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Swedish PE teachers struggle with assessment in a criterion-referenced grading system  

Abstract  

In the field of education, the international trend is to turn to criterion-referenced grading in the hope of achieving 

accountable and consistent grades. Despite a national criterion-referenced grading system emphasising 

knowledge as the only base for grading, Swedish physical education (PE) grades have been shown to value non-

knowledge factors, such as students’ characteristics and behaviour. In 2011 a new national curriculum was 

implemented which attempts to deal with the problem by prescribing specific knowledge requirements with a 

clear progression as the only basis for different grades. The aim of the present study is to explore the impact of 

the new knowledge requirements on what teachers consider important when assigning grades. It is also to discuss 

what non-knowledge-related aspects (if any) teachers continue to look for and why these seem to remain resilient 

to the reform. The Repertory Grid technique was employed to interview the teachers before (2009) and after the 

implementation (2013). During the interviews the grading of 45 students was discussed, which generated 125 

constructs. After the implementation there was a near doubling of knowledge constructs, half as many 

motivation constructs and an almost total elimination of constructs based on confidence and social skills. While 

motivational factors were still considered valuable for the award of a higher grade, clear criteria seemed to be 

important, but too limited for the teachers’ needs. In order to understand the persistence of motivational factors, 

we discuss the results in relation to Bernstein’s interrelated message systems of curriculum, pedagogy and 

assessment. We emphasise the need to discuss how valid grades can be achieved and, at the same time, give 

value to the regulative discourse in order to realise the overarching national goals of values and norms in 

education and PE.  

Keywords: Bernstein; Curriculum regulation; Interrelated message systems; 

Motivation; Pedagogic discourse; Physical education; Regulative discourse; Repertory Grid; 

Standards-based grading; Teachers grading practice 

 

Assessment sends a powerful message about what counts as legitimate knowledge (Bernstein, 

2003; Hay and Penney, 2013). Therefore it is important to study the base for teachers’ 

assessment of students, and how it aligns with official criteria. Penney, Brooker, Hay, and 
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Gillespie (2009) consider alignment in the message systems of assessment, pedagogy and 

curriculum essential for high quality physical education (PE). Alignment is also important for 

validity and accountability. As a result of today’s neoliberal agenda, schools are under 

increasing pressure to adopt educational models that move toward accountability and 

standardisation of education (Connell, 2013; Evans & Davies, 2014). An ambition for 

evidence of achievement, is thus visible in many countries’ neoliberal educational reforms 

(Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012).The international trend is to turn to criterion-referenced 

grading in the hope of achieving accountable and consistent grades. Countries have arrived at 

different solutions in an attempt to balance curriculum regulation with adjustments to local 

context and student populations (Kuiper & Berkvens, 2013).  

In line with neoliberal ideas the Swedish school system has gone from one of the most 

centralised in the western world to one of the most decentralised systems (Daun, 2006; von 

Greiff, 2009). Even if the responsibility has shifted from the state to local schools, the state 

still decides the goals and the grading criteria that all schools in the country are obliged to 

accomplish. A goal-oriented grading system, allowing great freedom to make adjustments to 

local context as long as the goals are achieved, was introduced in 1994 (Swedish National 

Agency for Education [SNAE], 1994). However, the goals that were to be achieved were 

difficult to interpret and not clear enough for teachers. Although the goals emphasised 

knowledge as the only base for grading, teachers valued non-knowledge factors such as 

students’ characteristics and behaviour (Klapp Lekholm & Cliffordson, 2009; Tholin, 2006). 

The gap between national grading criteria and teachers’ grading practices has also been 

recognised in PE, where motivation and effort are often used as a basis for grading decisions 

in addition to the intended goals (Redelius, Fagrell & Larsson, 2009; SNAE, 2004; Tholin, 

2006). Validity is especially important in the Swedish school system, where grades (including 

grades in physical education [PE]) are high-stakes and used as selection instruments to higher 
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education. However validity and reliability of PE grades have been strongly questioned by 

Annerstedt and Larsson (2010). Teachers sometimes also refer to internalised grading, which 

can jeopardise demands of transparency (Annerstedt & Larsson, 2010; Svennberg, Meckbach 

& Redelius, 2014).  

