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Enter this book: a review of 100-plus years of grading 

research that presents the broadest and most 

comprehensive summary of research on grading and 

reporting available to date, with clear takeaways for 

learning and teaching. Edited by Thomas R. Guskey and 

Susan M. Brookhart, this indispensable guide features 

thoughtful, thorough dives into the research from a 

distinguished team of scholars, geared to a broad range 

of stakeholders, including teachers, school leaders,

policymakers, and researchers. Each chapter addresses a 

different area of grading research and describes how the 

major findings in that area might be leveraged to improve 

grading policy and practice. Ultimately, Guskey and 

Brookhart identify four themes emerging from the research 

that can guide these efforts: 

• Start with clear learning goals, 

• Focus on the feedback function of grades,

• Limit the number of grade categories, and  

• Provide multiple grades that reflect product,  

process, and progress criteria. 

By distilling the vast body of research evidence into 

meaningful, actionable findings and strategies, this book 

is the jump-start all stakeholders need to build a better 

understanding of what works—and where to go from here.

Grading is one of the most hotly debated 
topics in education, and grading practices 
themselves are largely based on tradition, 
instinct, or personal history or philosophy. 
But to be effective, grading policies and 
practices must be based on trustworthy 
research evidence.
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Introduction
Thomas R. Guskey and Susan M. Brookhart

Grading is one of the most hotly debated topics in education today. 
If you want to start an argument about some aspect of education, 
you need only bring up the way teachers grade. Everyone who 
has gone to school has experienced some form of grading, usually 
beginning in early elementary school, and most of us have negative 
associations with it. We remember a disappointment, a frustration, 
a wrongdoing, or an injustice. Common refrains include “The grade 
didn’t reflect what I learned,” “The teacher didn’t like me and gave 
me a bad grade,” and “It just wasn’t fair!” (Guskey, 2006).

Grades are the symbols assigned to individual pieces of stu-
dent work or to composite measures of student performance cre-
ated for report cards and other summative documents. Grades can 
be letters, numbers, figures, or any set of descriptors that designate 
different levels of performance. They are used in preschool and kin-
dergarten through graduate and professional schools throughout 
the world.

Grading is typically the last element addressed in education 
reform efforts. Most reform initiatives begin with the articulation 
of curriculum goals or standards—that is, what we want students 
to learn and be able to do as a result of their experiences in school. 
Next, we consider what evidence best reflects that learning and 
examine issues associated with student assessments. After that, 
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we focus on the quality of instruction and how best to help stu-
dents achieve the established goals or standards. Finally, we turn 
to  grading—the matter of effectively communicating assessment 
results and other measures of learning to students, parents, and 
families. We take grading on last and always with some reluctance, 
because changing grading policies and practices means challenging 
some of education’s longest-held traditions.

Most of us have strong opinions about grading based on our per-
sonal experiences in school. And because those experiences vary 
widely, so do our opinions. In light of this reality, it is extremely 
important that grading policies and practices be based on trust-
worthy research evidence rather than personal experience.

Educators involved in grading reform today often take guidance 
from education books and blogs. In the past 15 years, dozens of books 
have been published on the topic, all offering guidance to educators 
in their reform efforts. A quick Google search identifies a multitude 
of blogs on grading issues. There are even Facebook pages and regu-
lar Twitter chats devoted to the topic of grading.

Busy, overworked educators often assume that these book 
authors and bloggers have studied the research on grading in detail 
and thoroughly understand the knowledge base derived from the 
body of evidence on grading amassed over the past century. But that 
is seldom the case. Some grading book authors fail to cite any signif-
icant research on grading, and most grading bloggers do the same. 
Others cite research they clearly have not read, drawing inferences 
from summaries that may or may not be accurate. This problem is 
exacerbated when well intentioned but only partially informed 
consultants offer passionate and inspiring presentations on grad-
ing issues filled with “I believe,” “I think,” or “In my opinion” state-
ments based on their personal philosophies about grading.

Although we admire the passion and commitment of authors, 
bloggers, and consultants who devote their time to grading issues, 
arguments based solely on personal philosophies or opinions are 
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rarely convincing to teachers, students, or their families. They also 
do not win the support of skeptical policymakers or school board 
members, who fittingly ask, “Where’s the evidence?” Advice with no 
firm grounding in reliable research will simply not advance reform 
efforts.

Unfortunately, grading practices today are largely based on 
tradition rather than on a thorough understanding of the research 
literature. We do what we do simply because “we’ve always done it 
that way.” In fact, some of the longest-held traditions in education 
involve the way we grade students and the consequences we attach to 
grades. Successfully challenging those long-held traditions requires 
strong, defensible evidence showing that recommended reforms are 
actually better and provide specific benefits for students, parents, 
and families.

Despite efforts to convince them otherwise, most students and 
their families do not share educators’ interest in the philosophy 
behind grading. Unless they are personally affected, they generally 
don’t care too much about any inequity built into policies and prac-
tices. Further, they do not consider grading reform a “moral imper-
ative,” as some writers and consultants suggest. What students and 
their parents want to know from educators, especially at the mid-
dle and high school levels, is straightforward: how to get the highest 
grade possible or, more specifically, how to get an A (Guskey, 2016). 
This is understandable, as final grades follow students to different 
schools, go to college admissions departments, and may even be 
viewed by potential employers.

When considering change in well-established grading policies 
and practice, all stakeholders want to know “Why?” They want to 
know what evidence supports the change and how trustworthy that 
evidence is. They want to know whether the evidence comes from 
contexts similar to theirs. Most important, they want to know the 
probable outcomes of the change and whether the reforms will truly 
benefit students or potentially harm them. In other words, they 
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want to know what research supports the change and how that evi-
dence informs the change process.

About the Research
Although grading has been a part of education since antiquity, only in 
recent years has it become a major focus of education practitioners, 
policymakers, and researchers. This new attention has revealed that 
the grading policies and practices used in most schools today have 
remained relatively unchanged for decades (Brookhart, 2009; Gus-
key, 2000, 2001; Haladyna, 1999). And this is not because they are 
especially effective, but because they are steeped in traditions that 
many stakeholders believe have served us well (Guskey, 2013). As 
a result, changing the way we grade and report on student learning 
progress in school often becomes the most challenging aspect of any 
educational reform effort.

