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examination grading conversations
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ABSTRACT
How do examiners reach joint decisions when they grade oral
examinations? While government and policymakers provide general
frameworks about grading decisions, we know little about how they are
actually accomplished in interaction, particularly when examiners
initially disagree. We scrutinized 29 video-recorded grading
conversations between secondary school examiners using conversation
analysis. Results showed that proposing and deciding grades involved a
stepwise calibration through which examiners adjusted their individual
positions. While in most cases examiners expressed and sought
agreement, we also investigate cases where examiners initially
disagreed but eventually reached a joint decision. The paper
contributes insights into decision-making in institutional interaction, as
well as to our understanding of whether and how guidance is
implemented in ‘live’ assessment situations. Our findings suggest
adjustments are needed both to practice and assessment policy. Data
are in Norwegian with English translation.
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Introduction

One of the most common and routine practices for schoolteachers is to grade their students’ work.
Research shows that assessment decision-making is complex; it can be less data-driven and more
intuitive (or biased), since teachers often know their students and report the need to support
them by awarding highest possible grades (Fjørtoft & Morud, 2021; Sandlund & Sundqvist, 2019;
Vanlommel et al., 2021). Assessment also occurs in the complex contexts of both national regu-
lation and local and regional assessment criteria, curricula, learning outcomes, and so on (Fjørtoft
& Morud, 2021). Assessment can be even more complex when it involves pairs or teams of teachers
who must reach joint decisions about grades awarded.

Much is already known about formative modes of assessment practice (e.g., Black, 2013; Skov-
holt et al., 2021). However, summative assessment (involving a grade or a score) has attracted less
attention in research (Black, 2013) and, at least in Norway, has mostly focused on written rather
than oral examinations despite both modes counting equally on a student’s school diploma (e.g.,
Berge, 2002; Berge et al., 2017; Solheim &Matre, 2014). In most Scandinavian countries, summative
assessment occurs during a conversation between two examiners, one internal, normally the stu-
dent’s teacher, and one external, unknown to the student. Given that teachers’ grading judgements
have been criticised for not meeting standards of reliability, objectivity, and validity (e.g., Allal,
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2013), there is a need for more knowledge on how oral assessment decision-making is achieved. The
present study aims to examine, in detail, how grading conversations are carried out, in order to
understand how conversational structures affect assessment practices and even outcomes.

Assessment and grading in school examinations

In Norwegian secondary schools, all students take oral examinations after Year 10 (age 15) and Year
13 (age 16–18) which are summatively assessed. The purpose of oral examinations is to provide
information about students’ oral competence within a school discipline. Student performance is
graded between 1 (lowest) and 6 (highest) based on examiners’ interpretations of how well students
meet competence aims formulated in curricula. Grades are highly consequential since they are
recorded on students’ final school diplomas which gives access to post-compulsory education.
The ‘Regulations to the Educational Act’ (2006) in Norway provides a general framework for grad-
ing conversations and govern the roles of the internal and external examiners:

For local exams, at least one of the examiners must be external. The school owner may decide that the subject
teacher is the internal examiner. In the event of disagreement, the external examiner decides. (Regulations of
the Education Act, 2006, § 3-28., our translation)

Accordingly, the external party has primary rights to decide final grades if examiners disagree.
However, no further guidelines are provided. Despite the high stakes for students, we know little
about how examiners interpret the regulations and how grades are proposed, discussed, (dis)agreed
upon, and collaboratively decided in assessment interactions (cf. Nilsberth & Sandlund, 2021).
Instead, such conversations happen inside a ‘black box’ and receive no scrutiny.

Compared to other forms of school-based assessment practice, there is relatively little research
that focuses on oral examination practice – in any teaching subject and at any education level (Min-
istry of Education and Research, 2019). The studies that do exist demonstrate large variation in how
oral examinations are executed and assessed. Ambiguous exam constructs are reflected in student
performance, with their struggle to identify what is expected and how to interpret and respond to
teachers’ questions routinely identified (Isager, 2021a, 2021b). In addition, conversation analytic
research has shown that examiners’ behaviour shapes and impacts student performance (Sikveland
et al., 2021; Skovholt et al., 2021; Vonen et al., 2022). For example, variation in the execution of oral
exams may impact exam quality and lead to lower validity, reliability and fairness (Bøhn, 2016; Isa-
ger, 2021a, 2021b; Kaldahl, 2019; Maugesten, 2011; Skovholt et al., 2021; Vonen et al., 2022). In a
Swedish context, research has shown that teachers may agree on what to assess when official assess-
ment guidelines are provided. However, there is not necessarily consensus about how to assess,
based on the guidelines (Byman Frisén et al., 2021, p. 1).