To address the problem, the Swedish government tried to increase regulation by 

implementing a new curriculum in 2011 (SNAE, 2011). National knowledge requirements, 

identifying the expected achievements for the different grades, form a new part in the 

curriculum text (SNAE 2011) with evidence and knowledge in focus (Sivesind, 2012). In 

addition to this, Swedish curriculum also refers to general purposes, principles and guidelines 

and thereby, as Sivesind (2012, p. 52) points out, ‘merge professional semantics on the 

purposes, and content of schooling with a language formed by evidence-based policy on 

outcomes’. Wyatt-Smith, Klenowski and Gunn (2010) emphasise how ‘professional 

judgement may not be readily circumscribed by any given set of standards and how 

judgement may remain responsive to the influence of other knowledge and skills’ (p. 60). If 

so, does it matter what message is mediated in the knowledge requirements? 

Against this background, the aim of the study is to explore the impact of the new 

knowledge requirements on what teachers consider important when assigning grades. The aim 

is also to discuss what non-knowledge-related aspects (if any) teachers continue to look for 

and why these seem to remain resilient to the reform. The results are discussed in the light of 

the three interrelated message systems of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (Bernstein, 

2003). 

To provide a context, previous research about the gap between policy and practice is 

presented first and thereafter the new curriculum (SNAE, 2011), initiated by this gap is 

introduced. Finally the new curriculum including national knowledge requirements is 
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elaborated in light of Bernstein’s concept of the interrelated message system under the 

heading Theoretical framework. 

The ‘gap’ 

In the Swedish debate, the gap between the national grading criteria and teachers’ grading 

practices has been explained in terms of vaguely worded criteria and a lack of support for 

teachers (e.g. Tholin 2006). The vagueness of the criteria have also been criticised for 

endangering students’ rights to be equally assessed, regardless of which teacher they have or 

which school they attend (Swedish National Audit Office, 2011). Internationally teachers’ 

attitudes and interest in student management are common explanations for the inclusion of 

affective characteristics when grading students’ work or performances (e.g. Brookhart, 2011; 

McMillan, 2003; Penney et al., 2009). Factors influencing the interpretation and 

implementation of curriculum have been studied. Reasons for teachers’ decision-making are 

found to be embedded in the context in which they work (MacPhail, 2004) and influenced by 

occupational socialisation (Curtner-Smith, 1999).  

A review of international literature shows that subjective assessment criteria, such as 

effort and clothing, are often included in traditional assessment (López-Pastor, Kirk, Lorente-

Catalán, MacPhail, & Macdonald, 2013). Regardless of subject, the habit of grading students’ 

affective characteristics is shown in countries such as Greece (Ikonomopoulos, Tzetzis, 

Kioumourtzoglou, & Tsorbatzoudis, 2006), England (Biddle & Goudas, 1997), Israel 

(Biberman-Shalev, Sabbagh, Resh, & Kramarski, 2011; Resh, 2009), Canada (Tierney, 

Simon, & Charland, 2011), Australia (Chan, Hay, & Tinning, 2011), China (Sun & Chen, 

2014) and the United States (Brookhart, 2013; Cross & Frary, 1999; Weiyun, 2005; Young, 

2011). Brookhart calls teachers’ grading ‘a hodgepodge grade of attitude, effort and 
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achievement’ (1991, p. 36) and is concerned about teachers’ attitudes. She challenges teachers 

to consider the position: ‘grades are not about what students earn; they are about what 

students learn’ (2011, p. 12). The new curriculum implemented in Sweden in 2011 is an 

attempt to address the problem described above by giving clearer criteria (SNAE, 2011). 