Some reformers believe the solution to most grading issues 
lies in technology. Educators today have their choice from a slew of 
online grading programs that use mathematical algorithms to cal-
culate grades, thus limiting teacher decision making and offering 
the pretense of objectivity (Guskey, 2002a, 2002b). Other reform-
ers believe breaking grades down into specific components related 
to different learning standards will solve the problem—an approach 
known as “standards-based grading” (Guskey, 2009). Still others 
want to abandon grading completely, believing the process debases 
learning, causing students to focus more on earning high grades 
than on improving their skills and understanding (Kohn, 1999). 
Regardless of their stances, few educators today know about the 
long history of grading research and its implications for more effec-
tive practice, having lacked a truly comprehensive guide to the most 
up-to-date literature on the subject. This book is designed to be just 
that.
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Understanding the extensive knowledge base on grading is 
essential to making informed decisions about any policy changes. 
Students today generally perceive grades to be something they 
“earn” for their achievement in school (Brookhart, 1993). As such, 
grades have a pervasive influence on how students regard school and 
how they see themselves as learners (Pattison, Grodsky, & Muller, 
2013). Grades also predict important future educational conse-
quences, such as dropping out of school (Bowers, 2010; Bowers & 
Sprott, 2012; Bowers, Sprott, & Taff, 2013) and applying to, attend-
ing, and succeeding in college (Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; Bowers, 
2010; Thorsen & Cliffordson, 2012). Grades are especially predictive 
of academic success in higher education institutions with more open 
admission policies (Sawyer, 2013).

These are but a small sample of the results of hundreds of 
research studies on grading and reporting conducted over the past 
century. Today we know more than ever before about what grades 
mean to teachers, students, and parents. We know what purposes 
different types of grades serve well and what purposes they impede. 
We know a great deal about the effect of grades on student cogni-
tion, behavior, and emotional health. This knowledge provides an 
evidence- based foundation for making better and more informed 
decisions about effective grading policies and practices.

The Birth of Our Project
The American Educational Research Association (AERA), one of the 
premier educational research organizations in the world, celebrated 
its 100th anniversary in 2016. As part of that celebration, AERA 
invited members to prepare syntheses of research from the past 100 
years on topics holding special significance to educators at all levels. 
These syntheses would be reviewed by scholars in the field, and a 
select few would be chosen for publication in Review of Educational 
Research (RER), AERA’s most prestigious journal. Upon learning 
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of this endeavor, Susan M. Brookhart of Duquesne University and 
Thomas R. Guskey of the University of Kentucky assembled a dis-
tinguished team of scholars to prepare a synthesis of the research 
on grading. The completed synthesis was reviewed and selected as a 
major entry in the special anniversary edition of RER (see Brookhart 
et al., 2016).

Immediately following publication, we were contacted by edu-
cators around the world asking if we could prepare an expanded ver-
sion of our review for school leaders and teachers involved in grading 
reform initiatives, and we set out to do just that. We expanded our 
team to include scholars in important areas of grading that were not 
addressed in our original review due to space limitations, and asked 
them to prepare succinct but thorough summaries highlighting 
practical implications for practice.

The Scope of Our Work
In developing this book, we did our best to describe research find-
ings in ways that are meaningful to a broad range of stakeholders. 
We first identified eight major areas of grading research. For each 
area, we then selected exceptionally talented researchers to sum-
marize the results from relevant studies. These outstanding scholars 
are not only intimately familiar with the research in these areas, but 
also major contributors to that research. We have long admired their 
excellent work in these areas and frequently cite their publications. 
We asked them to describe why their area of focus is important, what 
the major research findings are, and how those findings might be 
leveraged to improve grading policy and practices.

Following are brief summaries of the eight chapters in this book, 
each of which concentrates on a different major area of grading 
research.
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Chapter 1: Reliability in Grading and Grading Scales

In this chapter,  Susan M. Brookhart and Thomas R. Guskey 
review early studies on the reliability of grades and various perspec-
tives on what grades represent. They find that teachers have histor-
ically varied greatly in terms of the criteria they consider and the 
procedures they use to assign grades. Many early studies that reach 
this conclusion have a “what’s wrong with teachers” undertone that 
today would likely be seen as researcher bias. Nonetheless, this col-
lection of studies offers an important basis for discussing the sources 
of variation among teachers, even those who teach at the same grade 
level or subject area in the same school.

Chapter 2: Report Card Grades and Educational Outcomes

Alex J. Bowers of Teachers College, Columbia University, turns 
attention to quantitative studies of K–12 report card grades. He 
shows that whereas early studies of the relationship between grades 
and assessment results typically examined the correlation between 
grades and intelligence test scores, more recent investigations com-
pare grades to standardized achievement assessment results. These 
studies show that teachers include factors beyond the achievement 
represented by standardized assessments in determining students’ 
grades. Bowers also examines how grades relate to other indices 
such as high school graduation, college admission, and college grade 
point average (GPA).

Chapter 3: The Composition of Grades: 
Cognitive and Noncognitive Factors

Sarah M. Bonner and Peggy P. Chen of Hunter College, City 
University of New York (CUNY), examine studies of the cognitive 
and noncognitive factors teachers consider when assigning grades. 
This research shows that teachers typically give weight to “enabling 
behaviors” such as completing homework assignments and partici-
pating in class discussions as well as to “compliance behaviors” such 
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as turning in assignments on time and following established class-
room procedures. The authors discuss how this mixture of factors 
can muddle the interpretation of grades at all instructional levels.

Chapter 4: Surveys of Teachers’ 
Grading Practices and Perceptions

Many studies have surveyed teachers to determine their per-
ceptions of grading and the specific grading practices they employ. 
In this chapter, James H. McMillan of Virginia Commonwealth 
University describes the results of these many surveys and offers 
further insight into the multifaceted nature of grades. He also 
explains the important differences among teachers who teach at dif-
ferent levels of education and what the implications are for grading 
reform efforts.

Chapter 5: Standards-Based Grading

As the name implies, standards-based grading emphasizes 
communicating student progress on grade-level or subject-area 
learning standards. Megan E. Welsh of the University of California–
Davis examines research on the advantages and challenges of this 
approach to grading as well as the conditions necessary for reporting 
achievement separate from work habits and behavior.

Chapter 6: Grading Students with Learning Differences

For families of students with learning differences, accurate 
accounts of their children’s progress in school are essential to pro-
viding effective interventions and making wise placement decisions. 
Lee Ann Jung, the founder of Lead Inclusion, reviews research on 
determining fair and accurate grades for students with learning 
differences and offers a five-step process for linking IEP (individ-
ualized education plan) goals to general curriculum standards and 
reporting student learning clearly and meaningfully.
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Chapter 7: Leadership for Grading Reform

Laura J. Link of Purdue University–Fort Wayne describes 
research on the implementation of grading reforms and the spe-
cial leadership challenges involved. She addresses the difficulties 
of making changes to long-standing policies and practices, relevant 
legal issues, and factors identified in the research as essential to suc-
cessful reform.

