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Abstract

Introduction  Accurate grading of examination papers is a crucial component of the learning process, student
motivation, and assessment quality, and therefore requires careful attention. The present study
aimed to identify the factors influencing the grading of students’ exam papers from the
perspective of university professors.

Methods This study was conducted using an interpretivist paradigm and a qualitative phenomenological
approach. The participants included 19 faculty members from Iranian universities during the
2024-2025 academic year. Participants were selected through purposive sampling until data
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which were
audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed following the clarification of the research
objectives. Thematic analysis was employed for data analysis.

Results The findings indicated that the main factors influencing the grading of exam papers include
instructor-related factors, student-related factors, curriculum-related factors, institutional
environment, university regulations and policies, and examination-related factors. Each of these
categories consisted of several sub-themes, which are presented in detail in the findings section.

Conclusion In conclusion, grading examination papers is a multifaceted process influenced by cognitive,
contextual, and institutional factors. It is shaped not only by formal assessment criteria but also
by the instructor’s professional experience, interpretive judgment, and situational conditions.
Therefore, grading should be understood as more than a purely technical evaluation of answers;
it is a structured interpretive practice influenced by educational, psychological, and
environmental contexts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Teaching and learning processes, as fundamental
pillars of the educational system, are constantly
influenced by a variety of factors that directly affect
the quality of education and student learning
outcomes. Among these factors, one of the most
critical is assessment, which serves as a key tool for
measuring students’ knowledge and skills. With the
advent of constructivism and evolving pedagogical
approaches, instructors now employ both formative
and summative assessment methods to evaluate
student performance. One of the most significant
components of assessment is the grading of exam
papers, which plays a crucial role in the processes of
learning, motivation, and student evaluation, and
thus warrants serious attention.

Exam grading is a complex process that is subject to
numerous influencing variables. In this regard,
findings from cognitive science research indicate
that a high volume of sequential decision-making—
such as grading dozens or even hundreds of exam
papers—can lead to reduced accuracy, shifting
evaluation standards over time, and an increased
likelihood of grading errors. Moreover, recent
research on digital assessment tools highlights the
importance of how student responses are visually
presented and how such presentation impacts human
judgment.

In line with these findings, the present study aims to
identify effective factors in correcting students’
exam papers from the perspective of professors and
to answer the following research question:

What factors influence the grading of students’ exam
papers from the perspective of university professors?

Methods

This research is applied in terms of purpose, adopts
an interpretivist paradigm, and employs a qualitative
phenomenological  approach.  The  research
participants included experts, specialists, and faculty
members who either possessed sufficient lived
experience, authored related publications and
research on evaluation, or had a history of teaching
in the field.

Therefore, samples were selected using a purposive
approach and the key informant sampling method,
appropriate to the research topic (key opinion
leaders), and based on the sufficiency criterion of
theoretical data saturation. Consequently, 19
experienced and insightful professors in the field of
exam evaluation and grading from across the
country participated in this research.

et e Jelse lulis

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews, and after the research objectives were
clarified, the data were recorded and transcribed.
Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data.

Results

The research results showed that the most important
factors influencing the grading of students' exam
papers include factors related to the instructor
(background and experience of instructors, cultural
and social assumptions, instructors' conditions,
instructors'  workload, instructor’s integrity,
disregard for students' names, calmness of the
grading environment, bias, comparison of students'
answers with each other, social pressure and
environmental expectations, instructor's economic
status, gender of the grading instructor), factors
related to the student (student behavior throughout
the semester, student performance during the
semester, student participation in class, student
problems, student characteristics, students’ opinions
in survey forms, student’s understanding and
comprehension of the question, family background,
assignment of responsibility to the student), the
provided curriculum (type of teaching method,
teaching location, activities presented, topic and
objectives, resources, space), university rules and
regulations (exam conditions, exam scheduling,
exam environment, teaching schedule, university
policies, faculty, department), rules related to
questions and answers (disorganization in writing,
neatness and calligraphy, order in answering,
question content, answer content, grading method,
clarity of instructions, question structure, lack of
clear rules and criteria, number of designed
questions), and the exam environment and
atmosphere (classroom climate and culture,
colleagues and  competitive  environment,
interactions between instructor and student).

Conclusion

The process of grading exam papers is a complex,
multifaceted phenomenon intertwined with the deep
layers of the mind and psychobiological states of
faculty members. Grading exam papers, as a chain
decision-making process with a high ethical load, is
exposed to a diverse range of biases, emotional
states, concentration disorders, and unconscious
human conditions and interactions; so much so that
it can be said that each grade is actually a snapshot
narrative of the instructor’s mind, rather than a
purely objective evaluation of a response.

Research findings indicate that grading can be
influenced by factors that, in addition to the
scientific quality of the answer, depend on elements
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such as handwriting, the order of grading, the
instructor’s physical condition, or even their past
memories of students with similar names. These
factors not only call the concepts of assessment into
question but also prompt us to redefine "educational
justice" in the digital age.

In this era, where artificial intelligence can provide
precise content evaluation, grades should not reflect
the cognitive and emotional state of the instructor. If
our future educational system moves toward
transparency and fairness, appropriate mechanisms
should also scientifically and systematically address
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the grader’s mental processes. Ignoring such matters
will undoubtedly undermine the most fundamental
principle of education: fairness.

Therefore, to improve the grading process and
enhance the quality of assessments, professors and
educational authorities must pay special attention to
these factors.

Keywords: Correction of exam papers, scoring,
evaluation, educational quality
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