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Abstract

Anonymous marking is often proposed as a means of tackling awarding gaps, on the basis
that if markers do not know whose work they are marking, they will not be able to display
bias. Nevertheless, despite the widespread use of anonymous marking in the UK higher
education sector, awarding gaps and bias persist. In this article, | draw on my experience
of using negotiated marking in assessment in an undergraduate class to argue that
anonymity is not only an inadequate means of eradicating awarding gaps but that it is
actively counterproductive to the types of strategies that might actually work. | argue that
the sort of assessment literacy that promotes both high-quality student work and fair
marking, is better promoted through relational marking. | define this as an approach to
negotiated marking that requires and foregrounds deep, trusting relationships between
students and their teachers and encourages continuous joint reflection. Anonymous
marking is, | argue, not only ineffective on its own terms but also inimical to our ability to
engage in the work of reducing awarding gaps. This is for two reasons. First, relational
marking produces the circumstances that have been shown to reduce awarding gaps more
generally, whereas anonymous marking works against them. Second, relational marking
allows students to exercise power, including the ability to challenge the structures that
produce awarding gaps. Whilst anonymity may (imperfectly) mask bias, only deep
relationships can really allow institutions and tutors to work in partnership with students to

reckon with bias and to change.
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Introduction

Negotiated marking is a practice that comes under the broad umbrella of ‘ungrading’. It
requires students to take on shared responsibility for arriving at a decision on their mark,
under institutional circumstances in which marking must occur in order for students to
progress and/or graduate. The question of awarding gaps frequently comes up early in
discussions about negotiated marking; it is often raised by students. Colleagues, including

my own external examiner, express similar concerns.

The reasons for these concerns are twofold but related. First is the worry that students
who are disadvantaged in various ways may not be good at advocating for themselves.
This is sometimes understood to be related to the erosion of confidence through
experiences of discrimination. Second, negotiated marking is correctly seen as making
impossible the one policy that has been widely put in place to combat awarding gaps:
anonymous marking (Pitt and Winstone, 2018; Borkin, 2020; Smith and Whitworth, 2024).

There is no consensus on how awarding gaps might be tackled. However, as | will discuss,
there is quantitative evidence suggesting that anonymous marking does not seem to make
much difference. The aim of this article is not to provide a further such quantitative study,
but rather a theoretical argument, bolstered by qualitative data from my own practice,
about the pedagogies that underpin anonymous marking and why they might,
paradoxically, actually make awarding gaps more likely. As an alternative approach, |
propose relational marking, which is an approach to negotiated marking that requires
deep, trusting relationships between students and their teachers and encourages
continuous joint reflection. | suggest that this actively engages with the power structures
that create awarding gaps and enables staff and students to work collaboratively towards

recognising and challenging them.

| begin by outlining how awarding gaps affect students in the UK and discussing some of
the possible causes. | then turn to the literature on anonymous marking to assess its
usefulness and unpick some of the pedagogical assumptions underlying this now
widespread practice. | next contrast this approach with relational marking. | start out by
explaining more about my class and how | implemented a relational approach, showing

how it allowed us to challenge questionable pedagogical practices associated with
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anonymous marking. Finally, | offer evidence that relational marking might help us
challenge awarding gaps more effectively than anonymous marking but would require us

to dispense with the latter.

Awarding gaps

Awarding gaps in the UK are defined as the systematic difference between the number of
‘good degrees’ awarded to students of different demographics. In the UK, the awarding
gap between white students and students of colour for a ‘good degree’ (defined as a 2.i or
above) was 8.8% in 2020/21, whilst between white and, specifically, black students, it was
18.4% (Universities UK, 2022). When considering only first class degrees, the gap
between white students and students of colour was 9.5% (Universities UK, 2022). My own
institution, UCL, has comparatively small awarding gaps. In the same year, the overall
awarding gap for ‘good degrees’ between white students and students of colour was 0.4%.
However, for first-class degrees, the awarding gap between white students and students of
colour was 4.3%, rising to 15.3% between white and black students (UCL, 2023).