Chapter 8: Grading in Higher Education

Fair and accurate grading at the college and university level 
poses unique challenges because relatively few faculty members are 
trained in pedagogy, assessment, or grading. Jeffrey K. Smith and 
Lisa F. Smith of the University of Otago in Dunedin, New Zealand, 
examine research on grading in higher education, paying special 
attention to differences across countries, the relation between 
grades and course evaluations, expectations for grade distributions, 
and evidence on grade inflation.

Our Goal
Our goal for this book is to present the broadest and most compre-
hensive summary of research on grading and reporting practices 
available to date. We did our best to organize, interpret, and synthe-
size the entire corpus of research on grading and reporting student 
learning. In plain and direct language, the authors of each chapter 
describe the research in each area; distinguish critical issues from 
those that are less consequential or downright trivial; outline the 
history of the research, contrasting various points of view and inter-
pretations; and discuss the implications for better practice.

We hope that this book prompts a critical review of current 
grading practices and adoption of policies and practices the research 
shows to be better for students. We hope it helps consultants to 
advocate for evidence-based reforms—and to be more honest about 
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reforms for which the evidence is slim or nonexistent. We hope it 
steers researchers to expand our body of knowledge and provide a 
foundation for improved grading policy and practice at all levels.

If sharing the work of the dedicated researchers in this book 
means more students will have positive rather than negative memo-
ries of their grading experiences, we will consider it a success.
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4
Surveys of Teachers’ 

Grading Practices 
and Perceptions

James H. McMillan

A recently published comprehensive review of grading over the past 
century (Brookhart et al., 2016) shows that K–12 teachers use a mix 
of factors, both academic and nonacademic, in determining grades. 
This long-standing practice has often been derided as inappropri-
ate, and calls have been made to base grades only on academic per-
formance. Research on teachers’ perceptions about grading helps 
us understand these varied practices.

Why Is This Area of Research Important?
Because grading is a staple of education, can have strong influences 
on students, and has implications for future opportunities, it is 
important to understand why mixed grading practices have per-
sisted. In this chapter, I review studies of teachers’ grading prac-
tices and perceptions and suggest implications for research and 
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practice. Understanding perceptions about grading in the context 
of practice helps to show how grading is done, why it is done in dif-
ferent ways, how it influences student learning and motivation, and 
why there are varied grading practices (Brown & Harris, 2016). Stud-
ies in this area suggest themes and approaches to grading policies 
and practice that result in a more complete understanding of the 
well-documented idiosyncratic grading practices of teachers.

The term grading practices refers to the ways teachers use infor-
mation from assessments and other sources of information to deter-
mine and report student grades, whether on papers, unit tests, or 
semester reports. The term teacher perceptions denotes the range of 
teacher thinking about grading and grading practices. Perceptions 
can include beliefs, attitudes, and understandings—ranging from 
awareness and recognition to deeper meaning—and can be charac-
terized by having value and even emotional components. Because 
perceptions are more elusive than practices, they are more difficult 
to document. However, recent research shows why these percep-
tions are important for understanding grading practices.

What Significant Studies Have 
Been Conducted in This Area?
Studies of grading practices and perceptions have been conducted 
since at least the middle of the 20th century. In this chapter I briefly 
describe earlier research and more thoroughly review research con-
ducted since 1994. Research on teacher grading practices can be 
traced to the early studies of grading reliability described in Chap-
ter 1. Starting from this base, studies from the late 20th century were 
generally critical of teachers’ practices. More recent studies have 
sought to understand teachers’ thinking about grading instead of 
merely criticizing their grading practices.
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What Questions Have Been 
Addressed in This Research?
Studies documenting teachers’ varied grading practices grew out 
of early studies of grading reliability (see Chapter 1), which sug-
gested that because standards for grading were different, any given 
grade did not have a common or agreed-upon meaning. This led 
to widespread concern and distrust about the role of teacher judg-
ment in grading (Brookhart, 2013a, 2013b). Later reviews by Crooks 
(1933), Smith and Dobbin (1960), and Kirschenbaum, Napier, and 
Simon (1971) ushered in debates about whether grading should be 
norm-referenced (based on comparing students to one another) or 
criterion-referenced (based on comparing student work to stan-
dards). While high schools tended to stay with norm referencing to 
accommodate the need for ranking students for college admissions, 
some at the elementary school level transitioned to what was even-
tually called mastery learning and then standards-based education.

20th Century Research

Following a period of emphasis on classroom assessment in the 
1980s, more systematic investigations of teachers’ grading practices 
and perceptions about grading were published. Brookhart’s (1994) 
review of 10 years of grading literature summarized the findings 
from 19 studies of teachers’ grading practices, opinions, and beliefs. 
Eleven of the studies involved surveys of mostly high school teach-
ers, ranging in sample size from 84 to 973. Surveys emphasized dif-
ferent aspects of grading. Some focused more on different types of 
assessments used in grading, whereas others asked teachers about 
the factors they used to determine grades (typically achievement, 
effort, improvement, and behavior). Five of the studies used individ-
ual and focus group interviews with small numbers of participants, 
two studies supplemented interviews with observation and docu-
ment analysis, and two investigations were case studies (one with a 
single participant).
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While the studies Brookhart reviewed were diverse with respect 
to grade level, location, method, and emphasis, she found five com-
mon themes:

1. Measures of academic achievement (e.g., tests, quizzes, 
papers) were the most important determinants of grades.

2. Teachers emphasized the need for fair grading. Fairness 
was enhanced by using multiple sources of information for 
grades, being clear about what was assessed and how it would 
be graded, and by being consistent.

3. It was clear in 12 of the studies that teachers included non-
achievement factors to determine grades. These factors 
included ability, effort, improvement, completion of work, 
and other student behaviors.

4. There was strong evidence that grading practices were not 
consistent from one teacher to another, with respect to either 
purpose or the extent to which nonachievement factors were 
considered. It was evident that individual teachers empha-
size different factors when grading students, reflecting differ-
ent beliefs and values. Some teachers reported using mostly 
achievement with few nonachievement factors, while others 
mixed several factors together.

5. Grading practices tended to vary somewhat by grade level. 
Although limited by the relatively small number of stud-
ies at the elementary level, secondary teachers emphasized 
achievement products (such as tests) more, while elementary 
teachers used more informal evidence of learning along with 
achievement and performance assessments.