Since all forms of assessment may be subject to error and bias, the teaching profession, school
administration, and researchers working with assessment are encouraged to take a ‘collective
responsibility to look for ways of improving the quality of teachers’ judgment’ (Allal, 2013,
p. 21). Consequently, teacher education should emphasize assessment literacy in line with instruc-
tional proficiency (Popham, 2009, p. 5). One important approach to improve the consistency of tea-
cher judgements are activities such as moderation meetings; that is, meetings where teachers
discuss, confront, and negotiate grades assigned to student work or other assessment decisions
(Allal, 2013, p. 21). Training programs are shown to increase the inter-rater reliability of moder-
ation in the assessment of second/foreign language English oral proficiency (Sundqvist et al.,
2020). In Norway, no national grading criteria are provided, and even though local educational
authorities are encouraged to publish criteria, it is not mandatory (Norwegian Directorate for Edu-
cation and Training, 2020). Since grades for oral examinations are reached through a decision-mak-
ing conversation, we argue for the importance of understanding what happens in these interactions.
The present study contributes with important empirical knowledge of how grading decisions, that
are consequential for students’ grades, are achieved.
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Assessment and grading as joint decision-making

The practice of awarding grades for oral examinations is the outcome of a decision-making
conversation between two examiners who formulate judgements of students’ performances.
Conversation analytic research has demonstrated that arriving at a joint decision is an
interactional achievement that involves the negotiation of particular rights and obligations
(Stevanovic, 2012).

First, speakers continuously orient to their own and their co-participant’s relative rights to
knowledge (‘epistemic rights’) within a specific domain, and to the relative distribution of rights
to decide (‘deontic rights’) within a specific situation (Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2012). In teacher-stu-
dent interaction, the teacher is treated as having primary epistemic and deontic rights (i.e., are more
knowledgeable and entitled to decide what happens in classrooms). In grading decision-making,
however, the two examiners have more evenly distributed rights to assess a student’s performance.
But the external examiners are, as mentioned above, given primary rights to decide in cases of dis-
agreement (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2020).

Second, participants orient to three basic components for reaching a joint decision (Stevanovic,
2012). First, one of the speakers must provide a proposal about future action (i.e., a grade proposal)
to which all the interactants have access. Second, the co-participant needs to express agreement with
the proposal. Finally, the interlocutors need to display commitment to the proposed future action
(Stevanovic, 2012, p. 781). Thus, when examiners propose a grade, acceptance of the proposal
from the other examiner is crucial for achieving a joint decision. Consequently, withholding agree-
ment or acceptance, using minimal responses, such as ‘mm’ effectively extend the decision-making
process by being treated as passive resistance (Stivers, 2006).

In addition to notions of epistemic and deontic rights, the conversation analytic notion of ‘pre-
ference organization’ is crucial for understanding how speakers recognize and manage emerging
agreement and disagreement in decision-making and assessment sequences (Pomerantz, 1984).
While ‘preferred’ responses to, say, proposals are typically short and delivered without hesitations
or accounts, ‘dispreferred’ responses are marked by delays, hesitations, mitigations, and accounts
(Pomerantz, 1984). Grading decision-making involves the actions of proposing (for which accep-
tance is preferred) and assessing (for which same or upgraded agreements are preferred). A
weak agreement may thus be heard as disagreement with the first assessment. Studies of
decision-making in both mundane and institutional settings have documented how participants
regularly work to minimize potential disagreement and maximize the chance of agreement (e.g.,
Costello & Roberts, 2001).

Previous research on assessment in educational contexts has demonstrated the interactional
challenge of assessing one’s own and others’ performances (Mazeland & Berenst, 2008; Skov-
holt, 2018; Skovholt et al., 2021; Nilsberth & Sandlund, 2021). Disagreement can challenge both
social relations and professional identities, where potential conflict is cautiously expressed through
extended sequences (Nilsberth & Sandlund, 2021) or through specific language formats, depending
on whether they agree with the other assessor or not (Mazeland & Berenst, 2008).

