regarding such eval-
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uations. Examples included the examiners’ own constructions, their interpretations of
the academic work that had been carried out and their expectations of students. Vari-
ous theses were given different assessments by some of the examiners, even though
they should ideally have led to the same grade among all examiners. This is also
something we see with complaints that lead to grades being changed (either in the
favour or disfavour of the student).

Moreover, Jonsson et al. [13] investigated how to increase agreement in examin-
ers’ grading and compared analytic and holistic assessments. The findings from the
study suggest that analytic grading is preferable to holistic grading regarding agree-
ment among examiners. Since examiners’ assessments can give different marks (on
the same assignment), which is sometimes unfair from a student’s point of view, it is
important to have good guidelines and for examiners to have good knowledge, expe-
rience related to examination work and professional understanding. Although these do
not necessarily ensure a good and fair examination, they are in any case a vital com-
ponent in academia. Close to the related literature on our topic is research on the ped-
agogical discipline. Stramsg et al. [10] argued that ‘a lack of formative feedback is
often seen as a weakness in Norwegian higher education’ (p. 241, our translation) and
warned against mixing formative and summative assessment when it comes to overall
achievement grades. The importance of feedback was recently addressed by, for ex-
ample, Mandouit and Hattie [14], although the article is more about feedback in the
classroom before a grade is given. Still, they proposed that effective feedback should
answer three key questions: ‘Where is the student going?’, ‘How is the student go-
ing?” and ‘Where to next?’, which they called feed-up, feedback and feed-forward,
respectively. The confusion between feedback and assessment (in our paper, assess-
ment means grade) is not new.

Winstone and Boud [15] argued that it is important to keep the two separate. They
provided six issues: students focusing on grades, comments justifying grades rather
than support learning, feedback being too late to be useful, feedback subordinated to
all other processes in course design, overemphasis on documentation of feedback and
the downgrading of feedback created by the requirement for anonymous marking.
Lauvas Jr. [16] presented a class on databases with the choice of having a traditional
3-hour exam or making a video. After three years and three different classes, the con-
clusion was that 90% of the students preferred the traditional exam. Among the rea-
sons for this was that making a video was considered challenging, and the author
pointed out that the choice could be changed to include a folder assessment. Folder
assessments break down exams into smaller deliverables with continuous feedback,
thus allowing for feed-forward. Furthermore, an empirical study by Baily and Garner
[17] addressed the call for more research from the perspective of lecturers and posed
the following questions to 48 teachers from multiple disciplines: What is the purpose
of written feedback? What do you hope to achieve in providing written feedback?
What do you think you achieve? What do you think students do with it? Why is feed-
back sometimes ignored by students? (p. 190). They concluded that feedback did not
work as intended and that both students and teachers were frustrated. In particular, the
last question, concerning why students ignore feedback, puzzled the lectures, and no
clear answer was given. Pitt and Norton [18] addressed this issue by conducting in-
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depth interviews with 14 final undergraduates. Their results also supported the idea
that feedback does not work as intended and brought emotional maturity into focus.
The authors also raised an important question—what is the purpose of feedback—
which was primarily to close the gap between the student’s ‘actual performance and
the desired performance’ (p. 499). However, related research lacks consensus on how
and in what manner feedback should be given. For example, research has shown that
positive feedback motivates most students, but criticism is needed for students to
learn.

3 Setting the Scene

In this paper, we use data from one of Norway’s largest private universities, which
accommodates almost 20,000 students. This university has a long tradition and offers
a wide variety of educational programmes, including technology, health, marketing,
and art. Figure 1 shows the process after a grade has been presented to the student.

Fig. 1. Process related to student assessment and requests for justification/complaints.
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Prior to receiving a grade, the student submits the exam through a system called
WISEflow. WISEflow is a digital platform for students, lecturers, and administration
(https://uniwise.eu/about-wiseflow). Having assessed the exam, the examiner submits
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the grade in WISEflow, and the student is alerted. The student has three options: take
no action, ask for justification, or complain. The student asks for justification by
clicking a button in WISEflow. When the justification is received, the student may
choose to take no further action or complain. It is possible to omit justification and
move directly to complaining. If the student decides to complain, two new examiners
will assess the exam. The new grade can be equal, in favour or in disfavour and is
final, meaning that the student cannot choose to keep the original grade. However, the
student may ask for justification for the new grade but has no possibility for further
action. The procedure, as illustrated in Figure 1, was verified by the exam office at the
school from which the data were collected. The exam office also gave us access to the

number of justifications and complaints from 2020 to 2022, shown in Figure 2.
Fig. 2. Number of justifications versus complaints from 2020 to 2022.
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The purpose of this overview is to show the relationship between the number of justi-
fications and the number of complaints. Figure 2 reveals that more students asked for
justification and fewer chose to complain.