Brookhart’s review shows that during this 10-year period, there 
were relatively few empirical studies of grading practices and per-
ceptions. Although overall conclusions were consistent across loca-
tion (different regions of the United States, England, and Canada), 
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grade levels, and methodology, potential for generalization is lim-
ited due to study characteristics. For example, of four large-scale 
surveys, one was restricted to Virginia teachers, one to science 
teachers in Canada, and two to teachers in the Midwestern United 
States. Furthermore, different surveys were used in almost all the 
studies, making comparisons and syntheses of findings problem-
atic. Nevertheless, Brookhart’s review demonstrates that during 
this period there was an increasing interest in investigating grading 
practices, with conclusions largely replicating previous research. 
As Brookhart points out, these findings aligned with policymakers’ 
increasingly intense distrust of teacher judgments about student 
accomplishments. This distrust was part of the reason for develop-
ing student accountability and teacher evaluation systems based on 
large-scale testing. The findings also align with a period of empha-
sizing performance-based and portfolio classroom assessment, 
which resulted in widespread reports of unreliability of teachers’ 
subjective judgments about student work.

Late 20th and 21st Century Research

My search for studies of teachers’ grading practices and percep-
tions identified 38 studies with original data published in scholarly 
sources between 1994 and 2016 (see Figure 4.1, pp. 90–94). This 
included 24 empirical studies that were not cited in a recent review 
(Brookhart, 2013a).

Teachers’ Grading Practices. Most studies of teachers’ grad-
ing practices focus on how teachers determine grades for their stu-
dents. This was typically accomplished by asking teachers directly 
about how different factors contributed to final grades for a desig-
nated period of instruction (e.g., mid-semester, semester, or year).

In a generalization study of Frary, Cross, and Weber (1993), 
Cross and Frary (1999) reported that most of the 307 Virginia mid-
dle and high school teachers in their sample used “hodgepodge” 
grading, combining in different ways achievement, effort, behavior, 
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improvement, and attitudes. Nearly 40 percent of the teachers 
agreed that student conduct and attitude should be considered in 
determining grades, especially for raising low grades. Cross and 
Frary extended previous research by asking teachers about actual as 
well as ideal grading practices, providing confirmation that teachers 
value the use of nonacademic factors—albeit individually, with little 
district or school policy as guidance.

McMillan (2001) surveyed 1,483 Virginia middle and high school 
teachers on the extent to which 19 different elements were used to 
determine grades. Analysis showed these elements grouped into 
four meaningful factors: (1) nonachievement items labeled as “aca-
demic enablers,” including effort, ability, improvement, work hab-
its, attention, and participation; (2) academic achievement based 
on learning objectives and standards; (3) “external comparisons,” 
including grade distributions of other teachers and comparisons 
with other students; and (4) use of extra credit. These four com-
ponents were replicated in a survey study of over 900 elementary 
students that also found homework to be a fifth significant factor 
(McMillan, Myran, & Workman, 2002). In these studies, the mean 
ratings of importance of contributions of the components showed 
that academic performance and academic enablers were by far the 
most important in determining grades. This finding was essentially 
replicated in a study of 513 Canadian secondary teachers (Duncan & 
Noonan, 2007). Also, the studies showed significant variation among 
teachers in the same school. That is, the weight teachers gave to 
separate factors differed greatly within a single elementary or sec-
ondary school. In a study of 513 elementary and secondary teachers, 
Guskey (2009) also reported significant variation among teach-
ers, as did Guskey and Link (2017), using a sample of K–12 teachers 
from five school districts. The studies also replicated the finding of 
“hodgepodge” grading. Clearly, both achievement and nonachieve-
ment factors were combined to come up with final grades.
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FIGURE 4.1 | Studies of Teachers’ Grading Practices and Perceptions

Studies Participants Main Findings

Adrian 
(2012)

Elementary 
teachers

• Few teachers thought that nonacademic factors should 
be included in grading.
• Most thought that grades should not be reduced for 
turning in assignments late.

Bailey 
(2012)

Secondary teachers • Teachers used a variety of factors in grading.
• Social studies and male teachers emphasized eff ort 
more than other groups. 
• Science teachers emphasized eff ort least.
• Female teachers emphasized student behavior more 
than male teachers.

Bonner 
& Chen 
(2009)

Preservice teacher 
candidates

• Grading perceptions depended on individual style and 
focused on equity, consistency, accuracy, and fairness 
(with nonachievement factors used to make grades 
higher).

Chen & 
Bonner 
(2017)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• Teachers’ reasons for using nonachievement factors 
were thought out and focused on student success, not 
haphazard.

Cizek, 
Fitzgerald, 
& Rachor 
(1996)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• Teachers synthesized objective and subjective factors 
to promote high grades.
• Few diff erences based on grade level or years of experi-
ence were noted.
• Teacher grading practices varied signifi cantly.

Cross 
& Frary 
(1999)

Middle and high 
school teachers

• Achievement, eff ort, behavior, improvement, and atti-
tudes were combined in various ways to assign grades.
• Grading should include noncognitive factors.
• Eff ort, conduct, and achievement should be reported 
separately from achievement.

Duncan & 
Noonan 
(2007)

High school mathe-
matics teachers

• Achievement as well as nonachievement factors were 
identifi ed as important for grading, with signifi cant varia-
tion among teachers in weights given to diff erent factors.
• Frame of reference for grading, whether criterion- or 
norm-referenced, varied.

Frary, Cross, 
& Weber 
(1993)

Secondary teachers • Most teachers believed that nonachievement factors 
such as ability, eff ort, and improvement should be used 
for grading.

Grimes 
(2010)

Middle school 
teachers

• Both achievement and nonachievement factors, 
including improvement, mastery, and eff ort, should be 
used for grading.
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Studies Participants Main Findings

Guskey 
(2002)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• Signifi cant variation was reported for ideal grade 
distribution.
• Teachers wanted students to obtain the highest grade 
possible.
• The main purpose of grades was to communicate to 
parents.
• Multiple factors were used for grading, including home-
work, eff ort, and improvement.

Guskey 
(2009)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• There was signifi cant variation in grading practices. 
• Most teachers thought grading was not needed for 
learning.
• Most teachers based grades on established criteria.
• Grades were used for communication. 

Guskey & 
Link (2017)

Elementary, middle, 
and high school 
teachers

• Teachers varied signifi cantly within grade levels in how 
much they emphasized achievement and nonachieve-
ment “process” factors.
• Secondary teachers tended to give more weight to 
achievement factors.
• Elementary teachers tended to give more weight to 
formative assessment and observation.

Guskey, 
Swan, & 
Jung (2010)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• Standards-based grading provided better, clearer, and 
more easily understood information than traditional 
grades.

Hay & 
Macdonald 
(2008)

Two high school 
teachers

• Teachers’ values and experience infl uenced grading.
• Varied grading practices were reported.

Imperial 
(2011)

High school 
teachers

• A wide variety of grading practices was reported.
• Teachers considered the primary purpose of grading to 
be indicating achievement.
• About half the teachers used noncognitive factors in 
their grades. 