Swedish curriculum regulation 

The Swedish curriculum consists of three parts. The first part is fundamental values and tasks 

of the school, the second part is overall goals and guidelines and finally the third part consist 

of syllabuses for each subject. The first two parts are the same in the new and the former 

curriculum, only the syllabuses have been rewritten. In the first two parts, both the new and 

the former Swedish curriculum declare the overarching goals of education to be the learning 

of knowledge, values and norms. Here, the concept of knowledge is understood in its broadest 

sense and includes facts, understanding, skills, familiarity and accumulated experiences. 

Goals for values and norms are introduced as: ‘The school should actively and consciously 

influence and stimulate pupils into embracing the common values of our society, and their 

expression in practical daily action’ (SNAE, 2006, 2011, p.14). Equity is an important goal 

for education where every individual's specific circumstances and needs should be taken into 

account and different ways to reach the goals are encouraged. Teaching shall stimulate each 

pupil towards self-development and personal growth and to develop increasingly greater 

responsibility for their studies (SNAE, 2006, 2011).  

The goals in both the new and former PE syllabus also include knowledge, values and 

norms. In the 2011 PE syllabus, the content knowledge is basically the same as in the former 

curriculum, but in the present document it has been organised in three knowledge areas: 

movement, health and lifestyle and outdoor life and activities. Students should also develop 
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values and norms such as: ‘an interest in being physically active and spending time outdoors 

in nature […] a healthy lifestyle […] their interpersonal skills and respect for others […] and 

a belief in their own physical capacity’ (SNAE, 2011, p. 50). The stated knowledge 

requirements for PE reflect what are often referred to as knowledge- or achievement-based 

criteria. Typical criteria when grading are that students should be able to demonstrate, 

describe or in other ways reproduce the acquired knowledge. Grades are expected to express 

only the extent to which the national knowledge requirements for PE have been attained.  

However, values and norms are not represented in the new knowledge requirements and 

in this context the grading of, for example, students’ characteristics and behaviour is 

considered criterion-irrelevant and a threat to validity and accountability. The knowledge 

requirements are organised in the three knowledge areas described above and clarified with a 

progression that allows a matrix to be used. The number of steps on the grading scale has 

increased from three to six, A-F, where A is the highest grade and F represents a fail grade. 

The requirements are to be measured qualitatively and expressions such as: to some extent, 

relatively well and well, are intended to guide the teachers in differing between the grades E, 

C and A. Guidelines for teachers about how to use the knowledge requirements have been 

produced and are available on the SNAE website. Municipals and schools should assist 

teachers in the implementation of the new knowledge requirements but conditions differ 

between schools.  

Theoretical framework 

To better understand curriculum’s impact on teachers’ grading practice our starting point is 

the interrelation between the three message systems identified by Bernstein (2003): 
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Formal educational knowledge can be considered to be realized through three message systems: 

curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation. Curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge, pedagogy 

defines what counts as valid transmission of knowledge, and evaluation defines what counts as valid 

realization of this knowledge on the part of the taught. (p. 85) 

Like Hay and Penney (2013), we identify evaluation (assessment in our current vernacular 

[Hay & Penney, 2013, p. 5]) as sending the most powerful message of what counts as 

legitimate knowledge. Chan et al. (2011) argue that assessment influences the teaching and 

learning process and defines the educational product. High quality curriculum is thought to be 

the product of alignment between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, which together send 

a consistent message of what knowledge ‘counts’(Penney et al., 2009). Some studies have 

explored the influence of assessment on teachers’ and students’ perceptions of learning and 

important knowledge (Chan et al., 2011; James, Griffin & France, 2005; Redelius & Hay, 

2009; Thorburn, 2007) and found them related. Bernstein’s concept of a pedagogic discourse 

and how the interrelated message systems are applied in a Swedish context are described in 

the following sections. 

Bernstein’s (1996) concept of a pedagogic discourse includes an instructional discourse, 

which creates specialised skills, and a regulative discourse, which creates order and relations. 

In this paper, we refer to the instructional discourse as knowledge and the regulative discourse 

as values and norms. According to Bernstein, the two discourses cannot be separated:  

Often people in schools and classroom make a distinction between what they call the transmission of 

skills and the transmission of values. These are kept apart as there was a conspiracy to disguise the fact 

that there is only one discourse (Bernstein 1996, p. 46).  