The causes of awarding gaps remain poorly understood. However, they persist even after
controlling for factors such as entry qualifications, parental educational background, age
and degree programme (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015; Office for Students, 2021; UCL,
2023). Therefore, there must be something we are doing (or not doing) that leads directly

to differential results between groups of students who were similar on entry.

In a special edition with a focus on freedom to learn, it might be tempting to put forward an
obvious, if glib, response to this: if marks are harmful, meaningless and arbitrary anyway
(Blum, 2017), then an obsession with awarding gaps misses the point. Rather than trying
to equalise the competition, this argument might run, we need to critique the whole corrupt
enterprise that ranks and pits students against each other. This is too easy, however. After
all, it would be troubling if a ‘freedom to learn’ approach could not address the structural
effects of discrimination. |, therefore, want to suggest that we take awarding gaps seriously
as a sign that there is something wrong, without fetishising the ‘good degree’ — and what

this measure says about the judgements passed on students who do not get one — as an
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end in of itself. It is therefore worth considering what we know about where these awarding

gaps come from.

The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) commissioned an extensive
review of published and grey literature, alongside stakeholder interviews and fieldwork, to
produce a significant study of differential outcomes in 2015 (Mountford-Zimdars et al.,
2015). The study suggested that there is not a single cause of awarding gaps, but rather
they are the effect of a range of different issues, many of which we might want to address
for their own sake. They usefully classify these into four overarching areas. First, they
address the curriculum (including teaching, learning and assessment practices)
recommending a curriculum that is engaging to all social groups and assessment practices
that are clearly explained, addressing the hidden curriculum, defined as the practices that
students may not know about but which support them to succeed. As an example, a study
at Leicester, Birmingham City University and the University of Wolverhampton recently
developed a pedagogical approach that addresses the hidden curriculum directly with
considerable success on a range of awarding gaps including race, disability and first-in-
family students (Campbell and Duke, 2023). Second, relationships among staff and
students are key, with belonging emerging as a crucial factor. Third is the importance of
students’ social, cultural and economic capital. Whilst tutors have limited ability to
influence students’ material resources, we can support students to develop the confidence
and knowledge to use university systems of support, peer networks and the collaborative
approaches to learning that characterise the successful attitudes of more privileged
students. Finally, psycho-social processes are highlighted, with a particular emphasis on
experiences of racism and micro-aggressions both from staff and other students. This
includes the ongoing prevalence of deficit models that locate the reasons for awarding
gaps within the students themselves, rather than wider social, economic and cultural

processes.

| will return to the question of assessment pedagogies. However, first | will address a
suspicion that is widespread, particularly among students, that marker bias is also a causal
factor (Borkin, 2020). In particular, one driver of the move to anonymous marking in the UK
was the National Union of Students’ (NUS) campaign called ‘Mark My Words, Not My
Name’ (NUS, 2008).
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Anonymous marking: assessing the ‘final product’

The HEFCE report discussed above states unambiguously that {anonymous] assessment
has not been found to reduce [awarding] gaps’ (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015, p.82). This
finding is borne out in other studies. Malouff and Thorsteinsson’s (2016) meta-analysis of
experimental studies of ‘bias’ — including some studies with experimental conditions going
well beyond simply mentioning a student’s race or gender, such as markers being told that
a particular student was less intelligent than their peer group — found a very small but
statistically significant effect of bias on marking. However, this already small difference
was greatly attenuated if the marker was experienced or if a rubric was used. This study
gives us compelling reasons not to insult our students, employ inexperienced markers
without proper support, or fail to use a rubric, but does not provide overwhelming evidence

for anonymous marking in the absence of these conditions.

Meanwhile, other studies do not find evidence that anonymous marking affects awarding
gaps. Hinton and Higson (2017) is a particularly useful study, covering thousands of
observations (n = 30,607) over twelve years, and finding no impact. Smaller studies by
Cousin and Cuerton (2012) and Pitt and Winstone (2018) likewise find that it made no or
negligible difference. Student campaigning on this issue might suggest that anonymous
marking gives the impression of fairness, thereby at least promoting student trust in
assessment. However, the same study by Pitt and Winstone (2018) also provides some
(admittedly small-scale) evidence that, in practice, when students are asked about their

perceptions, they do not believe that anonymously marked assessments are more fair.