4 Method

Our study drew on data collected from a questionnaire using Nettskjema
(www.nettskjema.no). This tool was developed by the University of Oslo and, among
other things, ensures the anonymity of the respondents. The questions and answer
options provided were carefully discussed within the research team, and a pilot test
was carried out on four respondents. We received feedback that was implemented in
the final version of the survey. The link to the survey was shared with examiners em-
ployed at our school, and participation was voluntary. The data were collected from
April to May 2024, and the survey was closed after 54 participants responded. We
received both quantitative and qualitative data from the survey, which gave us useful
insights. To analyse the quantitative data from the online survey, we first inspected
the data using the Nettskjema tool, with the aim of gaining an impression of the dis-
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tribution of the answers and looking for trends and patterns in the material. Then, we
exported the data to Microsoft Excel® to create visual illustrations of the findings.
Therefore, in this study, we present only descriptive data and no advanced sophisti-
cated statistics. Regarding the analysis of textual data from the open-ended questions,
of the 54 respondents, 33 chose to share comments. We imported the answers into a
Microsoft Excel® spreadsheet. We read each comment and subtracted the core con-
cepts. This technique is called clustering, which is used when we do not have prede-
fined categories, according to Sharda et al. [19]. The background information about
the respondents who took part in the survey is presented below. Beyond this, the gen-
der distribution was as follows: 33 respondents were male (61.1%) and 21 were fe-
male (38.9%).

Table 1. Years of experience as a lecture/examiner in higher education (N = 54).

Years of experience Percentage No. of respondents
Less than one year 1.9% 1

1-3 years 11.1% 6

4-6 years 16.7% 9

7-10 years 22.2% 12

More than 10 years 48.1% 26

From Table 1, we can see that approximately half of the respondents had more than
10 years of experience, 22% had 7-10 years of experience and 17% had 4-6 years of
experience. Thus, those who answered the survey had long experience. We strived to
offer anonymity to our participants. Consequently, we did not ask from which disci-
pline the examiners belonged to. The disciplines include Arts, Design, Media, Health
Sciences, Economics, Innovation, Technology, Communication, Leadership, and
Marketing. Unfortunately, we do not know from which discipline our respondents
originates.

5 Findings

The questionnaire provided us with both quantitative and qualitative answers. We
begin by reviewing the quantitative answers, followed by a content analysis of the
open-ended comments provided by the respondents.

5.1  Quantitative Findings from the Perspective of the Examiner

We collected answers to the survey questionnaire from examiners who had graded
exams. On the question regarding the extent to which they experienced students ask-
ing for justifications (for the grades received in WISEflow), Figure 3 provides an
overview of the participants’ experiences with the assessment of students.
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Fig 3. To what degree did the examiners experience that the students ask for justifications?

35%
30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5% .

0% -

Very low degree  Low degree Medium degree Highdegree  Very highdegree Donot know

As Figure 3 shows, the examiners generally experienced many students asking for
justifications of grades. Over 30% of the respondents answered that students asked for
this to a medium extent, while around 20% answered that they asked for justification
to a high extent. Almost 15% estimated that they did so to a very high degree. Moving
on to the next question, regarding the time used to provide a justification (writ-
ten/oral), Figure 4 provides an overview of the results.

Fig 4. Time spent by the respondents providing one justification to a student.
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The results show that the examiners spent a relatively large amount of time writing a
single justification. (The answers show the time per justification and not all the justi-
fications they provided). Over 30% spent 16-25 minutes per justification, while ap-
proximately 25% took 26-45 minutes. About 10% spent more than 45 minutes. This
shows that it is time-consuming to provide justifications for students.

Our next question read: “Of which type of grade(s) do most students request justi-
fication?” The results are shown in Figure 5. (It was possible for the examiners to
choose several answer options.)
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Fig 5. The grades for which our respondents experience that students ask for justification.
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As can be seen, the examiners experienced receiving most requests for justification
concerning grades C and D. However, students also asked for justification on grade A
(20.4%) and grade B (31.5%).

The survey question about the examiners’ perceptions of providing justification for
the grade given had several answer alternatives (Figure 6). The answer options are
based on our experiences over many years as examiners in higher education, as well
as the feedback of the pilot test of the survey. The respondents could choose all the
alternatives that they found relevant.

Fig. 6. Perceptions of examiners regarding providing justifications.
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The findings reveal how the examiners experienced providing justifications to stu-
dents. Almost 70% found it time-consuming, and approximately 65% thought that
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providing justifications should be compensated in their WorkPlan (an administrative
tool for counting employees’ number of working hours). Furthermore, the findings
showed that it was understandable that the students asked for justifications, although
approximately 40% of the respondents considered that students should not be able to
ask for justification if they had received the highest grade, A.