When grading students’ work, examiners must therefore handle myriad contingencies, from the
outcome for each student to their own professional identity and relationship, to the conversational
structures in which the assessment practice is carried out. In this study, we investigate how exam-
iners manage the preference for agreement; the distribution of epistemic and deontic rights, and
their professional identities, all while deciding upon a grade which is reified and separated from
the context of its production and lent an objective status immediately thereafter. Our research ques-
tions are:

(1) How are decision making achieved in oral examination grading conversations?
(2) What interactional resources are employed to negotiate grades in order to reach a joint

decision?
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Oral skills, along with writing, reading, calculus and digital, are one of five key competences in the
Norwegian secondary school curriculum. This implies that each school discipline (e.g., Science,
Mathematics, etc.) includes learning outcomes concerning oral competence. For example, students
in Year 10 should be able to ‘discuss the form, content and purpose of literature, theatre and films and
present interpretative readings and dramatizations’ (Ministry of Education and Research, 2013).
Students are examined individually by their subject teacher (the internal examiner) and a teacher
from another school in the county (the external examiner). Oral examinations follow a structure
comprising two parts: an oral presentation of a given subject, and a conversation in which the exam-
iner poses questions about the curriculum. During the conversation, the participants sit on opposite
sides of a desk in a classroom. After the examination, students wait outside the room while their
examiners engage in a conversation, the outcome of which should be a unanimous decision. The
decision is then communicated to the student by the examiners, usually accompanied by a short
explanation.

In Norway, oral examinations are non-standardized so there are no regulations for how the grad-
ing conversations should play out. Rather, grading conversations occur in the context of the exam-
iners’ experiences as a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998). There is a presumed symmetry
between examiners: both are expected to have professional expertise in the given school subject
and to convey independent professional integrity and agency. However, only internal examiners
have knowledge about their students’ prior school achievements, the school’s curriculum, lessons
taught and what subjects and topics they have emphasized from the curriculum and syllabus.
These factors may impact the oral examination in tangible or tacit ways that are hard to access
but may influence their reasoning about students’ competence and ultimately the grades awarded.

The data analysed comprised 29 video-recorded oral examinations in the subjectNorwegian language
and literature in four secondary schools in Norway, amounting to 18 h of recorded interaction. The par-
ticipants are 5 internal and 4 external examiners and 29 students aged 16 or 18. The average time of the
grading conversations, the data for this study, are 2:38 min. The shortest conversation is 0:38 min and the
longest is 9:00 min. The data were recorded with one 360-camera positioned in between the participants
(for close-ups) and one camera capturing the activity from 2–3 metres. The data were transcribed using
Jefferson’s (2004) conventions for conversation analysis. All participants signed a letter of consent, and
the project was approved by the Norwegian Centre of Research Data (NSD).

We used conversation analysis (CA) to investigate video-recorded grading conversations, focusing
especially onhowgrades are initially proposed, negotiated, anddecided through a series of actions that
constituted the decision-making process. CA is a method for transcribing and analysing social inter-
action and includesmicro analysis of visual and verbal resources used in interaction (Sacks et al., 1974;
Sidnell & Stivers, 2012). The focus in the analysis is on the sequential unfolding of actions in inter-
action that the parties perform successively through their turns at talk. Each turn can be inspected
for its treatment of the prior according to the ‘next turn proof procedure’ (Sacks et al., 1974).

Analysis

Analysis of the 29 video-recorded grading conversations revealed that the grading conversations
consist of the following activity phases: After an opening, one of the examiners offer a global assess-
ment, indicating the level of the upcoming grade proposal, often followed by more specific assess-
ments before providing a grade proposal. Throughout these phases, the other examiners’
contributions are characterized by minimal or expanded signals of agreement and/or second assess-
ments. In 4 of the 29 conversations, one of the examiners offers a grade proposal upfront, without
any preceding accounts or assessments/pre-proposals. In all these cases, the grade proposal is
accepted immediately by the other examiner. In three cases no immediate agreement or acceptance
occur, instead initiating a negotiation until agreement is reached. Once agreement is achieved, the
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grading conversation moves towards closing and transition to the final part of the examination,
where the student is called back into the room for receiving their grade.

Micro analysis of the 29 grading conversations showed that the gradingdecisions are achieved through
three distinct sequential patterns. The decisions are reached via either (1) a grade proposal followed by
immediate agreement/acceptanceor (2)pre-proposal accounts followedbyagradeproposal and immedi-
ate agreement/acceptance or (3) pre-proposal accounts and a grade proposal followed by lack of agree-
ment/disagreement and extended negotiation before acceptance. Table 1 summarizes this finding.

In what follows, we will analyse three representative grading conversations that show the three
types of sequential patterns found in our data. As the grading conversations with expanded grade
proposals and lack of immediate agreement lasts markedly longer than the two other types
(9:00 min vs. 1:23/1:26 min), the analysis of the latter type is inevitably markedly longer than the
two first types. In addition, we have chosen to also examine the extended type in detail in order
to shed light on examiners’ management of (dis)agreement in joint inter-professional decision-
making, and how the guideline ‘[i]n the event of disagreement, the external examiner decides’
(Regulations of the Education Act, 2006 ) is managed in practice.

