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dialogue to improve instruction and
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Introduction

A growing body of literature argues that traditional approaches to
grading are inequitable and can lead to harmful disparities in student
outcomes. Advocates for change highlight several problems with
traditional grading practices. These include the wide variability across
teachers and schools that undermines principles of fairness, and
systems for allocating points that are only loosely tied to actual student
learning. They also point to elements of subjectivity that can lead to
disproportionately lower marks for traditionally underserved students.
As a result, grades may close pathways to postsecondary opportunities
for students who are otherwise prepared to thrive.*

In the face of these challenges, increasing numbers of educators and
school systems across the United States have prioritized efforts to
rethink and redesign approaches to grading.? Efforts have included
both districtwide policy changes and individual commitments to
questioning assumptions and rethinking practices. The educators who
are leading the charge attribute their actions to influences that include
compelling research, stark evidence of disparities from their own
schools or districts, inspiration from colleagues, and even mandates to
adopt new approaches. Books, journal articles, op-eds, presentations,
workshops, and social media posts help to articulate the case for
change, as well as to highlight some of the nuances and tensions that
come with new grading practices. Despite increased awareness,
however, one set of perspectives is conspicuously underrepresented in
the dialogue around grading: that of students themselves.

Conversations about grading are fundamentally about student learning.
If educators wish to gauge the alignment between grading approaches
and student experiences inside and outside the classroom, student
perspectives are a vital piece of evidence. They can help identify
challenges and frustrations with their own education journeys. They can



lift up examples of teacher approaches that have
been especially supportive. They can also anticipate
the flaws and unintended consequences of
approaching grading in new ways. Simply, students
enable us to understand more deeply and improve
more rapidly.

This brief encourages district and school leaders to
center student voices in reflecting on, planning for,
and implementing new grading approaches. Based
on insights shared during the Collaborative meeting
(see textbox for more detail), we identify several key
areas where student perspectives can offer
valuable guidance, including how grading practices
vary across classrooms, the relative emphasis on
homework versus tests, opportunities for students
to revise or improve their scores, and the extent to
which grading supports meaningful learning. We
recommend that student insights and experiences
be integrated throughout a district’s efforts, from
diagnosing problems to designing solutions,
tracking progress, and making adjustments.

Variability in Approaches
to Grading

Schools use grades for a variety of reasons: to
communicate the achievement status of students
to parents and guardians, to inform instructional
decisions about course placement, and to provide
students with information they can use for self-
evaluation of their learning and mastery.® However,
because traditional practice grants individual
teachers the authority to assign grades to students,
grading practices among teachers vary widely.* The
lack of standardization in grading criteria means that
an “A” in one classroom might represent different
levels of learning and achievement than an “A” in
another, making it difficult to compare student
performance accurately. This inconsistency can
demotivate students, potentially shifting their focus
from learning to simply earning grades. Additionally,
traditional grading often emphasizes complying with
classroom rules and homework policies over content
mastery, which can undermine intrinsic motivation
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and fail to provide meaningful feedback on students’
progress and areas for improvement.

The variation in grading approaches is especially
problematic if it produces inconsistency in
opportunities and outcomes across students and
student groups. Studies show that traditional grading
can be heavily influenced by teacher biases and
perceptions, leading to significant disparities in
evaluating students.5 For instance, factors such
as gender, race, and socioeconomic status can
unintentionally affect grading outcomes.® Approaches
that are unduly subject to teachers’ conscious and
unconscious bias threaten the prospects for all
students to access opportunities that enable them
to reach their full potential.

Addressing variability requires that administrators
understand the ways in which current grading
practices are consistent across classrooms, the
ways in which they are not, and the places in which
change is warranted. As part of this process, student
insights are vital in illuminating the nature of variation
and the causes of it. Students can highlight ways in
which teachers approach grading differently from
classroom to classroom and, just as importantly,
how those differences shape their experiences.
For example, reflections from students in Sanger
reinforced lessons from research about the wide
variability in grading practices in schools.

-

homework is worth a lot more of my grade.”