There is one widely cited study, however, now famous beyond the small group of
academics who take a particular interest in assessment: the case of screened auditions for
symphony orchestras (Goldin and Rouse, 2000). The authors found, based on audition
records from eight symphony orchestras from the 1950s to 1995, that the introduction of
screened auditions has played a significant role in improving gender representation in
orchestras. This finding is mentioned in the HEFCE report on anonymous marking (albeit
via an interview with a stakeholder) (Mountford-Zimdars et al, 2015). There is also a widely
repeated claim (see, notably, a 2014 TED Talk by Yassmin Abdel-Magied, which has been

viewed over 2.8 million times) that hiring committees continue to discriminate against
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female candidates, even in screened auditions, if the sound of high heels or a cough
reveal their gender. This latter claim does not feature in the original article and | can find
no empirical evidence for it whatsoever, but that does not stop it circulating. The striking

nature of this story offers a ‘folk’ rationale for anonymous judgement.

The wide influence of this study makes it worth considering in greater detail, not least for
the entry point it offers into thinking about some of the assumptions around anonymous
marking. There are two questions to be addressed here. The first is whether the study
bears scrutiny. The second is what subsequent debates about screened auditions within
the community of orchestral musicians might help us understand anonymous judgements

more broadly.

First, then, the statistician, Andrew Gelman, has looked in detail at the original study,
noting that it has been overinterpreted and, according to Goldin and Rouse’s own
discussion, the results are ‘not very impressive at all’ (Gelman, 2019, n.p.). He also notes,
following a discussion of statistical significance and the way that standard errors would be
dealt with now in comparison to 2000, that ‘we can’t really trust these numbers’ (Gelman,
2019, n.p.). Therefore, the Goldin and Rouse article is only one study and a contested one
at that. | can find no other studies of screened auditions. Given what else we know about
anonymous judgement, |, therefore, suggest that we should be very cautious about how

far we continue to allow this article to influence policy.

Second, there have been intriguing debates among musicians about the usefulness of
screened auditions. Maia Jasper White (2020), for example, argues that screened
auditions place undue importance on the sound made by a musician (on one occasion)
over other relevant considerations. In an argument that will resonate with advocates of
ungrading, she notes that judgements about 'who sounds best' are deeply subjective. In a
field where everyone auditioning is already supremely well qualified, there is a lot of luck
involved. Therefore, she argues, we should also consider what else candidates offer.
Alongside an audition, perhaps the recruitment process should include the evaluation of
other artistic skills and attributes like generosity, character, charisma, humour,
interpersonal skills, ideas and so on. Most of these things simply cannot be assessed

anonymously. However, she suggests that racial and gender diversity would follow
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naturally from this reconceptualisation of what orchestras mean by 'the best' candidate, as

the range of different skills needed would create opportunities for different sorts of people.

| draw attention to this chiefly because it is still common to assume that anonymous
marking probably is not doing any harm. Even Gelman (2019) suggests at the end of his
polite demolition of the Goldin and Rouse (2000) article that there is nothing wrong with
screened auditions as such. Meanwhile, Winstone and Boud (2022) do lay out some
significant disadvantages to anonymous marking because of the way it depersonalises
feedback, but instead of recommending we do away with the practice, they propose that

we ‘disentangle’ marking from feedback and that only the mark should be anonymous.