(1) Immediate grade proposal followed by immediate acceptance/agreement

In 4 out of 29 cases, one of the examiners initiate the sequence with a grade proposal, without any
form of preceding account, preface or other pre-sequence. In each case, the other examiner agrees
immediately, moving the conversation to a close shortly after. Extract 1 is a clear example:

In line 01, the external examiner opens the grading conversation by immediately proposing the
grade five, using a format that invites joint decision-making, formulating the proposal as a thought
(Stevanovic, 2013). The internal examiner immediately agrees with a confirming response, deliv-
ered with markedly high pitch and combined with multiple nods, thus displaying strong agreement.
The reiteration in lines 03–04 confirms their mutual position and agreement. The external examiner
moves on with a brief assessment sequence explicating the grounds for the proposed grade (starting
in line 05) before the conversation ends (data not shown).

Table 1. Overview of the organization of the 29 grading conversations.

Immediate grade
proposal

Grade is proposed
upfront

without pre-accounts

Expanded grade
proposal

Assessments and
accounts

precede grade
proposal

Immediate agreement
Explicit agreement without delay or other markers of dispreference

4 22

Lack of immediate agreement
No explicit agreement, but markers of dispreference and disagreement until
concessions are given and subsequent grade proposal is agreed upon

0 3

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 5



(2) Expanded assessment and grade proposal, followed by immediate acceptance/agreement

The most common sequential organization in our data (22 out of 29 cases) is that the grading con-
versation starts with a qualitative (that is, non-numerical) assessment before a grade is proposed
and immediately agreed upon. Extract 2 illustrates this pattern, where the internal examiner dis-
plays strong agreement throughout the external examiner’s assessment and grading proposal:

In lines 03–08, the external examiner formulates a global assessment where she assesses the stu-
dent as displaying ‘high achievement’. After a series of further positive assessments (data not
shown), she proposes the grade as ‘a six’. The grade proposal is delivered as a logical consequence,
or upshot (‘so I think… ’) of the preceding assessment (Heritage & Watson, 1979). The lack of
hedges and mitigations, together with strong displays of certainty (‘no doubt’) indicates that the
external examiner expects agreement. Looking at the responses from the internal examiner, strong
agreement is displayed already in the confirmations throughout the external examiner’s initial
assessment (lines 05, 07, 09), produced without any delays or other markers of dispreference.
Also, the agreement to the actual grade proposal is delivered early, in overlap, and in an upgraded
format (‘completely’, ‘very’), signalling strong agreement (lines 33–34) (Pomerantz, 1984). A short
assessment sequence follows, before the student is called back in to receive the grade decision.

Extracts 1 and 2 illustrate how grade decisions are reached through immediate agreement
characterized by a rapid exchange with no markers of dispreference. Most commonly, a qualitative
assessment precedes the numerical grade proposal, as in Extract 2, or occasionally the examiners
move straight to the grade proposal, as in Extract 1.

(3) Assessment and grade proposal, followed by lack of immediate acceptance/agreement

In three of the grading conversations, disagreement and rejection of proposed grades lead to a nego-
tiation that expands the sequence substantially until concessions are made and a grade proposal is
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agreed upon. In this section, we provide an extended analysis of one of the three cases for illustrat-
ing this trajectory in depth. The analysis is divided into Extracts 3a – 3e.

(3a) Opening and initial qualitative assessment

As noted earlier, most grading conversations were characterized by an initial qualitative/global
assessment rather than a numerical grade formulated by the external examiner. These qualitative
assessments formulate some general level of the students’ performance (‘that went well’) or some-
thing specific, as in Extract 3a below.

In the opening (lines 01–04), the examiners negotiate who should go first. The external examiner’s
‘yes?’ in line 1 gives the internal examiner a chance to go first (and potentially give an initial assess-
ment), but the internal examiner echoes the external examiner’s turn (line 2) and gives it back, treating
the external examiner as responsible for delivering the initial assessment, which they do: ‘What should
we say, then’ (line 03). The utterance takes the form of a pre-assessment that delays the actual initial
assessment and indicates a level of uncertainty. This is consolidated in the external examiner’s next
turn, the initial assessment (line 05–06), sequentially placed as a first assessment (Pomerantz, 1984).
The assessment is uttered with hesitation markers (‘e:m:’), and the evaluative ‘ok presentation’ indicates
a good grade, though not top score, and the external examiner explicitly states that there are shortcom-
ings in the student’s performance, he should have ‘saidmore’ ‘several times’. Looking at the turn design,
we see how the external examiner starts with a (fairly) positive assessment, followed by a negative
assessment, highlighting shortcomings. This evaluative turn format, ‘(fairly) positive x, BUT (fairly)
negative y’, indicates the latter (negative) part as the most prominent, preparing the grounds for a
less favourable grade. The internal examiner does not take an active role in the opening of the grade
talk. She does not go first when given the opportunity (line 02), and the ‘mm’ (line 08) neither express
agreement with the external examiner’s assessment (Pomerantz, 1984), nor gives a second assessment.