The instructional discourse is embedded in the regulative discourse, which means that the 

regulative discourse is dominant (Bernstein, 1996). Since the instructional discourse cannot be 

separated from the regulative discourse within the pedagogic discourse, we can assume that 

knowledge, as well as values and norms, are mediated in pedagogy.  
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The interrelated message systems can be understood as communicating different 

messages about what students are expected to achieve in the Swedish context. On the one 

hand, national goals for education and for PE identify knowledge, values and norms as 

equally important. On the other hand, the grading criteria only assess whether a student has 

acquired the stipulated knowledge. In order to better understand teachers’ grading practices, 

we are interested in how the goals in curriculum influence assessment and grading. If the 

grading criteria are applied, knowledge stands out as more important than values and norms, 

and thus sends a different message than the rest of the curriculum. This inconsistence can also 

be compared with the lack of alignment between teachers’ espoused agendas, lesson tasks and 

assessment suggested by James, Griffin & Dodd (2008) and the lack of constructive 

alignment between what teachers consider to be the goals for PE, important knowledge and 

what they use as grounds for assessment (Redelius et al., 2009). 

Grades have a component of socially valued knowledge (Evans, 2004; Hay & 

MacDonald, 2010). Both the instructional and the regulative discourse reflect what is 

considered valid in society and both are expected to be transferred in school. Both discourses 

can either be visible and measurable, what Bernstein (2003) calls visible pedagogy, or 

implicit, referred to as invisible pedagogy. The Swedish curriculum suggests a visible 

pedagogy for the knowledge dimension. In this context, the grading criteria are transparent 

and available to students and parents alike. Values and norms, on the other hand, have no 

transparent and measurable criteria and in this respect an invisible pedagogy is applied. 

Methodology 

Teachers sometimes use internalised criteria and seldom verbalised criteria, also described as 

gut feelings (Annerstedt & Larson, 2010; Hay & MacDonald, 2008; Svennberg et al., 2014). 
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In our study, we have employed the RG interview technique that helps people verbalise their 

perceptions of a specific subject matter that they have experienced and are familiar with 

(Fransella, Bell, & Bannister, 2004). Even if teachers find it difficult to formulate what is 

necessary in order to be awarded a high grade, they are often able to describe the differences 

between a student with a high grade and another student if they know their own students well 

enough. These differences are called constructs. George Kelly (1955), who first developed the 

technique, believed that constructs facilitate the prediction of one’s surroundings and enable 

people to choose which direction their behaviour should take. Constructs can be ‘formulated 

or implicitly acted out, verbally expressed or utterly inarticulate’ (Kelly, 1955, p. 9). The 

method not only helps us to reveal the presence of criterion-irrelevant constructs, but also 

their content. As the teachers generate their own constructs around a topic they are familiar 

with, the risk of directing the interview with questions based on a precondition other than 

their own is minimised (Borg, 2008). It is difficult to make any statement about the method’s 

validity and reliability, because there is no standard-grid and the method can be used in many 

different areas. If, as in this paper, RG is regarded as a technique rather than a method, the 

definition of the validity is the usability of the technique. According to Fransella et al. (2004), 

the validity is high in order to differentiate between groups and predict behaviour.  

The three teachers participating in the study had received a teacher education degree in 

PE and were grading students aged between 15 and 16 in a compulsory school setting, where 

final grades are used as instruments for selection to upper secondary school. Grades were only 

assigned the last two years of compulsory school at that time. A requirement was that a full 

distribution of grades was assigned in the same class to facilitate the RG-technique. One of 

the teachers, Adam, had 12 years’ experience of grading and was teaching PE at the time of 

the first interview. In his school he worked with several PE teacher colleagues. The second 

teacher, Bill, had 4 years’ experience of grading at the time of the first interview and taught 



11 

 

