Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
Examining Non-Traditional Grading and Employer Competencies in a Department of Agriculture Education 

Introduction

Employers are increasingly shifting away from GPA as a screening tool in hiring and instead emphasizing candidates’ skills and competencies (National Association of Colleges and Employers [NACE], 2024). Correspondingly, institutions of higher education and national governments espouse employability as a core purpose of higher education (Tight, 2023). Belloc (2024) noted, “U.S. employers stand out in their belief that universities should prioritize graduate employability as a central benchmark of educational success to align their educational goals with the real-world demands of the job market” (n.p.). 

Notably, the competencies that employers seek in college graduates are frequently “soft skills,” which are non-technical, also referred to as transferable skills and interpersonal skills, and a focus of the social sciences. According to the NACE Job Outlook Report (2024), the top 10 attributes employers seek are problem-solving skills (88.7%), ability to work in a team (78.9%), written communication skills (72.7%), strong work ethic (71.6%), flexibility/adaptability (70.1%), verbal communication skills (67.5%), technical skills (67.0%), analytical/quantitative skills (66.0%), initiative (65.5%), and detail orientation (61.3%). The competencies employers seek in college graduates align with the student learning and development outcomes of higher education. According to the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS; 2023), the six domains of student learning outcomes are knowledge acquisition and application, cognitive complexity, intrapersonal development, interpersonal competence, civic engagement, and practical competence. 

As generative artificial intelligence (i.e., genAI) remakes work and the workplace, transferable skills are increasingly important for college graduate employability and advancement. Hosseinioun et al. (2025a) analyzed large-scale U.S. data from over 1,000 industries, which included 70 million job transitions. The results revealed that individuals’ possession of transferable skills (e.g., collaboration and adaptability) “didn’t just make workers more competitive for entry level jobs—they determined how far they could climb the career ladder” (Hosseinioun et al., 2025b, p. 2). 

These employer competencies are also reflected in the AAAE Teacher Education Standards (Standards for School-Based Agricultural Education Teacher Preparation Programs, 2017), which operationalize qualities such as adaptability, collaboration, communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and professionalism through expectations that teacher candidates engage in inquiry-based learning, ethical practice, collaborate with diverse stakeholders, and inclusive learning settings. In doing so, they align with NACE's workplace readiness competencies, demonstrating that agricultural teacher education not only prepares future teachers but also builds crucial employability skills valued across industries.

Therefore, in response to the prioritization of employability following college graduation and the increasing importance of transferable skills to employers, it is vital that faculty members, departments, and institutions evaluate their courses, pedagogical approaches, and programs for alignment with the skills employers are seeking in college graduates.

While universities seek to prepare graduates for professional success, traditional grading methods may, at times, hinder this preparation because they motivate letter grade achievement rather than the obtainment of transferable skills. Traditional grading is defined as today’s common letter-grade structure that assigns letter or numerical grades based on the average of students’ scores on class assignments, evaluations, and exams (Sunderman, 2025). Traditional grading is deeply embedded within the United States educational system, providing a simple method of quantifying and interpreting the complex process of learning (Cain et al., 2022). 

Increasingly, educators are questioning the “validity of and the assumptions around traditional practices, including how grades are determined and their effects on learner behavior” (Cain et al., 2022). When students are graded, Kohn (2006) described that they (a) think more superficially, (b) avoid intellectual risks, and (c) lose interest in learning. In sum, rather than being motivated by learning, students are motivated by grades. In response to the concerns with traditional grading, non-traditional forms of grading (e.g., mastery grading) are gaining popularity.

Employer Competencies and Grading Practices

While previous research has discussed how educators might evaluate employer competencies and transferable skills as part of the grading process (Long, 2018; Riebe & Jackson, 2014), no research, to our knowledge, has examined the connection between grading practices and the development employer competencies. For example, the Journal of Agricultural Education returns eight articles when the term “grading” is searched. Of the eight articles, only two discuss grading structures. Simonsen and Birkenholz (2010) discussed the components that influenced students’ grades in required leadership courses for agricultural teacher education programs. McCormick and Whittington (2000) examined the value of academic challenges (e.g., exams, quizzes, presentations, reports) to students’ final grades. While both articles broadly argued for the importance of skills development (e.g., critical thinking) in higher education courses, neither article studied the perceived effect of the grading system itself on student skill development. 

Given the importance of employer competencies and grading practices in higher education, the current study examined the following overarching question: What is the perceived impact of grading methods on students’ development of the skills and competencies employers seek in college graduates? By addressing the question through both quantitative and qualitative methods, we sought to comprehensively research students’ perceptions and offer clear recommendations for instructors interested in grading practices and employer competencies. Further, examining grading practices may help further the AAAE Mission by addressing the social science challenge of developing employer-desired skills and competencies for students in agriculture, food, and natural resources.