Extract 3a shows how the external examiner’s initial assessment implicitly indicates the direction
of the grade proposal, and as she points at shortcomings, we know that the student probably is not
going to get the top grade. The internal examiner’s lack of agreeing responses indicate the emer-
gence of a potential disagreement. By using a general assessment, not moving straight to an explicit
grade proposal, the external examiner may be ‘testing the waters’ (Bergen & Stivers, 2013) through
subtle calibration, before proposing a grade that potentially differ with the internal examiner’s
impression of the student’s performance. In the next extract, we see how the external examiner bol-
sters her initial assessment before proposing a grade.

(3b) Further assessment pointing towards a grade proposal

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 7



In Extract 3b, the external examiner offers a series of assessments (lines 09–48), pointing to several weak-
nesses and downgraded positive elements in the student’s performance. Notably, the internal examiner’s
first non-minimal turn in the conversation comes in the form of a disagreement (lines 51–52):

8 M. S. SOLEM ET AL.



In line 09, the external examiner expands on her first assessment (lines 05–07, Extract 3a),
exemplifying weaknesses indicated in the initial assessment. After a minimal response from
the internal examiner (lines 12–13), the external examiner continues in lines 14–20 with positive
assessments, downgraded with hedges (‘touched a bit at the end’) and adjectives signalling mod-
erate performance (‘nice and neat’). This pattern continues in lines 22–48, where the external
examiner points to additional weaknesses and missing elements (lines 22–23), combined with
positive elements that are downgraded with the hedges ‘some’ and ‘a bit’ (lines 25 and 48).
Moreover, the turn format observed in extract 3a, ‘x, but y’, with ‘x’ expressing a positive fea-
ture, and ‘y’ expressing a negative feature also occur several times here (lines 25–27, and in
omitted lines). This extended assessment sequence ends with an upshot in line 48, highlighting
lacking elements.

Throughout the external examiner’s extended assessment, the internal examiner only pro-
vides minimal responses (lines 16, 18, 49), delayed minimal responses (lines 29–30) or no
response at all (line 21). The lack of agreeing responses strongly indicate withheld disagreement
(Koenig, 2011; Stivers, 2006). Especially the missing response in line 21, when the external
examiner’s turn is prosodically marked as complete, is noticeable, as a response signalling
agreement would be expected (Pomerantz, 1984). In line 51, the internal examiner takes
her first non-minimal turn in the conversation so far, offering an explicit disagreement: ‘He
did say that really when he talked about language history’. The internal examiner objects to
a weakness the external examiner has pointed at, suggesting that the student had already cov-
ered the topic. Notably, the external examiner immediately agrees (marked with latched turn,
recycled wording and explicit confirmation) in line 52. After a short expansion sequence (lines
56–59), the external examiner continues her extended assessment, moving on to another part of
the curriculum (line 60). Notably, for the first time in the extended assessment sequence, the
external examiner produces a positive assessment without any downgrading features (lines 60–
61, 63). The shift in the assessment, from highlighting the negative to highlighting the positive,
is framed as related to the student’s performance (the student ‘talked himself up’), not to the
ongoing negotiation.

In sum, in this part of the conversation, the external examiner does extensive interactional work,
building a case towards a grade proposal that is not top-grade. This prepares the grounds for a grade
proposal that may differ from the internal examiner’s view, based on the internal examiner’s lack of
agreement so far in the conversation. The external examiner works towards minimizing (potential)
disagreement and maximizing the chances of agreement when the grade is finally proposed in the
next extract (3c).