However, White's argument seems to bear extrapolation to the ways in which we likewise
only pay attention to the finished product’. The pedagogies associated with anonymous
marking, after all, assume that the finished product is the only thing that matters insofar as
it is the only thing the marker may know about when making summative judgements. It is
also assumed the marker is the only person qualified to judge that product, thus ceding all
power to them. This casts the student as the passive recipient of both marks and
feedback. Anonymous marking also both assumes and perpetuates a culture of mistrust
and suspicion between students and teachers, undermining the possibility of strategic
alliances. Pedagogies of anonymous marking assume that bias is intractable and can only
be mitigated, not challenged, by either students, or tutors’ own self-reflection, or both
together in dialogue. Finally, these pedagogies assume it is possible to arrive at a ‘correct’
mark outside of context or relationship and that ‘fairness’ is the primary value that
transcends everything else. In the next section, | will seek to challenge these assumptions
and argue against anonymous marking in favour of a more relational approach, which — |
suggest — is more likely to help us succeed in closing awarding gaps than what seems to

be, at the very least, the highly questionable model of anonymous assessment.

Relational marking: an alternative approach

Progressive educators have been thinking about how to go beyond a finished product in
assessment for a long time. For example, Hughes’ (2014) approach to ‘ipsative

assessment’ foregrounds development and improvement. Relatedly, Cope et al (2021)
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propose ‘ergative assessment’. They argue that shifting our attention from the ‘product’ to
the skills, effort and dispositions used in producing academic work seems particularly
pressing in the era of large language models, where the generation of the ‘finished

product’ can increasingly be done by the bots (see also Smith and Whitworth, 2024).

Both ipsative and ergative assessment have much in common with ungrading approaches,
including contract grading (Cordell, 2019), which rewards the amount of effort and work
put in, and portfolio-based approaches that rely on the ongoing development of, often
multimodal, products across the course of a module with assessment based on peer, self
and instructor evaluation (Blum, 2020a). There is by now a significant body of literature
showing how these approaches can be used in a variety of disciplines, including STEM
subjects, where awarding gaps seem to be particularly problematic (Royal Society, 2021).
For these authors, negotiating a mark on the basis of effort and process is seen as a good
alternative to marking the final product (for example, Blum, 2020b; Stommel, 2023; and

see Jarvis, 2020 on ungrading in STEM subjects).

Building on these approaches, | propose relational marking: an approach that directly
involves students in self-assessment and the negotiation of their own mark in collaboration
with their teacher. | will discuss my own practice and pedagogy in my class to explain how

this approach might reduce awarding gaps.

The class is a level 6 Politics module taken by a maximum of 40 second- and final-year
students each year. It is optional and advertised as covering gender, sexuality and race.
Perhaps for this reason, there tend to be many more women than men in the class and a
large number of LGBTQ+ students opt to take the module. As expected for a university in
London with a large international student population, the class is very ethnically diverse,

and usually around half the class are students of colour.

The assessment for the class is a multimedia portfolio that students must work on each
week. It is heavily scaffolded, with a range of suggestions and questions that students may
respond to, but they are invited to ‘be creative, daring and original’. My suggested
assessment criteria are provided from the start, although these are negotiable and
students are invited to shape how work is judged and evaluated. Students receive ongoing

feedback on their portfolios from me and each other. The feedback is always framed in
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reference to the stated assessment criteria, but students also have the latitude to question,
contest or redefine them. As such, most of the assessment is formative and continuous,
with students developing their critical understanding of the assessment criteria throughout

the term.

This approach accords substantially with Winstone and Boud'’s (2022) recommendations
on disentangling assessment and feedback. However, where | depart from them and
adhere more closely to ideas about ungrading is in my approach to the final mark.
Throughout the term — starting from Week 1 when we read Susan Blum'’s (2017) Inside
Higher Ed article, which explains the many well-established problems with grading — the
whole class has in-depth conversations about the role that marks have played in our lives.
We discuss the way that marks have distracted us from learning, taking risks and being
creative, and the atmosphere of mistrust and competition they create. This requires some
emotional vulnerability from both me and the students, and it is not uncommon for a few
tears to be shed in the classroom or during office hours as it dawns on students how much
marks have dominated their lives, poisoned their relationships, and ruined their enjoyment

of learning.