&

“I feel like all of my classes have different grading practices.”

“At my high school, the grading system greatly varies depending on the subject and course difficulty.”

“For grading practices, | really like the one my stats teacher uses. Tests are worth 90% of our
grade and homework/classwork aren’t worth much. But for other classes like Spanish,

- Sanger USD student

- Sanger USD student

- Sanger USD student

Emphasis on Homework
Versus Tests

Considering the weight of homework and tests in
final grades is another crucial area for attention in
grading. Many educators have promoted homework
as a practice designed to reinforce learning, allow
students to practice skills at their own pace, and
encourage strong study habits. Indeed, studies
suggest that appropriately assigned homework can

enhance learning and retention. Some educators
believe that homework can be important to
supplement in-school academic learning.” However,
excessive amounts of homework may contribute to
burnout and disengagement, and parents and
students often find that homework leads to stress
and decreased mental health.® Moreover, heavily
weighting homework can disproportionately impact
the grades of students who may struggle to
complete their homework due to commitments
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such as working after school, taking on childcare
responsibilities, or lacking access to a dedicated
studying space at home.® In addition, students in
Sanger cautioned that with the pressure to
complete their homework and the limited time to
do so, some of their peers may cheat to complete
homework, making their work an inaccurate
reflection of their effort or their learning.

Student voices are invaluable when trying to strike
the right balance among tests, homework, and other
means of demonstrating learning. Hearing directly
from students about their experiences and the
challenges they face can help schools and districts
inform more balanced and effective grading policies.
Perspectives from Sanger suggest that there might
not be uniformity in students’ perspectives. Some
students recommended that homework account for a

more flexible workload. Additionally, removing

material | have not been able to fully grasp...I

a student’s grades.”

“I feel like homework should have more weight on students’ overall grades because it would
encourage students to do their homework, because students can learn from doing their homework.
In my math class, homework is worth only 10% of my grade, but it is good practice for upcoming
quizzes and tests and | would raise the percentage of homework to 30% to make it seem like it
matters. Also, some students are not great test takers and get anxiety, so tests shouldn’t be the
main thing that reflects student knowledge and effort.”

“In my math class, my grade is based solely on how | perform on assessments. This form of grading
provides the best understanding of a student’s knowledge and capabilities and it also allows for a

to learn the material in ways that best suit them and their needs. | have been in classes that | do not
need to do homework or study for. Unfortunately, the classes often have lots of busy work that needs
to be completed to earn an A in the class. This is the case even when a majority of the students do
not need the extra practice. Spending this time doing hours of homework for things that do not
further my knowledge of the subject is an ineffective use of time that can be better spent on other

completely out of the question as there are students who are dependent on the practice to advance
their learning. Instead, | am arguing for a system that makes homework optional and not a factor in

“Students copy or cheat on homework, so it doesn’t really reflect what they know. So, | would
change the grading system to make tests and quizzes worth more of my grade than homework.”

~

- Sanger USD student

homework from the grading process allows students

do not believe that the idea of homework should be

- Sanger USD student

- Sanger USD student
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larger percentage of a student’s final grade, while
others expressed their preference for a final grade
that largely reflects their performance on tests and
quizzes. By understanding the relative merits of
these points of view, educators can make more
informed choices about grading practices that are
aligned with the priorities for the school system.

Meanwhile, advocates for revisiting grading policies
argue that an alternative to homework assignments
is formative and summative classroom assessments
that provide a more accurate reflection of what
students know and are able to do. When tests
capture the content that students understand,
rather than aspects of compliance or extra effort
associated with homework completion, Feldman?©
argues that teachers can do a better job

of marking students’ content mastery. However,
others argue that tests can create significant
pressure, leading to test anxiety and performance
issues that may not accurately reflect a student’s
true understanding or abilities.** Therefore, basing
a student’s grade entirely on assessment scores
may not be in the best interest of students either.