PE in a small school. In contrast to Adam, Bill had no colleagues with whom he could discuss 

his grading. The third teacher, Gloria, had 6 years’ experience of grading at the time of the 

first interview. She taught PE and English and had several PE colleagues. The teachers were 

told that their identities would not be revealed (pseudonyms are used in the text), that 

participation was voluntary and that they could choose to withdraw from the study at any 

time. The RG interviews took place in private rooms of their choice and lasted for about 90 

minutes each. The teachers were interviewed twice. The first round of interviews was carried 

out in the spring of 2009, before the implementation of the new curriculum, and the second 

round was performed in the spring of 2013, when the implementation had been completed in 

all the year cohorts. The RG technique was used at both occasions in order to explore what 

they considered important for awarding a high grade. 

The RG interviews were conducted in two steps. In the first step, the teacher was asked 

to select seven to eight students from the same class that he or she taught and graded in PE 

(generating elements – in this case students). The selected students had to represent all the 

possible grades (Fransella et al., 2004). The names of the students under consideration were 

written on pieces of paper. In the second step (generating constructs) the names of three of the 

students were presented to the teacher, who was then asked to describe in what ways two of 

the students were similar and different from the third (Fransella et al., 2004) in the aspects 

that were regarded as important for the awarded grade. The similarities and differences 

expressed by the teachers constituted a bipolar construct, for instance, always did his best – 

did not want to try new things. The teachers were presented with different combinations of 

students until they were no longer able to think of any new constructs. The constructs 

represent what the teachers consider to be important when awarding grades. In total, the 

empirical data consists of 125 constructs about 45 students derived from six interviews with 

three teachers.  
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The constructs in 2009 were regarded as key thoughts and were coded and categorised 

using an inductive approach. After becoming familiar with the contextualisation of the 

constructs, four themes were identified. A follow-up meeting with each of the three teachers 

was held in order to confirm the identification of the themes, which allowed us to discuss the 

constructs and the categories and to correct errors and challenge interpretations. An 

experienced peer researcher independently categorised the constructs and arrived at the same 

categories. The two constructs that differed were categorised after checking with the teachers 

who had generated them during the follow-up meetings. In 2013, the same themes were used 

to categorise the teachers’ new constructs. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, 

which made it possible to compare the teachers’ contextualisations of their constructs.  

Results 

In the first interview setting, when the teachers were expected to grade using the previous 

grading criteria, they generated in total 66 constructs: 25 constructs about knowledge and 41 

constructs about values and norms. The constructs relating to values and norms focused on 

three themes: motivation, confidence and social skills, including leadership skills. In the 

second interview, after the implementation of the new curriculum, the teachers had made 

major alterations to the things they looked for in assessment.  

Table 1 

As shown in Table 1 there were noticeable changes from 2009 to 2013 in what teachers 

considered important, a near doubling of knowledge constructs, half as many motivation 

constructs and an almost total elimination of constructs based on confidence and social skills. 
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Knowledge 

A near doubling of constructs relating to knowledge indicates that a discourse equating 

assessment of knowledge with best practice have made an impact on the teachers’ grading 

practices. Knowledge comes more easily to mind when they reflect on the similarities and 

differences between students with different grades. Their constructs in 2009 address specific 

skills, general skills, all-roundness, theoretical knowledge, physical qualities and sporting 

experience on both interview occasions. Constructs that exemplifies these sub-themes are: 

good at ball-games – not so good at ballgames, has practical skills – have less practical 

skills, all-rounder – less versatile, got strength – weaker and have experience of club sport – 

has no experience of club sport (2009). 

In 2013 the same sub-themes are mentioned but the teachers talk about theoretical 

knowledge in new ways and more often (increasing from three constructs in 2009 to ten in 

2013). Planning and reflection on the activities are now in focus, for instance: can plan and 

evaluate – can plan but not evaluate, can reflect on activities – participate but have 

difficulties to reflect on activities and has theoretical knowledge when planning – has no 

depth when planning.  