Discussions about feedback and quality of work are very much informed by these critical
conversations, so when students ask me what mark | would give a piece of work or
whether it is ‘good’, | consistently reply with a question such as, ‘Why does that matter to
you?’ or ‘What do you think?’ and then redirect the discussion towards the assessment
criteria. At the end of term, following lots of qualitative, dialogical feedback on their work,
with opportunities to improve it, and discussions about mutual trust and responsibility,
students are asked to fill in a self-assessment questionnaire. Having reflected carefully on
their effort and explained how well their work meets the assessment criteria, they give
themselves a numerical mark. | reserve the right to change that mark if necessary, but it
almost never is. They do not, by any means, all give themselves a first-class mark and
their own qualitative self-assessments are generally clear-eyed and thoughtful, particularly
since | tweaked the questionnaire to encourage more reflection on room for improvement. |
ask the students for permission to quote from their self-assessment and portfolio, and after
two years this is now an incredible trove of data that enables me to reflect on their

experiences of the module.
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It is obvious that such a process could never be carried out anonymously for practical
reasons, but | also want to highlight the ways in which the pedagogy that underlies it is
philosophically in complete opposition to the approach that informs anonymous marking. In
my class, the teacher and the students are on the same side and support one another to
have in-depth conversations about what ‘good work’ looks like. Students are active
partners with responsibility for their own learning and for evaluating how well they are
doing. Students are asked to reflect on how hard they have worked and how far they have
come, so that process, work and development matter as much as the ‘final product’,
although the final portfolio is often a piece of work they are much prouder of than their
essays for other classes. Relationship is valued above other considerations. We
acknowledge, and have in-depth conversations about, the fact that bias and discrimination
may occur, but that we can reflect on them, challenge them and strive to do better. The
trusting relationships make it possible to do that reflective work together. Students are
encouraged to bring their own knowledge and expertise to the table and they know |
expect to learn from them, which | invariably do. My pitch to them about why they might
listen to me is not that | hold the power to evaluate, reward or penalise them, but instead
that I am on their side, and | have been doing this sort of work for a long time. |, therefore,
suppose that | might be able in some ways to do it well. Finally, there is an
acknowledgement that there is no such thing as an ‘objective’ or ‘correct’ mark that could
be arrived at outside of context and relationship, since academic work is always the

outcome of both.

Thinking about the putative causes of awarding gaps laid out by HEFCE, this approach
might be expected to mitigate them. First, students have a great deal of control over what
they are learning, so they are welcome to concentrate on the subject matter that is of most
interest to them, so long as their work meets mutually agreed assessment criteria. They
are also able to shape the assessment in ways that make the most sense to them and the
assessment criteria are not just explained to students, but actively discussed with them in
the hope they can define and shape them for themselves. This gives them an active role in
making any hidden aspects of the curriculum visible and explicit. Second, collaborative
relationships are promoted, with mistrust and competition explicitly challenged. Third,
students are heavily encouraged to use the support systems available to them because

feedback, peer support, and independent, scaffolded work are made central.
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Most importantly, though, relational marking challenges precisely the psychosocial
processes, including racism, that produce awarding gaps. This is because power relations
are explicitly discussed, including being able to talk honestly about awarding gaps. The
practice of critiquing the logic of marking gives students the opportunity to engage with and
challenge the systems that produce awarding gaps in the first place. However, they can
only do so with scaffolding: students are supported to understand debates about what
‘good’ work looks like, so they can subsequently explain how their work meets those
criteria or why the ways in which good work is currently conceptualised are more likely to
produce inequalities. To give a brief example, | have sometimes seen markers criticise
students for writing in the first person (as | am doing now). When my students ask about
this, we start with a conversation about the relevant assessment criterion: ‘ability to write
for an audience (please specify)’. This allows us to consider why certain readers may
prefer the disembodied third person. A student thus equipped with assessment literacy
understands that that marker is not making an objective judgement on their work. Rather,
they are taking a particular — and contestable — view about the importance of
acknowledging positionality and reflexivity in academic work (see, for example, Schwartz-
Shea and Yanow, 2013). That student is then able to decide to what extent they agree with
the feedback. Thus, the reflection provoked by relational marking actively allows students
to analyse the specific criteria against which their work is judged. They can therefore make
arguments about whether those criteria are useful or perhaps even whether they
contribute to certain sorts of marginalisation related to awarding gaps. In the example
about using the first person, a student may conclude that this marker subscribes to views
about objectivity that deny that the personal is political, a position they — along with many
feminist thinkers — may well disagree with. This leaves them better equipped to challenge
such judgements analytically, even if they cannot change the intellectual edifice of power

in academia overnight.