Kunnath 
(2016)

High school 
teachers

• Teachers used both objective achievement results and 
subjective factors in grading.
• Teachers incorporated individual circumstances to 
promote the highest grades possible.
• Grading practices were based on teachers’ philosophy 
of teaching.

Liu (2008a) Middle and high 
school teachers

• Six components in grading were identifi ed: 
(1) importance/value, (2) feedback for instruction and 
improvement, (3) eff ort/participation, (4) ability and 
 problem solving, (5) comparisons/extra credit, and 
(6) grading self-effi  cacy/ease/confi dence/accuracy.
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Studies Participants Main Findings

Liu (2008b) Middle and high 
school teachers

• Most teachers used eff ort, ability, and attendance/ 
participation in grading.
• Many teachers used classroom behavior.
• Few grade-level diff erences were observed.

Liu, 
O’Connell, 
& McCoach 
(2006)

Secondary teachers • Three uses of grading were identifi ed: to provide feed-
back, improve motivation, and provide encouragement.

Llosa 
(2008)

Elementary 
teachers

• Teacher interpretations of standards for grading varied.
• Teachers approved of using grades for summative 
purposes.
• Teachers did not fi nd using grades for formative pur-
poses to be a good idea.

McMillan 
(2001)

Middle and high 
school teachers

• Signifi cant variation in weight was given to diff erent 
factors.
• A high percentage of teachers used nonachievement 
factors.
• Four academic-enabling factors were identifi ed: (1) 
noncognitive factors, (2) achievement, (3) external com-
parisons, and (4) use of extra credit.

McMillan 
& Lawson 
(2001)

Secondary science 
teachers

• Most reported use of both cognitive and noncognitive 
factors in grading, especially eff ort.

McMillan, 
Myran, & 
Workman 
(2002)

Elementary school 
teachers

• Five grading factors were identifi ed: (1) improvement 
and eff ort, (2) extra credit, (3) achievement, (4) home-
work, and (5) external comparisons.
• Most teachers based grades on eff ort, improvement, 
and ability.
• Few diff erences were noted between math and lan-
guage arts teachers.
• The weight given to diff erent factors varied consider-
ably by teacher.

McMillan 
& Nash 
(2000)

Elementary and 
secondary math 
and English 
teachers

• Teaching philosophy was a key factor in determining 
grading criteria.
• Teachers used grading to enhance student eff ort, moti-
vation, and learning. 

FIGURE 4.1 |  Studies of Teachers’ Grading Practices and Perceptions
—(continued)
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Studies Participants Main Findings

McMunn, 
Schenck, & 
McColskey 
(2003)

Elementary and 
secondary teachers

• Grading practices were found to be highly idiosyncratic.
• Over half the teachers used student participation and 
homework as factors in their grading.
• Teachers understood the need to report academic and 
nonacademic factors separately.

Randall & 
Engelhard 
(2009)

Elementary, middle, 
and high school 
teachers 

• Achievement was clearly the most important factor for 
grading.
• Eff ort and behavior were used primarily to provide 
feedback.
• Teachers placed little emphasis on ability.

Randall & 
Engelhard 
(2010)

Elementary, middle, 
and high school 
teachers

• Achievement was the most important factor teachers 
considered.
• Eff ort and classroom behavior were grading factors for 
borderline cases.

Russell 
& Austin 
(2010)

Secondary music 
teachers

• Noncognitive factors weighed as much or more than 
achievement. 
• In high school, there was a greater emphasis on 
attendance.
• In middle school, there was a greater emphasis on 
practice.

Simon, 
Tierney, 
Forgette-
Giroux, 
Charland, 
Noonan, 
& Duncan 
(2010)

One high school 
math teacher

• Grading policies confl icted with professional judgments 
about what to include in grading.

Sun & 
Cheng 
(2013)

English language 
secondary teachers

• Teachers individualized grades to motivate students.
• Teachers used noncognitive factors in their grading, 
especially for borderline cases, for encouragement, and 
to promote eff ort.
• Greater emphasis was placed on nonachievement 
factors than achievement.

Svennberg, 
Meckbach, 
& Redelius 
(2014)

Four physical edu-
cation teachers

• Four important factors were identifi ed: (1) knowledge/
skills, (2) motivation, (3) confi dence, and (4) interaction 
with others.
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Studies Participants Main Findings

Swan, Gus-
key, & Jung 
(2014)

Elementary and 
middle school 
teachers

• Most teachers indicated that standards-based reporting 
provided more information than traditional formats.
• Standards-based reporting resulted in higher-quality 
use of descriptors (e.g., exemplary, profi cient, progressing, 
struggling) that were more accurate and more easily 
understood.

Tierney, 
Simon, & 
Charland 
(2011)

High school math 
teachers

• Most teachers stressed improvement, with little 
emphasis on attitude, motivation, or participation, for 
fair grading.
• Teachers considered it appropriate for grading to be 
individualized to students.
• Eff ort was considered for borderline grades. 

Truog & 
Friedman 
(1996)

High school 
teachers

• Signifi cant variability in grading practices was reported.
• Most teachers used both achievement and nonachieve-
ment factors in their grading.

Webster 
(2011)

High school 
teachers

• Focus was mostly on achievement as defi ned by 
standards.
• Multiple purposes and inconsistent practices were 
reported.

Welsh & 
D’Agostino 
(2009)

3rd and 5th grade 
teachers

• Most teachers agreed that grading should be based 
primarily on achievement.
• There was signifi cant variability in using eff ort and 
progress.

Wiles 
(2013)

Middle school 
teachers

• Most teachers agreed grades should represent achieve-
ment on predetermined standards. 
• Teachers thought the eff ect of nonachievement factors 
on grades should be limited.

Wiley 
(2011)

High school 
teachers

• There was signifi cant variation in the use of non-
achievement factors.
• Teachers placed signifi cant emphasis on nonachieve-
ment factors for low-ability or low-achieving students.

Yesbeck 
(2011)

Ten middle school 
language arts 
teachers

• Teachers believed both achievement and nonachieve-
ment factors should be included in grades.

Source: From “A Century of Grading Research: Meaning and Value in the Most Common Educational Measure,” by S. M. Brookhart, 
T. R. Guskey, A. J. Bowers, J. H. McMillan, J. K. Smith, L. F. Smith, et al., 2016, Review of Educational Research, 86(4), pp. 803–848. 
Copyright 2016 by American Educational Research Association. Adapted with permission.