(3c) Grade proposal and calibration

In Extract 3c the external examiner proposes a grade, delivered after substantial hesitation markers
and pauses (lines 66–69):

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 9



In line 69, prefacing the grade proposal, the external examiner recycles the ‘what shall we say’-
formulation from the initial assessment (see line 03, Extract 1). This meta comment again contrib-
utes to marking her global assessment as somewhat uncertain or foreshadowing a grade proposal
that is in between or makes relevant two potential grades, as suggested in lines 69–70. Although
presented as two equal grade proposals in the wording, subtle prosodic features make it hearable
as tilted towards the grade 4. The stressed qualifier ‘something on a five’ indicates less of that ‘some-
thing’ on level five than ‘something on a four’, without marked stress. Moreover, the substantial
delays preceding the grade proposal (lines 66–69), also treats the proposal as dispreferred, orienting
to the lack of agreement from the internal examiner until now. In response, the internal examiner
only produces a minimal response (line 70), effectively continuing to withhold any signals of agree-
ment. This form of minimal response in a slot where a stronger form of agreement is expected and
preferred, displays a subtle, but strong passive resistance to the proposal (Koenig, 2011; Stivers,
2006). In the absence of any uptake from the internal examiner, the external examiner continues
specifying several reasons in support of her grade proposal (lines 72–87). The assessments have

10 M. S. SOLEM ET AL.



the same characteristics as in extracts 3b–3c, with downgraded adjectives (‘to some degree dis-
cusses’) and the ‘x, but y’-format, highlighting the weaknesses of the performance as the most pro-
minent feature (lines 82–84).

The extended assessment sequence ends with the external examiner repeating her grade propo-
sal, concluding that the main part of the student’s performance is at level four (lines 86–87). As
observed previously, both the assessments and the reissued grade proposal are delivered in a dis-
preferred turn format, with hedges, hesitation markers and a self-repair, orienting to the emerging
disagreement. The reissued assessments and upgraded grade proposal again makes a second assess-
ment or agreement from the internal examiner the relevant next action. However, the internal
examiner only provides yet another minimal and delayed response (lines 88–89), signalling lack
of agreement. In response, the external examiner reissues the grade proposal once more (lines
90–91), before explicitly pursuing a response from the internal examiner in a latched turn: ‘what
do you think?’, treating the internal examiner’s response to the grade proposal as missing and con-
ditionally relevant for reaching a (joint) decision.

Extract 3c illustrates how the examiners treat agreement or acceptance to a grade proposal as
necessary to arrive at a joint decision (Stevanovic, 2012). As this is still not the case at this point,
the negotiation may continue.

(3d) Explicit disagreement and reorientation

Extract 3d shows how the internal examiner finally provides an explicit disagreeing assessment,
exposing the examiners’ diverging views. In what follows, the external examiner subtly calibrates
and reorients the line of argument towards the higher grade five, again preparing the grounds
for a joint, but different, decision.

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 11



The open-ended question ‘what do you think’ in Extract 3c (lines 91–92) did not yield a clear
response (data not shown). So, here, in line 133, the external examiner pursues a response with
a polar question restricting the response options to a ‘yes’ or ‘no’-response: ‘do you think it’s better
than a four?’. The question design indicates that the external examiner expects a confirming
response. However, a confirming response will be dispreferred in the sense that it will reveal the
so far implicit disagreement between the two examiners, setting up a cross cutting preference (Heri-
tage & Clayman, 2011). In response, the internal examiner’s disagreement finally gets ‘on the
record’ with a confirming response in line 136. It is indeed delivered as a dispreferred response,
with delay, hesitation markers and downgrading (lines 133, 134, 136), and a subsequent account
(line 138). Notably, in response (lines 141, 143), the external examiner provides an upgraded
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agreement with the internal examiner’s assessment about the of the literary part of the exam (see
line 138), indicating strong agreement with the positive assessment. The strong agreement is evi-
dent in the upgraded utterances in lines 141, 143 and 145.

In what follows, the external examiner continues with additional assessments (lines 145–161).
However, in contrast to the patterns showed in previous extracts, where the external examiner
has argued towards the lower grade four, the assessments at this point are designed as positive
and upgraded, tilted towards the higher grade five. This is evident in the notable shift in the assess-
ments from consisting of positive, but downgraded elements as described until now, to positive,
upgraded assessments. Moreover, the ‘x, but y-format’ we have seen throughout (extracts 3b–
3d), with the negative element appearing last, and thus given most weight, is reversed here: In
lines 152–154 the external examiner uses the same format, but with the negative assessment first,
followed with the positive assessment, framing the positive part as the most prominent, or working
as an excuse for the weakness, both tilting the assessment towards the higher grade five.