What happened?

| did not collect demographic data from the students, but as | did not mark anonymously, |
am fairly confident that | know whether each of them identifies as a man, woman or non-
binary and whether they are white or students of colour. Whilst, admittedly, there may

have been mistaken identities here or there, on aggregate | am confident there were only
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minuscule differences in the average marks between these groups of students, and that
they ran in favour of women, non-binary students and students of colour. This is clearly
small-scale and anecdotal evidence, but nevertheless might do something to quell the
concerns of my external examiner who worried about the potential for awarding gaps in my

approach.

More qualitatively, on the basis of what they wrote in their self-assessments and the
quality of their work, | can report that some of my hunches about the potential of this
approach to addressing the causes of awarding gaps did materialise. Students did take
more risks in their work for this class, including trying out arguments they were not sure
about, engaging in making different forms of media, including video and audio, and putting
forward creative writing or their own artworks for assessment. This meant that their work
was often better and less boring, which made marking a pleasure. Many wrote this was not
something they had the opportunity to do in their other classes and that the format
emboldened them to try things out. They also explored what mattered to them, with many
students writing about race, colonialism, sexuality, social class and other areas where they
felt they had lived expertise, which they could then understand even better by engaging
with relevant academic literature and ideas. They also engaged with ongoing feedback
from me and each other. They reported feeling happier and benefiting from a sense of
community, with almost all students reporting that they had made a friend in the class.
Most importantly, they took responsibility for their own learning and many reported feeling

that they had learned more than they had in other classes.

The approach also enabled students to think critically about power relations. For example,
one particularly serious and hardworking student who had been very focused on getting
high marks proposed a new assessment criterion: ‘have fun’. This challenge to the culture
of stress and anxiety that was causing her real unhappiness was a moment of intervention
in power relations, and a reminder that she, like all people, loves learning and that it
should be fun, despite overbearing contrary pressures. Her work was incidentally also

excellent when judged against the other assessment criteria | had suggested.

Two other students wrote about how the class enabled them to take back some power and

responsibility for their own learning. One wrote:
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| remember we were constantly asking Cathy, ‘Is this OK?’ and time after time she’'d
reply, ‘What do you think?’ Suddenly we had to think about our own learning — it
was like coming out of autopilot and being in control of a plane!

| cannot think of a metaphor that more effectively communicates the sense of control that
students gained from the approach. The other student wrote: ‘| asked myself for a long
time, “What? Does? She? Want?” until | finally thought about what | wanted out of this

module and my degree’.

This displacement from taking her cue entirely from a teacher to assuming responsibility
for herself is again a striking example of how relational marking empowers students. The
first of these two students also noted that she was now much less likely to take marks in
her other classes personally. She had decided to focus more on the feedback to see to
what extent she agreed with the mark she had been awarded: a great illustration of taking

responsibility and developing her own interdependent academic judgement.

Conclusion

In this article, | have argued that despite concerns that negotiated marking may
exacerbate awarding gaps, in fact, if we take a relational approach, it should logically
challenge them. | have proposed the most commonly adopted approach to eradicating
awarding gaps — anonymous marking — has been shown to be rather ineffective on its own
terms and also requires a pedagogy which is insufficient and counterproductive in
challenging the power relations that produce awarding gaps in the first place. In contrast, |
have proposed an alternative relational pedagogy of assessment and spelled out
theoretically how it might challenge awarding gaps. With a particular focus on my own
practice, | have then shown how this can work at module level and the subtle but impactful
ways in which it allows students to understand and challenge power relations. This
approach promotes assessment literacy and students’ own independent, critical
understanding of what makes ‘good work’ good. | hope this example provides a call to

action and a model for adoption, further reflection and more research.