We also investigated how the examiners preferred to provide justifications and
separated these between oral without physical attendance (e.g. telephone), oral with
physical attendance (e.g. at school) and written justification. The results shows that
81% preferred written justification, 15% preferred oral justification with physical
attendance and 4% preferred oral justification (e.g. by phone).

5.2 Findings from the Qualitative Data from the Open-Ended Questions

Having analysed the textual responses from the survey, we identified six main con-
cepts, which are shown in Table 2. Due to the somewhat limited number of responses,
we were able to manually apply a text-mining technique called clustering. Clustering,
as opposed to categorisation, is used when there are no predefined categories [19]. In
Microsoft Excel®, we counted the number of times each concept was mentioned. Each
respondent could mention one or more concepts.

Table 2. Concepts from the qualitative data from the online survey questionnaire.

Concept mentioned by the respondents Frequency

It is too easy for a student to ask for justifications, mainly due to the WISEflow
system.

Writing justifications is too time consuming, and we are already pressed on time. 6
Justification and feedback (formative assessment) are essential, and the student

9

does not learn from grades (summative assessment) alone. 6
I find that students have wrong, or too high, expectations about how to get good 5
grades.

My perception on whether it is useful to provide justifications depends on the 4
grade the student is given.

The size of the class matters, and writing justifications is easier for a class of 10 ’

than for a class of 100.

Table 2 shows some insights from the perspective of examiners on providing feed-
back on a student’s grade. We argue that the three concepts concerning being too
easy, being time-consuming and the student’s expectations are negative perceptions;
that the two concepts concerning class size and the type of grade are neutral; and that
the one concept concerning justification being essential for student learning is a clear
positive perception. One respondent also stated that by proving justification, re-take
exams are avoided. Others expressed frustrations regarding the lack of guidelines
from the school on the content of feedback: ‘Some colleagues give advice on how the
grade could improve. This is beyond giving a justification.” Some of the respondents
suspected that the feedback was not read by the students. To provide more details, we
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present selected quotes from the comments given by the respondents in the open-
ended text field at the end of the survey (translated from Norwegian into English).

The fact that the button for asking for justifications is right next to the grade means
that more people than before are asking for justifications. Previously, a student
had to apply for justification for their grade, and there was, therefore, a higher
threshold to obtain it, with the result that fewer people requested it.

Justification is a good educational tool—especially for first-year students. Unfor-
tunately, we are already so pressed for time that giving reasons to all students is
completely unmanageable within the time we have at our disposal.

I claim that | have evidence from research when I argue that formative assess-
ments or justifications are more important than summative ones.

At our school, there is generally no emphasis on giving detailed feedback on as-
signments and work requirements throughout the semester. In fact, I find that it is
said that ‘a little check-off and a few words’ is enough—it’s not that serious’. |
would have liked your survey to focus on the formative rather than the summative,
as this will have a greater effect on learning.

| believe that all students should receive feedback on assignments. I¢’s the only way
they can learn.

In sum, the examiners had various perspectives on providing justifications to students.
While many pointed to justification as essential for student learning, our main finding
is that the participants were somewhat negative—that is, not towards giving justifica-
tions per se, but they questioned the procedure. In addition, we suspect that this view-
point may have been mixed with continuous feedback during the semester and not
only justifications of grades.

6 Discussion

To provide an answer to our research question (What is the perspective of examiners
on students’ demands regarding the justification of grades?), our discussion is guided
by the following three of the six issues by Winstone and Boud [15]: students focusing
on grades, comments justifying grades rather than support learning and the down-
grading of feedback created by the requirement for anonymous marking. The most
common concept in the open-ended question was that the WISEflow system made it
too easy to ask for justification. Suggestions included that the student should not just
click on the button for justification but should include the reason why and what kind
of justification was wanted. This finding relates to Winstone and Boud [15], who
pointed to the fact that if a student is anonymous, how can justification be made per-
sonal to that student? As examiners, we share this suggestion, not because we dislike



12 H. Sgrum and W. Presthus

giving justifications but because we find ourselves in the dark. For example, a student
receives a B and asks for a justification for this grade. We ask ourselves, ‘OK. Is this
student disappointed that it was not an A, or is this the first B the student has received
and wants to know how to repeat the success?’ If a student must ‘justify asking for a
justification’, what kind of requirement should the justification include? It could in-
clude pre-defined categories (‘I am happy/not happy with my grade’) or free text (‘I
think | deserve B and not C because | have addressed the learning outcomes in an
excellent way”). However, at our school, examiners can see the name of the student
who asks for justification. We cannot go into the discussion of whether this is good
practice. What can be seen is that despite almost 70% of the examiners (Figure 6)
finding it time-consuming in the survey, they acknowledged that feedback in general
was essential for learning, and not just a grade. Also, as pointed out by Winstone and
Boud [15], assessment and feedback are often tangled in higher education. We noted
that a few participants questioned the usefulness of grades (summative assessment);
however, this was not the scope of our paper. Moreover, the participants in our study
were unsure of whether the students read the justifications and how useful the justifi-
cations were.