Planning of activities and evaluation of health effects are national knowledge 

requirements for the knowledge area of health and lifestyle in both the former and the new 

grading criteria. However, a national evaluation of PE carried out during the former 

curriculum show that discussions and reflections about activities were seldom practiced. 

(SNAE 2004). Progressive knowledge requirements seem to help teachers to include planning 

and evaluation in their assessments. Despite the alterations made in teachers’ practices, values 

and norms are still part of their constructs and we want to explore what non-knowledge 

aspects they continue to look for and discuss why these remain resilient to the reforms in the 
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national criteria. Below we present the teachers’ constructs categorised in the three themes 

motivation, confidence and social skills.  

Values and norms 

The 2011 curriculum document (SNAE, 2011) state that only the specified knowledge 

requirements are to be used as a basis for grading students and thus values and norms should 

not be used as a base for grading in the national knowledge requirements. Constructs about 

confidence and social skills almost disappeared in teachers’ talk after the implementation of 

clearer progressive knowledge requirements but motivation is still considered important 

(Table 2). 

Table 2 

Both in 2009 and in 2013 the teachers value high activity and ambition to learn (Table 2). 

Although motivation is not a national knowledge requirement, the quotations from the 

teachers, below, indicate that grading motivation can be interpreted as helping students to 

reach the goals and facilitating assessment. When Adam ponders how to differentiate two of 

his students from the third in the RG interview, he says: 

In general, S and V [two students with the grade A, our comment] are better in all the activities because 

they are more motivated to learn and show me what they can do than D are [the third student, our 

comment]. That’s also why he has a B (2013). 

Bill gives a similar explanation for his constructs challenge themselves – does what he has to: 

‘You often give those wanting a higher grade the opportunity to try other things… Those who 

are happy with a pass only do what is required to pass, whereas the others like a challenge’ 

(2013).  

Another explanation for the persistence of the motivation constructs can be the national 

goal to develop students’ interest in physical activity and a healthy lifestyle and for the 

students to develop responsibility for their own studies. Constructs about interest and joy in 
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movement and to strive to improve, (Table 2), can be interpreted to facilitate the development. 

In line with this, Gloria comments that attendance is necessary for assessment and learning. 

‘[I]f you are absent a lot, you can’t participate in all activities.(…) I am not allowed to grade 

just … attendance, but if you are absent a lot there is not much to assess’ (2013). Gloria finds 

it strange that you cannot grade attendance but it is still reflected in the grades. The teachers’ 

concern about the learning process and students’ opportunities to be assessed (Table 2) can be 

explanations for why they value motivation.  

While all three teachers still value the fact that students are motivated the two themes of 

confidence and social skills are almost eliminated. When the teachers talked about what they 

valued before the reform, they all mentioned confidence in different contexts (Table 2). The 

goal in the PE syllabus for teaching to develop students’ belief in their own physical capacity 

can be tracked for instance in the constructs about being brave and daring to try new 

activities. Constructs about confidence to express something orally is an advantage when 

assessing theoretical knowledge. None of the teachers generated any constructs about 

students’ confidence after the reform. It would thus seem as though motivation is more 

persistent than confidence to changes in official grading criteria.  

In 2013, social skills constitute a new theme in Bill’s constructs, represented by the 

construct work for the best of the group – egotistic. In 2009, every time Bill said anything 

associated with social skills, in contrast to the other two teachers he rejected it as a construct   

since he knew it was not relevant to the grades. In 2013 after struggling with the expectancy 

of not using social skills as base for grading, he said the following: 

I don’t know, maybe it’s not relevant for the grades, but these two are good role models, good mates and 

work…but it has nothing to do with grades. It is supposed to be something that affects the grade. Ehh … 

but that’s just it, if you can take that as an example... There’s a reason for this one not being given an A. 

This one…, the other two work hard and are good in the group as well, they are team players, they are 
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really good at working with others and focusing on what is best for the group, whereas this one is very 

egotistic, finds it difficult to work with others, with team games, collective exercises and so on. 