Some colleagues may argue that my approach to relational marking is very specific to the

social science discipline in which | work, or that it would not be appropriate for large
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classes or inexperienced tutors, or even (as an audience member at a recent conference
suggested) that there is something particular about my own character that enables it in my
class. | disagree. First, | have taken my cue from inspiring work on contract grading in
STEM subjects, including Ryan Cordell’'s (2019) work on teaching data analysis and
Clarissa Sorensen-Unruh’s Chemistry classroom (Jarvis, 2020). Approaches to relational
marking in circumstances where there really is an ‘objective right answer’ to assessment
questions will differ from my more qualitative approach to assessment criteria, but the
onus could still be placed on the student to figure out — with scaffolding and in a supportive
relationship — how good they are at arriving at that right answer. However, colleagues in
STEM subjects may also wish to think widely about whether there is more to their
disciplines than ‘right answers on the test’. Second, Courtney Sobers’ (Rutgers School of
Arts and Sciences, 2021) work with teaching assistants in large modules demonstrates
that negotiated marking is possible in these circumstances. Sobers is also supporting the
next generation of tutors to engage in ungrading in her role as a senior colleague and
mentor: this is important if we want to embed a relational approach. As for character, |
subscribe to the Foucauldian view (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982) that the person we are is
the result of the practices and discourses we engage in. Do we want to be a person who
coerces students with the threat of a bad mark or the promise of a good one? Do we want
a relationship of mistrust that relies on anonymity to protect staff and students? Or could
we take the risk of cultivating a professional character full of care, trust and joy, which
encourages students to move out of a ‘consumer’ identity towards membership in a

learning community (Symonds, 2020)?

What sort of person do you want to be? Could relational marking help you get there?

Another argument | sometimes encounter is that this approach takes up time tutors may
not have. It is true that relational marking takes time. Personally, | took out a summative
midterm assessment in order to spend more time giving formative feedback. | also spend
relatively little time giving summative feedback, because students have had their feedback
already, given when it could make the most difference. This is less stressful and more
interesting for me and the students. | also want to argue that tutors in general would
benefit from spending time doing work that is fun and rewarding. It is just more pleasurable
to give formative feedback to attentive, motivated students who are excited to learn than it

is to mark lots of identical, risk-free, defensive essays written to please an imagined
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version of the teacher. Sometimes, in our efforts to save a few minutes, we make our own
lives more miserable than they need to be. To put it another way, when one of my
colleagues looked at me joyfully doing my marking while he suffered through his, he

decided to adopt my approach, saying: ‘I'll have some of what she’s having'.

| want to conclude with an example of how relational marking can challenge the very

distribution of self-confidence that so worries sceptics. One of my students wrote:

| am a brown, disabled woman and | have always been taught that | don’t matter
much. But | have awarded myself a first class mark for this module because | have
worked hard, thought about the assessment criteria, and | think | deserve it.

Having read her excellent portfolio, and withessed the way she engaged with feedback to
improve it, | am firmly in agreement with her. This moving testimony suggests the skill and
confidence to make, and argue for, judgements about what constitutes good work, and to
advocate for oneself and one’s work, is a skill that can be taught like any other. However,
this work cannot be done under the cloak of anonymity: our job is to foster and develop the
trusting, mutual relationships within which the crucial task of challenging awarding gaps

can finally take place.

A common misunderstanding of my teaching practice is that | allow students to ‘mark their
own work’. If this were true, it might be justified to worry that less advantaged students
might, on average, award themselves lower marks because of lower overall self-
confidence or prior experience of getting lower marks. However, | hope this article and,
particularly, the above example make it clear that the stakes, and potential rewards, are
much higher than that. | have advocated here for a thoroughgoing relational pedagogy that
treats students as members of the academic community, who can make judgements in
collaboration with their teachers and each other. As such, they have a right to be part of
the conversation about academic values and to contribute to ongoing discussions — which
will always be contested and fraught with potential conflict — about what constitutes
worthwhile work. They are not born knowing how to do this, but they can be taught how to
exercise that right and, in doing so, perhaps make their own contribution to closing

awarding gaps.
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