Purpose/Objectives

The purpose of the current study was to examine and explore the perceived impact of grading methods—non-traditional vs. traditional—on students' development of the transferable skills and attributes desired by employers, as indicated by NACE (2024). We had two research questions:
1. Is there a statistically significant difference in students’ perceptions of their development of employer competencies between non-traditional and traditional grading?
2. What are the experiences of students related to employer competency development in relation to non-traditional and traditional grading?

Theoretical Framework

Based on theories from Dewey and Piaget (Phillips, 1995), constructivist learning views knowledge as emerging and being co-constructed by groups of learners (Bright et al., 2016). Constructivist learning theory assumes that the context always influences learning and that individuals actively create meaning as they interact with and reflect on new ideas and experiences (Piaget, 1977). In this framework, constructivist educators are positioned not as sources of information but as facilitators who encourage student contributions, reflection, and inquiry. The classroom becomes an environment focused on engagement and motivation, where meaning-making and learning are developed through active participation and reflection, with the instructor supporting rather than directing the process (Ramsey & Fitzgibbons, 2005; Bright et al., 2016). This current work views assessment and feedback as an ongoing collaborative process, guided by principles of reflection and shared responsibility for knowledge construction.

Methods

The study was conducted at a large land-grant institution with three faculty members across various courses within the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and the Department of Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education (N = 45). A survey was distributed to three courses: ALCE 3624, an upper-level course that teaches strategies and techniques for effective oral communication in professions related to food, agriculture, and natural resources; ALCE 4034, a required course for agriculture and extension education students that examines the procedures involved in developing programs, classes, curricula, and instructional materials for both formal and non-formal educational programs in agriculture; and LDRS 1414, a required course for students in a leadership minor that teaches students inter- and intrapersonal skills. Courses were taught using various non-traditional grading methods (e.g., growth-based grading); however, all methods employed thorough feedback and provided incomplete/complete grades throughout the course. 
 
The survey included quantitative and qualitative questions. The quantitative data were divided into two sections: one related to non-traditional grading and the other to traditional grading. Both statements were identical, except for the type of grading style referenced. The prompts stated, “For each of the following statements, think about [non-traditional grading or traditional grading]. Then, please select the answer that matches your position, according to the following scale: 1 – Strongly Disagree; 2 – Disagree; 3 – Undecided; 4 – Agree; 5 – Strongly Agree.” Each statement addressed one of the top 10 attributes employers seek, as identified in the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) 2024 Job Outlook Report.
 
Qualitative data were also gathered. Four open-ended questions were asked: (1) In comparison to traditional grading, in what ways, if any, did non-traditional grading enhance your learning? (2) In comparison to traditional grading, in what ways, if any, did non-traditional grading hinder your learning? (3) What changes would you recommend to the non-traditional grading structure to maximize student learning? (4) How, if at all, do you think non-traditional grading prepared you for your career? Responses were open-coded using an exploratory, inductive approach that allowed responses to inform code creation (Cresswell & Creswell, 2017).

Results/Findings

Quantitative Results
Utilizing the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, the data were compared to determine if there was a statistically significant difference in the perceived impact of the grading method on job outcomes. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was appropriate for this analysis because it serves as a nonparametric alternative to the paired samples t-test, comparing means from the same subjects without presuming data normality. Of the 45 respondents, 41 response sets were included in the analysis due to dropout attrition. Non-traditional grading was statistically significantly perceived as having a greater impact on the development of all job outcomes, compared to traditional grading (see Table 1).

Open-ended Response Results
Participants were also asked to answer four open-ended questions, and their responses were open-coded. When asked how traditional grading enhanced their learning (n = 39), participants shared that it reduced stress (n = 11), encouraged learning (n = 9), and stimulated their creativity (n = 3). One participant shared that it did not enhance their learning. When asked how traditional grading hindered learning (n = 39), participants explained that it increased confusion (n = 3) and lowered motivation (n = 4). Ten participants stated that non-traditional grading did not hinder their learning.  
Table 1
Results of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test Comparing Non-traditional and Traditional Grading
	Question
	Z
	p

	Traditional grading increased my problem-solving skills.
	-3.39
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my ability to work in a team.
	-4.09
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my written communication skills.
	-3.88
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my work ethic.
	-2.99
	  .003

	Traditional grading increased my flexibility/adaptability.
	-4.86
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my verbal communication skills.
	-4.62
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my technical skills.
	-2.60
	  .009