Even though the teachers seem to abandon constructs concerning confidence and social skills 

including leadership, it is still possible that these constructs impact the grade in the way that 

Bill explains it above. In 2009, Gloria and Adam generated constructs relating to skills in 

leadership, which also matched the grades awarded to the group of students (Authors, 2014). 

In 2013, none of the three teachers mentioned leadership, which was an important factor for 

getting a high grade in 2009 (cf. Redelius et al., 2009). In order to assess leadership in 2009, 

the teachers allowed the students to lead some of the lessons. Gloria commented that this was 

no longer the case in 2013: 

They used to have a theory assignment to plan for others. Leading a lesson has been removed, and instead 

I sometimes let them plan their own training schedules. At present they are planning a fitness lesson or a 

strength training lesson and sometimes they can choose what to plan. 

To sum up the results, there have been changes in the ways in which the teachers talk about 

grading, in that values and norms are no longer as important and knowledge has gained 

ground. The teachers still take students’ motivation into account when grading, but 

confidence and social skills now seem to be of lesser importance.  

Discussion and conclusion 

The aim of the study presented in this article was to explore the impact of new knowledge 

requirements on teachers’ grading practice. It was also to explore what non-knowledge-

related aspects (if any) teachers continue to look for, and to discuss why these seem to remain 

resilient to the reform. The RG interview technique was used to enable us to examine all the 

grading criteria, including those seldom verbalised. The results illustrate that more specific 

criteria seem to direct teachers’ attention to factors that should be graded and away from, 
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what Hay and Penney call, ‘irrelevant factors such as students’ dispositional and behavioural 

characteristics’ (2009, p. 398). The teachers in the study focus more on knowledge which is in 

line with the prescribed requirements. Clear grading criteria, or knowledge requirements, and 

the provision of support to help teachers interpret them, are necessary in order to achieve 

comparable grades in a high-stakes grading system. However, the results also indicate that 

clearer knowledge requirements alone do not lead to teachers ceasing to grade values and 

norms. The results point to the impact of the regulative discourse and how teachers sometimes 

use values and norms as additional criteria. Our interpretation is that teachers struggle to find 

a balance between more specific criterion-referenced assessment and more process-oriented 

non-criterion referenced learning. The neoliberal influences advocating a performative culture 

that emphasises standardised learning outcomes (Evans & Davies, 2014; Ferry, Meckbach & 

Larsson, 2013) seem to be too limited for the teachers’ needs. 

Bernstein’s (1996) concept of the interrelated message systems of curriculum, pedagogy 

and assessment can be employed to better understand what teachers value. The official 

message in the Swedish curriculum is that values and norms, as well as knowledge, are 

important in order to reach the overarching goals of education and the goals for PE (SNAE, 

2006, 2011) but only specified knowledge is to be used as criteria for grading. In the concept 

of the pedagogic discourse, Bernstein (1996) claims that the instructional discourse is deeply 

embedded in the regulative discourse. As the regulative discourse is always present in the 

pedagogic discourse, and values and norms are important goals of education and PE in the 

curriculum, teachers sometimes compensate by creating an alignment between curriculum and 

assessment in a grading system in which the regulative discourse should not be graded. 

Penney (2013) emphasises that the dynamic between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment is 

inseparable from the knowledge structure in PE.  
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How can we understand that motivation is more prevalent than confidence and social 

skills as a base for assigning grades? One possible explanation for the prevalence is that the 

three teachers prioritise an interest in physical activity and a healthy lifestyle when grading, 

rather than goals concerning ‘interpersonal skills’ and ‘a belief in their own capacity’ in the 

PE syllabus (SNAE, 2011, p.50). Part of the legitimacy of PE is to encourage young people to 

live an active life and have a healthy lifestyle. Different activity theories claim that a positive 

attitude or motivation is an important prerequisite for activity and that knowledge alone does 

not motivate people to be active. Biddle and Goudas’ (1997) found that PE teachers prefer to 

grade their students on effort and performance, because effort is controllable and perceived 

autonomy is a predictor of intrinsic motivation in PE. If experienced teachers are convinced 

that effort and motivation will result in a more active lifestyle for their students, they are more 

likely to include them in their grading. We know from earlier studies that teachers sometimes 

tend to adjust their assessment to strengthen the students’ motivation (Biddle & Goudas, 

1997; McMillan, 2003).  

