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A Puzzle… Not Releasing Grades Before The Module Evaluations Improves Scores…. 
Surprisingly and perhaps most unexpectedly, this presentation will show that not receiving a grade 
before the module evaluations takes place is more influential on overall satisfaction with a module,  

than awarding high grades if the assessment has taken place. 



Does Releasing Grades Impact Module Evaluation Scores?
A Puzzle….

Criteria Feedback Intellectual Useful Skills 
and Knowledge Overall

Releasing Grades (Before)

(Module Evaluation Score If 

Grade Is Given To Students )
-.01985*** 
(0.0778)

-0.3172*** 
(0.1041)

-0.0337 
(0.0774)

-0.0815 
(0.0633)

-0.1828**  
(0.0926)

Grade Average

(If Awarded) 

0.0050 
(0.0078)

0.099 
(0.0109)

0.0150** 
(0.0069

0.0131** 
(0.0060)

0.0147* 
(0.0092)

Cohort FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Obs. 54 54 54 54 54

Note: Standardised betas with robust standard errors in parentheses

Ordinary Least Square Regression - Does Releasing Grades Impact Module Evaluations? 



What Might Explain This Finding?



The Education Literature….

• Student Expectations and Grade Inflation: Several studies have shown a link between student 
expectations of high grades and positive evaluations of the course and instructor. This suggests 
a potential bias in module evaluations, also reflecting the phenomenon of grade inflation in higher 
education (e.g. Johnson, 2003). 

• Impact of Course Difficulty: Research highlighted that course difficulty is inversely related to 
module evaluation scores. Harder courses often receive lower evaluations, possibly due to 
students' frustration or lower grades achieved, creating a perception that the teaching quality is 
subpar (Marsh & Roche, 1997). 

• The Role of Learning Outcomes: A few studies have suggested a positive correlation between 
students' self-perceived achievement of learning outcomes and higher module evaluation 
scores. This suggests that when students believe they are learning and accomplishing the 
course objectives, they rate the course more positively, irrespective of their final grades 
(Ramsden, 1991). 

• Controversy over Cause-Effect Relationship: While several studies show correlations between 
grades and course evaluations, there's an ongoing debate about the direction of this relationship. 
Some argue high grades lead to better evaluations (the "leniency" hypothesis), while others 
suggest that high-quality teaching leads to both better grades and better evaluations (the 
"teaching effectiveness" hypothesis) (Wachtel, 1998).

What Is Already Known About This Topic?



We Propose (Over)Confidence Bias As A Potential Explanation For This Phenomenon 
As a potential mechanism we theorise that this phenomenon is likely caused by an (over)confidence 

bias on the part of students in relation to their expectations on their future grades 
for modules which have not yet awarded.



What Is Already Known About The Topic?
The Over Confidence Literature….

There is a range of studies in social 
science which find that people tend to 

rate themselves as above average.  
(e.g. Svenson’s (1981) finding that 93% of 

American drivers, for example,  
rate themselves as better than the median.

Belief that negative events as less likely to 
happen to themselves and positive 
events as more likely to happen to 

themselves than to the average person. 
(e.g. Weinstein (1980) found students 

predicted higher success at passing their 
degree, getting married, and having 

favourable medical outcomes than the 
wider population.

Better-Than-Average Effects Comparative-Optimism Effects Positive illusions

Unrealistically favourable attitudes that 
people have towards themselves or 

those close to them.  
Taylor and Brown's (1988) suggests that 
people seek to maintain positive illusions 
and these are prevalent in normal thought 

and predictive of criteria traditionally 
associated with mental health.



Overconfidence

How Do Researchers Measure  

Overconfidence?

The Three Faces Of Overconfidence
What Is Over-Confidence? 

Overplacement 
Ask respondents to place 
themselves against others, 

where its commonly found the 
majority of people place 

themselves as above-average. 

Overestimation 
 Ask respondents to predict the 
likelihood of positive outcome, 

then observe whether they 
overestimate their chances from 

a probabilistic perspective.  

Overprecision 
Look for evidence of 

miscalibration in the accuracy 
and therefore ‘over-precision’  
in judgments and predictions.



Our Methodology…



-
 -

How Did We Measurer (Over)confidence?
Our Methodology…

Where:
Ask students to predict grade for themselves on their modulesX i     = 

xi    x

Ask Students for Grade average for all students on same modules

(Over)confidence  =

X       = 
_
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Number of Responses

By Year Group

Percentage of

Population

First Years 75 12.5%

Second Years 29 3.4%

Third Years 109 13.6%

First Years Second Years Third Years

Number of Responses Percentage of

Population

What was our 
response rate?