After more assessment along the same lines (data not shown), the external examiner for the third
time pursues an independent and clear assessment statement from the internal examiner (line 180).
The polar declarative formatted question is even stronger geared towards confirming the view that
the student should have the grade five. However, in response, the internal examiner refrains from
confirming or disconfirming the polar question (lines 180–187). By doing so, she avoids claiming
deontic rights to decide, pushing the decision responsibility back to the external examiner. By
resisting decisional rights, the internal examiner avoids claiming a unilateral decision in disagree-
ment with the other examinator, while simultaneously pushing towards a decision in line with her
own preference (Landmark et al., 2015). Instead, the internal examiner’s response works to validate
the external examiner’s objections (line 182), displaying explicit and upgraded agreement to the
external examiner’s assessments (‘I very much agree’, line 184). In this way, the internal examiner
simultaneously manages to maintain her opposing view expressed previously, while minimizing the
disagreement and preserving the external examiner’s deontic right to make the final decision, which
we have seen is in accordance with the exam guidelines. In the next extract we will see how a joint
decision is finally achieved.

(3e) Joint decision

In all the grading discussions in our data, the examiners treat a joint decision, consisting of a grade
proposal and acceptance, as necessary for reaching a grade decision. Extract (3e) shows how the two
examiners manage to reach a joint decision, and how they portray the grade decision as not related
to the examiners’ preceding disagreement but based on general norms of (good) examiner
behaviour.
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Extract 3e shows how joint agreement is treated as a necessary step for reaching a joint
decision, as agreement is a prerequisite for grading. In this extract a turning point is reached.
The calibration process ends, and the decision-making starts. The external examiner provides a
general account (lines 211–220) that portrays her decision as based on previous professional
experiences as examiner and general grading norms: ‘if I am uncertain, one has a tendency
to go up’. She uses first person pronoun ‘I’ in the first part of the account but changes to
the indefinite pronoun ‘one’ in the second part. That is, they and/or ‘one’ usually gives students
the benefit of the doubt, rooting this particular decision in how they normally perform their job
as an external examiner and general norms for examiners, and thus, not as a result of a
concession.

The final grade proposal is delivered by the external examiner in lines 221–222. The
proposal is designed as a conditional upshot (‘so if… ’) inviting agreement. In contrast to pre-
vious versions of the grade proposal, it focuses on the parts of the performance that would tilt
the grade upwards to a five. Moreover, by using the pronoun ‘we’, the external examiner
portrays the decision as a joint accomplishment that they both are accountable for, it is a
collaborative achievement. At this point the internal examiner finally gives an explicit
agreement, which is confirmed, and the external examiner signals ‘case closed’, turning their
papers (line 231).

In sum, this extended grading decision conversation shows how agreement is a prerequisite
for reaching a joint decision. The external examiner provides multiple assessments, working
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towards reaching a joint decision with explicit agreement from the internal examiner. When that
fails, through the internal examiner’s withheld agreement, the external examiner gradually reori-
ents their initial grade proposal and line of argument towards the view of the internal examiner.
The analysis shows how the internal examiner’s lack of explicit acquiescence in terms of silence
and minimal responses effectively affects the grading result, changing the external examiner’s
position in favour of a higher grade. The internal examiner ‘gets their way’ through passive
resistance. However, the external examiner is not just conceding, but accounts for how a five,
despite prior arguments pointing towards a four, is rooted in general norms of (good) examiner
behaviour.

Discussion and conclusion

In school oral examinations, the purpose of grading conversations is for different examiners to
reach a joint decision so as to award a grade to the student being assessed. Our analysis of the
29 grading conversations has shown that they follow a similar trajectory towards a joint decision,
regardless of whether the examiners initially agree with each other or not. The analysis showed that
the examiners are, in general, oriented towards agreement in the decision-making process. In cases
of initial agreement, a joint decision is usually reached after a relatively short time and a few turn
exchanges. The difference between cases of initial agreement and disagreement are evident in the
expansion of the grading conversation. Examining one extended case in detail, we have shown
that disagreement is treated as dispreferred, and something examiners minimize and conceal. It
is characterized by prolonged sequences with assessments and accounts calibrating differing
views, examiners’ reorientation, and revised initial stances. In the specific case analyzed, we have
seen how the external examiner pursues acquiescence, while the internal examiner withholds it,
both using a variety of subtle interactional resources. Thus, the case is not a deviant case per se,
but represents how grading is achieved through interaction.