FIGURE 4.1 |  Studies of Teachers’ Grading Practices and Perceptions
—(continued)
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Other studies conducted with different grade levels also doc-
ument the extent to which nonacademic factors are included in 
the determination of grades. Using the Teachers’ Perceptions of 
Grading Practices Scale, Liu (2008b) showed that middle and high 
school teachers used several factors in grading. Although her sam-
ple was small, over 90 percent of the teachers reported using effort 
in grading, over 60 percent used student ability and attendance/ 
participation, and over 40 percent used classroom behavior. 
Imperial (2011) used a carefully developed 63-item survey to ascer-
tain grading purposes, practices, and values with 416 Catholic high 
school teachers from 33 California high schools. He found that 
approximately 50 percent indicated that grades represent only aca-
demic achievement, although 78 percent included homework (with 
50 percent of those saying homework counted for 20 percent or 
more of grades), 57 percent effort, and 70 percent participation. This 
suggests that teachers’ conceptions of “academic achievement,” as 
indicated by grades, includes academic enablers (McMillan, 2001).

In a qualitative interview study of middle school English teach-
ers, Yesbeck (2011) also found clear evidence of “hodgepodge” grad-
ing, as did Russell and Austin (2010) in their survey study of 352 
secondary music teachers, Deshpande (2015) in a mixed  methods 
study of 188 New York City public middle school teachers, and 
Guskey (2002) in his study of 94 elementary and 112 secondary 
teachers. McMillan and Lawson (2001) found that a sample of 213 
secondary science teachers included a variety of factors in grading, 
including ability and effort. Svennberg, Meckbach, and Redelius 
(2014) interviewed physical education teachers about their grading 
practices and found that student motivation, confidence, and inter-
action with others were important grading criteria. Aronson (2008), 
in a study of 168 middle and high school teachers, also found that the 
vast majority considered effort in grades and also considered atten-
dance to be an important factor.
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Cizek, Fitzgerald, and Rachor (1996) used a survey with 143 
elementary and secondary teachers. They found that teachers 
generally considered and incorporated both objective and subjec-
tive factors when assigning grades, synthesizing information to 
increase the likelihood of achieving high grades. They also found, 
as McMillan and colleagues (2002), Randall and Engelhard (2009), 
and Brookhart (1994) did, that high variability was common among 
teachers within the same school regarding the meaning and purpose 
of grades. In a focus group with eight teachers, Truog and Friedman 
(1996) further confirmed the prevalence of “hodgepodge” grading, 
which they explained as being due in part to a lack of awareness of 
grading policies and to individual teaching styles. McMillan and 
Nash (2000), in a qualitative study, found that teaching philosophy 
and judgments about what is best for student motivation and learn-
ing contribute to variability of grading practices, including how 
much emphasis is placed on effort. Randall and Engelhard (2010) 
also found that teacher beliefs about what best supports students 
are important in determining factors used for grading (especially 
nonacademic factors for borderline grades), as did Sun and Cheng 
(2013) with a sample of 350 Chinese secondary-level teachers.

In summary, studies of teachers’ grading practices over the past 
20 years have primarily used surveys to document how teachers use 
both achievement and nonachievement evidence (primarily effort) 
and their own professional judgment to determine grades. This find-
ing has been demonstrated with few differences between grade lev-
els and core subjects taught, showing considerable variation among 
teachers. Teachers grade students in noncore subjects differently, 
with greater weight placed on nonachievement factors.

Teacher Perceptions About Grading. There are relatively few 
studies that focus directly on teacher perceptions of grading (e.g., by 
asking about teachers’ attitudes and values). The finding that teach-
ers include effort and other nonachievement factors when determin-
ing grades suggests that these factors are perceived as important. 
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However, since survey results are limited to what is asked, it is hard 
to draw definitive conclusions about perceptions and beliefs from 
studies of grading practices. The investigations I report in this sec-
tion have studied perceptions directly.

Most of the research on teachers’ perceptions focuses on what 
grading means, the reasons for how grading occurs, and the con-
sequences of grading for students. These questions are based on a 
framework for thinking about the validity of measures developed by 
Messick (1989).

Sun and Cheng (2013) surveyed 162 secondary-level teach-
ers, asking them to make grading decisions for three different stu-
dent scenarios, varying students’ effort, homework, achievement, 
improvement, and ability. They also asked the teachers to provide a 
rationale to explain their choices. The findings showed that teachers 
believed that good grades served as rewards for successfully com-
pleted work, based on effort and quality, completion of homework, 
and learning progress. The authors suggest that grades are useful 
for encouragement and attributing success to effort. Teachers also 
indicated that lower grades may be justified in cases of low effort 
or poor participation, and that strict, “hard” grading is appropriate 
for high achievers. This suggests that teachers valued different con-
tributions of nonacademic factors based on variations in student 
characteristics. That is, “fair” grading is best accomplished, to some 
extent, by individualization, resulting in variability within classes 
of students as well as among teachers. Finally, teachers considered 
consequences— for other students, future success, and students’ 
feelings of competence. The authors conclude that two themes were 
prevalent: (1) fair grading, and (2) grading in a manner that is bene-
ficial to students. The results also imply that grading is done on an 
individual student basis, depending on the ability, effort, and partic-
ipation of each student. The value of grading, then, is as a tool not 
only to record achievement but also to have a positive effect on moti-
vation and other nonachievement outcomes. Grading is perceived 
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to have value for students on an individual basis, and this is seen at 
least by some as a benefit rather than as problematic.

Fairness is also a theme in a study by Tierney and colleagues 
(2011), who examined 77 Canadian high school math teachers’ grad-
ing in the context of standards-based education using survey and 
interview methods. Teachers stressed that grading should reflect fair 
assessment and instructional processes and be consistent with prin-
ciples of standards-based education policies. Almost all agreed that 
grades should reflect achievement expectations, and 75 percent also 
thought grades should be based on improvement (self- referenced). 
Approximately 25 percent also thought it was appropriate to use 
norm-referenced information in grading. In contrast to previous 
studies in the United States, over 80 percent of teachers indicated 
that they did not consider attitude, motivation, or participation in 
determining grades. About a third of the teachers considered effort 
(usually for borderline cases), and many used participation and 
incomplete assignments. A unique contribution of this study is the 
inclusion of questions about how final semester grades were calcu-
lated. There were significant differences of opinion about whether 
certain assessments should be dropped, and some teachers were 
more concerned than others about such dimensions as accuracy and 
integrity.

Notably, and consistent with what Sun and Cheng (2013) report, 
teachers in Tierney and colleagues’ study relied on their under-
standing of individual student circumstances and instructional 
experience to make professional judgments (most teachers relied 
on professional judgment in addition to a specific grading formula). 
Professional judgment is also reflected in a qualitative study of four 
Swedish physical education teachers (Svennberg et al., 2014), in 
which the researchers found that teachers clearly had some kind 
of “internalized” grading criteria that included motivation, knowl-
edge and skills, self-confidence, and interaction with others in 
ways that would facilitate student learning. Hay and Macdonald 
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(2008) replicated this finding with physical education teachers in 
Queensland, Australia. In contrast, Simon and colleagues (2010) 
report a case study of one high school math teacher who indicated 
that although standardized grading policy conflicted with his pro-
fessional judgment, it had a significant impact on determining final 
grades. This reflects the impact of policy in Canada, an important 
contextual influence.