Opportunities to Improve Scores

One of the central points of tension in conversations
about grading is whether grades should reflect
student knowledge at a specific point in time or by
the end of the course. Traditional grading practices
typically follow a model in which students earn a

score when they complete an assignment or exam,
which then factors into the calculation of an overall
grade at the end of the term. Proponents for change
suggest that the purpose of a grade is to capture the
degree to which a student understands the required
material. Sometimes students demonstrate this
understanding during their first opportunity to do so,
but the learning process for others can take more
time and effort. Providing chances for assignment
and test retakes can help students learn from
their mistakes, deepen their understanding, and
ultimately achieve mastery of the material. It also
promotes a growth mindset by emphasizing

effort and improvement over static measures of
performance. Without these opportunities, grades
may reflect a moment of incomplete progress rather
than a student’s overall learning journey.

Research on the practice of allowing test retakes
and score improvements shows both benefits and
drawbacks. Opportunities for retakes can enhance
student motivation, reduce anxiety, and encourage
a focus on learning rather than just performance.
Retakes support mastery learning, where the goal
is to ensure that students reach a high level of
understanding.*? On the other hand, researchers
and practitioners acknowledge the potential
downsides to allowing retakes, such as the risk of
students not taking initial assessments seriously,
relying on retakes as a crutch, or creating additional
workload for teachers.*® Balancing these factors
requires thoughtful implementation, including clear

e R
“If I could change one thing about the grading practices at my school, it would be that all classes
should offer the opportunity for students to take retakes on quizzes and tests or do test
corrections. Many students require more time and practice to understand things compared to
other students, and this would give them a chance to learn from their mistakes.”

- Sanger USD student
N J
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guidelines and support systems to maximize the
benefits while mitigating potential downsides.

Once again, student voice can provide valuable
insights about their motivation to redo work and the
conditions under which they might take advantage
of multiple opportunities to demonstrate learning
progress. For example, some teachers might offer
the opportunity to retake an exam but establish so
many barriers for doing so (e.g., submitting a
correction and narrative explanation for each
missed item, meeting with the teacher outside
class time) that it dissuades many students from
doing so.

Focus on Student Learning

Any grading reform, at its core, should enhance
and support students’ educational experiences
so that they can learn required academic content
and prepare for success during and after their
K-12 experience. As school systems seek to

establish clarity about the purpose of grading
and the expectations that guide teacher practice,
educators must strive to ensure that their
approaches align with and support effective
instruction and student learning.

An emphasis on student learning might also require
attention to students’ readiness to learn. Adolescent
youth face a multitude of challenges, worries, and
anxieties, many of which extend beyond the
classroom and make it difficult for them to focus on
their learning and their grades.'* Grading practices
that ignore or even reinforce these anxieties can be
detrimental to student learning. Conversely, grading
practices that establish and reinforce priorities
around learning, with opportunities for students to
build and demonstrate knowledge and skills even
as they navigate the complicated dynamics of their
academic and personal journeys, can help support
whole-child well-being in ways that enable students
to thrive.

-

“School can be difficult. Sometimes students can get distracted with many things in life. For
example, family problems, sports, mental health, etc. When life gets the best of us, some students
can lack focus, which affects their grades. At [my school], when the teachers know these different
obstacles and the teachers take time to find ways to help, it makes everything better. Teachers
can be very helpful to students, but it’s hard when students don’t always participate. This is a sign
for the teacher not to give up on their students and make sure to involve everyone.”

- Sanger USD student
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Conclusion

Educators and school systems that choose to
embrace the challenges of grading reform do so in
response to a growing body of evidence revealing
the harm inflicted on students by our traditional
approaches. They also enter a complex web of
longstanding assumptions, established habits that
tie closely to individuals’ professional identities,
and political dynamics that can complicate the
journey toward improvement. Potential distractions
and land mines can easily slow progress or even
derail efforts.

If educators are to truly understand the challenges
they face, craft solutions that are appropriate to
those challenges, and refine those solutions as
they evolve, student voice is essential to the
process. Through proactive outreach and ongoing
engagement, schools and districts can leverage
some of their best experts on the classroom
learning environment to foster school experiences
that best serve students and maximize their
windows of opportunity for success in high school
and beyond.
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