Having been students ourselves, we have experienced both useful and less useful
justifications. This brings us on to the question of the purpose of justifications. They
can be so that students can improve their future work or check that there have been no
practical errors (examiners can enter wrong grades into WISEflow), or they can pre-
vent students from complaining and thus receiving worse grades. It is worth remem-
bering that if a student decides to complain about a grade, it can be in their disfavour.
Asking for a justification may keep the student from complaining and, thus, avoid
disfavour. This was also mentioned by one of our respondents. However, we were
personally taught that we should not write justifications containing practical advice,
such as, “Your C is weak, so you should not complain.” How to provide useful justifi-
cations remains a topic for future research. Our next project will focus on the perspec-
tives of students. One example of the research question is ‘What constitutes useful
justifications for students who have received grades in higher education?’. As pointed
out by our participants, there is no formal, unified template for justification. All
courses at our school have clear learning outcomes and course descriptions. Examin-
ers are presented with these and are asked to follow them when assessing. Using the
study by Mandouit and Hattie [14], some participants pointed to the fact that some
examiners not only provide feedback but also add feed-forward. How interesting is
feed-forward to a student who has received a disappointing grade? It may be useful to
first-year students but less so to graduating students who will not continue an academ-
ic career. Winstone and Boud [15] provided the insight that students who receive a
disappointing grade find it too emotional to read the justification, and Pitt and Norton
[18] found some evidence that students who receive a good grade care more about the
grade than the feedback. Our findings show that 40% of our participants thought that
justification should not be given if a student gets an A.

Moreover, we note that most of the examiners preferred to give justification in
written form. Unfortunately, our data did not explain why. Is it more practical or
timesaving, or is it to avoid getting into a discussion with the student? In this regard,
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some of our participants called for a unified template to provide justification for
grades. Future research could address the design and content of such a template. It
may prove difficult to create a template that could cover all courses at a large school,
so there are multiple research questions: How generic should a template be? If a stu-
dent must state what kind of information they want, how will this affect the template?
Should it contain just feedback or also feed-forward? In this study, we also witnessed
a need for agreement on the purpose of justification following a grade. Yes, the main
reason should be to help students learn and to close the gap between their expecta-
tions and reality. However, at our school, it is also a means to avoid a lower grade
following a complaint. In addition, it is important to manage students’ expectations;
that is, justification is not a discussion between the student and the examiner, and it
will not lead to a change in the grade. This may explain why 81% chose to give writ-
ten justification via the WISEflow system, but this a subject for future discussion.

Our study has several limitations. Our data material could be larger, and we
acknowledge that the survey alternatives in Figure 6 could be somewhat leading. Our
study is not built on one framework or a core theory, but rather contributions from
various areas of related work, thus, we do not contribute to one specific theory. Out-
side the scope of our study is the discussion of whether grades should be given at all
(formative versus summative assessment).

7 Conclusion and Suggestions for Future Research

Our contribution is mainly insights to academia and suggestions for future research.
There is still a need for more research on several aspects of the justification of a given
grade in higher education. For example, we need tangible research on (i) the purpose
of justifications, (ii) what justifications should contain, (iii) how to motivate students
to be receptive, (iv) cost-benefit analysis of time spent by the school versus the bene-
fit for students and (v) data from various institutions could be collected to identify
trends and patterns within the higher education sector in Norway and globally. Also,
there is a confusion in existing literature regarding the concepts of ‘feedback’ and
‘justifications’. We argue that feedback is information given on the exam before it is
submitted, while justification is provided when the grade has been received. The ex-
aminers stated that providing justifications was time-consuming; that it is (too?) easy
for the students to ask for it in the WISEflow system; and to what extent the students
benefit from it. At the same time, they were positive that justifications should be giv-
en to students. Consequently, we welcome more studies pertaining to this topic of
interest that aim to facilitate great learning through justifications to students and the
effective use of examiners’ working hours.

Acknowledgments. We thank our participants for taking our survey, and the anonymous re-
viewers that helped raise the quality of our study.
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