Guskey (2009) and Guskey and Link (2017) found that elemen-
tary and secondary teachers differed in their perspectives about the 
purposes of grading. Elementary teachers were more likely to view 
grading as a process of communication with students as well as par-
ents and to differentiate grading for individual students. Secondary 
teachers believed that grading served a classroom control and man-
agement function, emphasizing student behavior and completion of 
work. Bonner and Chen (2009) also examined teachers’ perceptions 
about grading, using a sample of 222 teacher candidates. They incor-
porated principles of effective grading reflected in the measurement 
literature with constructivist views of education to develop and pilot 
the Survey of Assessment Beliefs, which focused on perceptions 
rather than practice, for teachers at all grade levels. Using a series 
of scenarios depicting teachers’ grading, the researchers found evi-
dence for four factors: (1) raising grades based on nonachievement 
factors, (2) varying grades for effort and allowing students to obtain 
the highest grade possible, (3) using a variety of assessment types, 
and (4) managing student behavior. Interpretation of the results sug-
gested that perceptions focused on equity, consistency, accuracy, and 
fairness; academic-enabling factors to obtain the highest grade; and 
the range of different types of evidence needed for grades. This study 
is unique in showing the influence of instructional style on teacher 
perceptions of grading. The researchers replicated their work using 
the same instrument in a later study (Chen & Bonner, 2017).

Grimes (2010) surveyed 199 middle school teachers’ attitudes 
toward grading and found, consistent with other research, that 
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teachers thought grades should represent both academic and nonaca-
demic indicators. As expected, over 90 percent of the teachers agreed 
that grades need to indicate academic progress and mastery of con-
tent, but over 80 percent also thought grades should indicate effort 
and should be viewed as feedback to students. Over 70 percent of the 
teachers used grades to motivate students and agreed that homework 
and participation should be considered in grading. Grimes found few 
differences by subject, grade level, or student ability.

The development of the Teachers’ Perceptions of Grading 
Practices Scale (Liu, 2008a; Liu et al., 2006) represents a promis-
ing effort to assess teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about grading. 
The survey includes items about importance, usefulness, effort, 
ability, grading habits, and perceived self-efficacy of the grading 
process. The usefulness items are particularly relevant to percep-
tions, including items such as “Grading provides feedback to my stu-
dents,” “High grades can motivate students to learn,” and “Grading 
can encourage good work by students.” While only one study of 307 
secondary teachers used this instrument to relate perceptions of 
grading to student motivation, the work demonstrates how research 
about teachers’ grading can progress beyond a simple reporting 
of practices. Kebles (2016) adapted Liu’s scale to assess secondary 
mathematics teachers’ perceptions of grading. Although the sample 
was small (35 teachers), the results showed respondents varied in 
the amount of emphasis they gave to effort, improvement, and par-
ticipation in determining grades.

Another promising approach has been reported by Wiley (2011). 
She has developed and piloted (with 15 teachers) the Wiley Grading 
Questionnaire, which includes grading vignettes using Brookhart’s 
(1993) research protocol, survey items developed by McMillan 
(2001), and additional open-ended and forced-choice items. 
However, early results do not show the ability to capture the more 
comprehensive understanding of perceptions that probe beyond 
nonacademic and academic factors that determine grades.
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The limited number of studies on teacher perceptions of grad-
ing, for which new instruments are being developed, provide some 
indication of the rationale behind varied grading practices. Several 
studies have successfully explored the bases for practices and show 
that teachers view grades as having fair, individualized, positive 
effects on students’ learning and motivation (and to a lesser extent, 
classroom control).

Studies Based on Standards-Based Grading. A few studies 
have explored grading practices and perceptions within the context 
of standards-based rather than more traditional modes of grading 
(Adrian, 2012; Guskey et al., 2010; McMunn et al., 2003; Swan et al., 
2014; Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009; Wiles, 2013). Overall, these studies 
suggest a trend in grading practices and beliefs that are congruent 
with the goals of standards-based grading, including more favorable 
views about reporting effort, behavior, and homework separately 
from achievement (Wiles, 2013).

Most of these studies examine teachers’ grading beliefs in the 
context of professional development to move toward standards- 
based grading. Guskey and colleagues (2010) and Swan and col-
leagues (2014) produced two research reports that compare 
teachers’ and parents’ views of standards-based report cards. They 
showed that teachers receiving professional development viewed 
standards-based grades as providing somewhat higher-quality 
and clearer information about student achievement. Since the 
standards- based report cards used a rubric to indicate achieve-
ment and a separate rating for process goals such as preparation and 
homework, the results suggest that teachers find a standards-based 
approach that shows only achievement more effective. However, in 
these studies, teachers did not seem to understand completely the 
implications of the new approach for grading (Brookhart, 2013b).

McMunn and colleagues (2003) reported a case study of 241 
elementary and secondary teachers who participated in profes-
sional development to enhance standards-based grading practices. 
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Prior to training, teachers reported highly idiosyncratic grading 
practices within the same school, with over 50 percent including 
participation and homework. Following training, teachers indi-
cated a greater understanding of the need to separate achievement 
from nonachievement factors, but their classroom practices did not 
reflect this change in belief. Adrian (2012) studied reasons 86 ele-
mentary teachers gave for grading and what should be included in 
grading as part of a professional development program. She found 
only 20 percent of the teachers thought that effort, behavior, and 
homework should be included in grades, and 88 percent thought 
that it was not appropriate to reduce grades for late assignments. 
Wiles (2013) found that while few grading beliefs changed due to 
professional development for 22 middle school teachers, 78 percent 
thought grades should represent understanding of predetermined 
educational standards, and most thought other factors should have 
a limited effect. Finally, Welsh and D’Agostino (2009) used a sam-
ple of 37 3rd and 5th grade teachers to explore how those using a 
standards-based approach to grading could be described according 
to what they termed appraisal style. Through a series of interviews, 
they came to the same conclusions as McMunn and colleagues 
(2003). Teachers understood the importance of grading only on 
achievement, but there was still great variability about the emphasis 
given to effort or progress. Similar findings were reported by Llosa 
(2008) in her summary of two studies that showed tension between 
grading based on growth for individual students and absolute stan-
dards. Webster (2011) used a mixed methods design with 42 teachers 
to report multiple purposes and inconsistent practices, with a clear 
desire to focus more on academic achievement as emphasized in 
standards-based education.
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What Are the Implications of These 
Research Findings for Improvement 
in Grading Policy and Practice?
Research on teachers’ grading practices and perspectives suggests 
several clear conclusions, some trends over time, and implications 
for practice and policy. With respect to conclusions, whether teach-
ers’ grading practices are described as varied, idiosyncratic, individ-
ualized, hodgepodge, mixed, diverse, or “kitchen sink” (see Cizek et 
al., 1996), the evidence shows that they continue to be highly vari-
able. The empirical support for this conclusion is largely consistent 
over time—indeed, for over 100 years, across different subjects and 
all levels of teaching, and using different methodologies. It is a firm 
finding that probably does not need further documentation. Accord-
ing to Brookhart (2013a), “Teachers at all levels mix effort and 
behavior into their achievement grades, especially for lower achiev-
ing students.�.�.�. The mixing of effort and behavior into grading prac-
tices is robust” (p. 269). Furthermore, we know that variability in 
practice occurs among teachers at the same school, and even within a 
single classroom. This dynamic is what now needs further investiga-
tion and greater understanding. Why do some teachers weigh some 
nonachievement factors more heavily than others? Why do teachers 
in some subjects use nonachievement factors more than teachers in 
other subjects do? Labeling these varied practices as “hodgepodge” 
suggests a haphazard mix, whereas the research shows that, on the 
contrary, grades are informed by what teachers believe is in the best 
interests of students.