The oral examination represents situations where professional practitioners are required to
reach a joint decision, even though they initially disagree. In the case of the oral exams, the guide-
lines provide directions on how to deal with potential disagreement: ‘In the event of disagreement,
the external examiner decides’ (Regulations of the Education Act, 2006, § 3-28, our translation and
emphasis). However, our study has shown that ‘deciding’ is not a straightforward, unilateral process,
but rather negotiated turn by turn in and through social interaction. This is especially salient when
the decision makers have partly diverging stances. In the case analysed in our paper, the external
examiner is the one who explicitly proposes the initial and the adjusted grade and hence appear
to be the one who ‘decides’, in accordance with the guideline’s instructions. However, close analysis
showed that withholding acquiescence may be an effective way of getting the decision maker to
reorient and revise their stance. That is, withheld agreement may have direct impact on the
decision. Micro details like silence and minimal responses have serious consequences for social
practices and outcomes in general, and in our case, for grading. Thus, the study problematizes
what it means to decide and shows the importance of micro analysis of institutional practices
where decisions are achieved through interaction.

Grading conversations are significant conversations where much is at stake for the participants.
The examiners must balance their professional and personal integrity, managing their possible self-
presentation as either intransigent or submissive, while also potentially worrying about what dis-
agreements about achievement standards might mean for one’s professional competence (e.g.,
Adie, 2013). The analysis showed that the participants strongly orient to the general conversational
norm of preference for agreement (Pomerantz, 1984), and this agreement goes beyond the actual
grade proposal. In our 18 h of data, there are overall few traces of explicitly expressed disagreement
on how or what to assess of the students’ performances, and the examiners engage in a lot of inter-
actional work to avoid or minimize explicit disagreement (cf. Costello & Roberts, 2001; Hudak et al.,
2011). However, we have also shown that orientation to these norms can make an external examiner
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propose a better grade than they initially would, because of the lack of explicit agreement. The
internal examiner gets her way, and ‘the final word’, through passive resistance (Stivers, 2006),
only implicitly formulating disagreement.

In our data, the examiners rely on a great deal of tacit examiner norms in the grading conversa-
tions. Explicitly formed assessment criteria are rarely referred to in our data, although the exami-
ners often refer to common expectations of what it means to do well in the school subjects
examined. For example, when one of the examiners states ‘shall we say eight?’ (the top grade is
6), after a student’s performance, there is no need to discuss the students’ performance any further.
The examiners easily agree that the achievement is far above what they could expect from a student
on this type of exam, and the student is given the top grade, six, without further discussion. In the
case analyzed across Extracts 3a-e, the external examiner rationalizes their changing stance by refer-
ral to ‘objective’ assessment norms and how examiners in general assess exams. Throughout our
data, the examiners refer to the repertoire they have accumulated through earlier experiences as
examiners that they clearly expect the other to share, and they rely on such experiences to make
their professional duties manageable, accommodable, and accountable (see also Mazeland &
Berenst, 2008, p. 56). As such, the grading conversations are tangible examples of a ‘community
of practice’ (Wenger, 1998).

Of course, the grading conversations are significant for students as well, whose educational
future may depend on the grade in question. The data revealed that internal examiners
especially take this into account, referring repeatedly in the grading conversations to their pre-
vious knowledge of the students’ achievements. Perhaps this is why the guidelines explicitly
express that an external examiner (i.e., someone who is unknown to the student) must be pre-
sent during oral exams and has the formal authority to decide the grade. The guidelines there-
fore highlight the importance of a neutral assessor and thus consider the previous relation
between the internal examiner and the student as a potential bias. However, as our study has
shown, since institutional policies are realized in and through interaction, the social interactional
issues of preference, entitlement, and forms of knowledge – alongside well-documented biases
(e.g., of gender, race) – may result in students’ receiving higher (or lower) grades. And, in
the case of oral examinations, where criteria are vague and unspecified, such bias is more likely
(e.g., Quinn, 2020).

Although our findings are based on a limited number of grading conversations, they show the
consequentiality of interaction for assessment outcomes. Our findings have implications for grad-
ing as a professional practice. First, our findings challenge the ideal of fairness. The power of even
subtle nuances in interaction, points to a lack of transparency in grading conversations. We encou-
rage the use of more specific and explicit assessment criteria, together with evidence-based guide-
lines on how to implement the criteria in grading conversations. This may reduce the use of implicit
assessment norms. Second, when grading is achieved through interaction, the examiners need to be
aware of how interactional norms, like ‘preference for agreement’, influence joint decisions. Exam-
iners need to reflect on how to assess (Byman Frisén et al., 2021). We suggest that school leaders
need to provide mandatory examiner training or moderation meetings based on empirical knowl-
edge from actual grading discussions like the ones analyzed here, as a way of raising awareness of
the consequences of the ‘interactional engine’ (Levinson, 2006) for assessment as professional
practice.
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