Another possible interpretation in the Swedish context is the impact of the national goal 

for students to develop a greater responsibility for their studies, (SNAE, 2011). This goal can 

be tracked in many of the motivation constructs mentioned by the teachers as being important 

in the grading process, such as always participating, striving to develop and being motivated 

to learn. Motivation can be considered a facilitator to learn and be assessed. Since it is 

considered an important ingredient in the process of learning Gloria finds it strange not to 

assess. 

The use of values and norms has previously been found to be more common when 

grading younger students (Chan et al., 2011), lower-achieving students (Korp, 2006) and 

students from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Klapp Lekholm & Cliffordson, 2008). 

This suggests that different classroom demands influence the balance between the 



19 

 

instructional and regulative discourse and, therefore, the grading. If the students are already 

familiar with the prevalent values and norms there is less need to signal their value by using 

the message system of grading. Even though the teachers are left with an invisible pedagogy 

without transparent criteria for values and norms it seems like students are aware that 

behavioural characteristics are used as basis for grading decisions in PE (Redelius & Hay, 

2009). Cliffordson (2008) suggests that teachers’ grading of these qualities could explain why 

the success of students in higher education is predicted by grades rather than scholastic 

aptitude tests. If the definition of validity for selection to higher education is to measure the 

qualities that will lead to fewer dropouts and failures, the grading of motivation as a facilitator 

for learning does not seem to be a problem. 

Inconsistency in the interrelated message systems can have a number of consequences. 

Here, we have discussed the confusion that can arise in teachers’ grading. As that which is 

considered valid in the school situation reflects what is considered valid in society (Bernstein 

2003), the grading of values and norms is accepted by students (Redelius & Hay, 2009; Cross 

& Frary, 1999) and probably also by parents (Cross & Frary, 1999). When students and 

parents accept the grading of values and norms there is little incentive to change the practice. 

On the other hand, through the grading criteria, society communicates that no-one should 

have access to higher education simply because they are responsible or interested, but because 

they have the required knowledge. The alignment between knowledge requirements and 

grading practice is essential for the validity and reliability of grades. In order to achieve this 

alignment, it is important to acknowledge that the instructional discourse is embedded in the 

regulative discourse (Bernstein, 1996). It is therefore important to discuss how the struggle 

between the pedagogic discourse, with values and norms embedded in it, and the need for 

grades to align with the knowledge-based criteria should be dealt with. Could the learning of 

values and norms be promoted in other ways? Could teachers find other ways of motivating 



20 

 

students and endorsing values and norms? If norms and values are regarded as something to 

be learned, and not as personal traits, what kind of opportunities can be created to promote 

such learning? More research is needed about how to achieve valid grades and, at the same 

time, acknowledge the need to give value to the regulative discourse in order to accomplish 

the goals of the curriculum. 

We are aware that many factors have influenced the results of this study and that these 

need to be discussed. Apart from clearer knowledge requirements, the teachers also 

experienced an implementation process and were given support that was likely to enhance the 

effect of the criteria. They also had time to adapt to the idea of criterion-referenced grades 

when the previous curriculum was in use. It is also possible that the RG technique used in the 

first interview helped the three teachers to become more aware of their own grading practices. 

In addition, this insight could have helped to develop their grading and may have affected the 

constructs generated in the second interview. Nevertheless, despite any additional factors that 

might have contributed to the three teachers’ diminished use of values and norms in their 

grading, they still find motivation important when awarding a high grade. The results verify 

earlier research about values and norms being present, regardless of national criteria. They 

also contribute to knowledge about which characteristics that are resistant to changes in 

official reforms and point to teachers’ struggle with the difference between more specific 

criterion-referenced assessment and more process-oriented non-criterion referenced learning, 
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