220 7.05%

Percentage of

Sample

Percentage of

Population

Female 56.0% 55.0%

Male 44.0% 45.0%

Female Male

Our Data….
Do We Have A Representative Sample? 



Our Findings… 



Our Findings….
A Skewed Distribution - Expectation Of Above Average Grade

Bar Graph Showing Skewed Distribution Towards Above Average Grades 



What Predicts (Over)confidence In Grade Prediction?
Our Findings

Unstandardised b Std. Error t Sig. Standardised Beta

Summative -31.7316 11.41342 -2.78 0.006** -1.7516

Formative 10.7033 4.026984 2.66 0.009** 0.5532

Overall Satisfied 3.0577 0.7628884 4.01 0.000*** 0.3463

Gender - Female -5.6311 1.575377 -3.57 0.001*** -0.3097

Optimism 0.5052 0.1990812 2.54 0.013* 0.2264

State Eduction 0.9278 1.490523 0.62 0.535 0.0504

Second Year -5.9586 4.699804 -1.27 0.208 -0.1051

Programme FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Module FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Student FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Obs. 119 119 119 119 119

Dependent Variable - (Over)confidence  
(Difference between their grade and expected for class)

Ordinary Least Square Regression - What Predicts (Over)confidence In Grade Prediction?



The Descriptive Statistics - Grades Predicted Above Average 
Our Findings

Formative Assessment Year Group 
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Does (Over)confidence Effect Module Evaluations? 
Our Findings

Criteria Feedback Well Organised 
Module

Intellectually 
Stimulating

Useful Future 
Skills and 

Knowledge 
Overall

(Over)confidence 

(Difference between their predict 
grade and expected for class)

-0.00128 
 (0.00794)

0.0134505  
(0.00855)

0.015536* 
(0.00754)

 0.02423*** 
(0.00741)

0.01972** 
(0.00803 )

.02305**  
(0.00734)

Programme FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Cohort (Year Group) FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Module FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Student FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Obs. 336 336 336 336 336 336

Note: Standardised betas with robust standard errors in parentheses

Ordinary Least Square Regression  - Does (Over)confidence Effect Module Evaluations? 



Supporting Evidence….



Supporting Evidence….
A Skewed Distribution - How They Rate Their Intelligence 

0

125

250

375

500

Much Below Average Below Average Average Above Average Much Above Average

How Would You Rate Your Intelligence?



Supporting Evidence….
A Skewed Distribution - How They Rate Their Attractiveness 
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Supporting Evidence….
A Skewed Distribution - Predicted Performance In Final Exam
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Our Conclusion…





Conclusions

There is major bias in the module evaluations, as our study shows that the timing of 
assessments makes a dramatic difference to the scores, so yet another reason why 
module evaluations should not be used as a sole measure of an educator’s 
performance. 

Our findings may also explain why there is often little correlation between the module 
evaluations for a department, school or faculty and its performance in national student 
surveys such as the NSS or PTES. As module evaluations are often done before the 
main forms of assessment are submitted and grades released. 

We may need to reshape pedagogy, so that students are better able to judge their own 
ability and how they are positioned within their wider cohort, with a focus placed on 
managing expectations. Thus preventing disappoint with actual grades. 

Our findings are not inconsistent with the prevailing education literature, particularly 
around assessment for learning, but we would add that pedagogical practices should be 
tailored not only to influence learning, but also align a student’s perceived ability, with their 
actual ability to improve satisfaction with assessment processes.  

We believe our results may also explain grade inflation, given the increasing importance 
put on student experience by various changes in the higher education sector (e.g. TEF, 
increasing fees, greater competition for students).

What Might We Take Away From These Findings As Educators? 

NSS



Questions / Comments? 



Future Research 



Opportunities For Future Research 

1. Does an over-confident student perform better that an under-confident in the 
actual assessment? In other words, does it pay to be over-confident? 

2. Do we see the Dunning-Kruger effect? In other words, are stronger students 
under-confident and weaker students over-confident?  

3. What educational practices and other related social psychology factors moderate 
or mediate the over-confidence or under-confidence?  

4. What role does over-confidence (and under-confidence) play in self-esteem,            
well-being and wider mental health of a student?   

5. Is over-confidence required to have a positive learning experience? In other words  
are there trade-offs which mean that by lowering over-confidence we may also 
lowers things like intrinsic motivation and engagement?

We believe this phenomenon needs to be researched further so we better understand the 
role which confidence plays in a student’s learning experience. 


We Now Have More Questions Than Answers…