	Traditional grading increased my ability to analytic/quantitative skills.
	-1.98
	  .047

	Traditional grading increased my initiative.
	-3.81
	<.001

	Traditional grading increased my detail orientation.
	-2.68
	  .007


 
When asked what changes could be made to improve non-traditional grading for maximizing student learning, students recommended providing more opportunities to check for understanding (n = 2) and to give students more constructive feedback (n = 2). Fifteen participants stated that they do not have any recommended changes for non-traditional grading structures. When asked how non-traditional grading prepared them for their career, participants articulated that the structure was more applicable to the workplace (n = 11), enhanced their communication skills (n = 4), and further developed transferable skills (n = 4). Two participants responded that it did not prepare them for their future careers.

Integrating the Quantitative and Open-ended Results

Taken together, the findings revealed that participants perceived non-traditional grading methods positively in relation to employer competencies. The quantitative data revealed a statistically significant result that non-traditional grading methods had a greater perceived effect on job outcomes—as defined by the NACE 2024 Job Report—than traditional grading methods. When responding to the open-ended questions, participants indicated that non-traditional grading decreased stress, aided in developing transferable skills, and aligned more closely with workplace structures. While not all the NACE employer competencies were mentioned in the participants’ open-ended responses, the development of communication skills, and alignment of skills with future employment, emerged throughout responses. Additionally, participants suggested that instructors should provide more constructive feedback and increase opportunities to check understanding throughout the course. 

Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications

Despite the central role grading plays in shaping students’ learning and classroom experience, no previous research has examined grading practices as a catalyst for developing employer-valued competencies. This paper addresses that gap by using both quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate how traditional and non-traditional grading systems influence students’ development of transferable skills and attributes sought by employers. While academic institutions continue to rely heavily on point-based GPAs and letter grades, our findings suggest that alternative grading approaches may better support student growth in areas aligned with workforce readiness. As institutions of higher education and national governments increasingly embrace employability as a core purpose of postsecondary education, rethinking assessment practices is essential to preparing students for meaningful, adaptable careers. 

Our findings have specific implications for agricultural educators and agricultural education programs. As the study's results support non-traditional approaches in higher education at Virginia Tech’s ALCE Department, it is essential for faculty to review their current practices, especially given the influence of grading on student learning, motivation, and career preparation. Implementing non-traditional grading methods is a time-consuming process when first adapting a course. Educators want to ensure the strategies align with their pedagogical practices and course content. In line with Sunderman’s (2025) suggestions, we encourage educators to consider the following questions: Why do we grade the way we grade? How do our grading systems contribute to student learning? What alternate practices or subtle shifts might we consider to align our grading practices with our content, pedagogy, and transferable skills? 

Given the role of agricultural education faculty in guiding the next generation of agricultural educators, questions and conversations about aligning grading practices with learning objectives may be particularly salient for agricultural education students, aiding metacognition and strengthening their transferable skills required by today's workforce and society. By adopting non-traditional grading methods and assessments that focus on learning and feedback rather than letter grades or numeric scores, programs will better develop communication, collaboration, critical thinking, problem-solving, and other highly sought-after professional skills that align with the AAAE Teacher Education Standards and with what future employers seek. Teacher preparation programs should view assessment as a learning tool, promote inquiry-based and student-centered approaches, incorporate reflection, and model best practices. Non-traditional grading in agricultural teacher preparation can help future teachers teach inclusively in diverse settings. 

To strengthen the transferable skills essential for success in today’s workforce, AAAE should prioritize programmatic efforts that intentionally integrate reflection, global awareness, and community responsiveness across teacher preparation and research initiatives. By embedding experiential learning, interdisciplinary collaboration, and equity-driven pedagogies into agricultural education programs, AAAE can enhance the profession’s ability to develop educators and researchers who are not only effective instructors but also adaptive leaders and problem-solvers. This focus will position agricultural education as a dynamic system for cultivating human capital, advancing social and economic prosperity, and ensuring inclusive participation across all agricultural and natural resource contexts.

In the current evolving workforce, educators must foster students’ development of transferable skills. Hosseinioun et al. (2025b) highlight that the changing workplace emphasizes soft skills for employees:

In an age when technical expertise can become irrelevant in just a few years, foundational skills matter more than ever… [these skills] builds a workforce that is resilient, quick to adapt, and prepared to thrive in a constantly evolving environment (n.p.).

If agriculture educators and institutions truly prioritize employability and the development of transferable skills, faculty members, colleges of agriculture, and institutions must evaluate their courses and pedagogical approaches—including grading practices—for alignment with the skills required for the next generation of workforce development.
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