It seems that grading practices, while varied, are best under-
stood when teachers’ views toward the purpose, meaning, value, and 
consequences on student learning and motivation are taken into 
consideration. That is, a teacher’s perceptions about grading provide 
a rationale and explanation for how grading does much more than 
document learning—it is, rather, a key element in promoting learn-
ing and motivation. This dynamic suggests that a “one-size-fits-all” 
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set of required grading guidelines for all teachers is not in the best 
interests of student learning, and also that teachers need to fully 
understand their reasons for using different factors in grading. This 
may be best accomplished by reflecting on the purposes of grading. A 
great stimulus for reflection is to use scenarios as case studies.

Beyond documenting academic achievement, what do grades 
represent? These beliefs need to be clearly articulated and then dis-
cussed with others. A collaborative approach to elucidating grad-
ing practices will enhance the validity of what is done and provide 
a stimulus for more in-depth understanding. Too often, teachers’ 
grading is idiosyncratic and isolated, even within the same school. 
Planned discussions about grading with other teachers will have 
great value, providing shared insights and experiences that all will 
benefit from.

Fairness should be a part of these discussions. “Being fair” is 
clearly a concern of teachers, and there is a need for shared clarity 
and consistency about how fairness is interpreted. What is “fair” 
grading? What are some examples of different grading practices for 
students that are most fair to all students? How is fairness related to 
the purposes of grading?

Student effort, whether documented by participation, home-
work, behavior, completion of work, or other indicators, is clearly a 
key element of grading. Whether recorded separately or combined 
with achievement, effort is recognized by teachers as important to 
achievement and motivation. Standards-based grading has pro-
moted separate reporting of effort, but progress is not widespread, 
especially in higher grades. Given recent advances in motivation 
theory and research, it would be helpful to conduct further studies 
that probe more deeply into how evaluation of effort as reflected in 
grading is used for motivation. Although it’s clear that most teachers 
use effort in grading, it is not as clear how and why teachers identify, 
record, and use effort indicators. Teachers need to address and dis-
cuss what effort means and how it is used for grading and motivation 
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(e.g., by suggesting a separate reporting of effort and debating the 
pros and cons of this approach).

Most teachers want to give students the highest grades possi-
ble. This dynamic, “pulling for students,” explains why nonachieve-
ment, academic-enabling factors have been important in grading, 
especially the use of effort and improvement: they allow most stu-
dents to be successful (Bonner, 2016). In this sense, grading may be 
individualized to some extent in the same classroom. This aspect of 
grading also needs discussion among teachers. Specifically, it would 
be helpful to provide a clear rationale for how “pulling for students” 
is operationalized to better assure fairness and consistency within 
and across classrooms. Under what circumstances should teachers 
individualize the weight given to different factors in their grading? 
Is it fair to bump a grade based on improvement for one student and 
consider effort for another? What guidelines and principles would 
help teachers more effectively incorporate nonacademic factors in 
their grading? These are all questions worth further consideration.

The research suggests some guidelines for grading “borderline” 
students. Because a grade must represent an accurate indication of 
student achievement, factors that may have negatively influenced 
performance (such as student illness) should be taken into consid-
eration. For borderline cases, such grades should receive less weight 
than other assessments. For students exhibiting a clear learning 
progression, cumulative assessments should tip the balance toward 
a higher grade. A particularly egregious example of how grading is 
unfair in borderline cases is when a missed assignment is calculated 
as a zero. This is because the zero assumes no knowledge or profi-
ciency and unduly skews the overall score in a negative direction. 
Finally, it is best to grade individual assignments and assessments 
more strictly and then bump semester grades higher for borderline 
students.

Teacher judgment is at the heart of grading and based on each 
teacher’s unique teaching styles, values, and beliefs. While this leads 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



106�| What We Know About Grading

to some level of inconsistency in grading, it probably enhances valid-
ity in the sense that variability results in more accurate grades that 
have a positive influence on learning and motivation. Teachers’ pro-
fessional judgments supplement more objective evidence, yet there 
is little research that probes the nature of these judgments to better 
understand how they are formed and supported. This suggests a need 
for policy that addresses these variations. For example, teachers can 
be asked to articulate how their values and beliefs about learning and 
motivation influence their grading practices. Currently, there seems 
to be an unspoken and unaddressed acceptance of varied practices, 
rather than a shared discourse about why a practice is used, how fair 
it is for all students, and how it relates to learning and motivation. 
Teachers should accept the need to make professional judgments, 
understand how they are made, and be comfortable in making them. 
High-quality grading is much more than crunching numbers! In fact, 
mindless number crunching is recognized as deleterious. Grading 
involves teachers’ qualitative judgments about assignment and test 
difficulty and about the criteria used to evaluate students’ work. 
Teachers should recognize and rely on these judgments.

The research suggests that grades are often viewed as a form of 
feedback to students. But is the feedback the teacher intends the 
feedback students hear? The meaning that students give to grades 
is what is most important. Teachers need to consult with students 
about how they interpret grades—what message students receive, 
what this suggests about their learning, and what the effect of the 
grade is on motivation.

Recent findings suggest that teachers believe idiosyncratic and 
individualized grading practices are helpful to students, and the 
use of “academic enablers” such as effort and participation reflect 
actual achievement. This perception seems to outweigh concerns 
about variability in grading. Just as assessment more broadly now 
emphasizes how tests can enhance as well as document student 
learning, grading may appropriately be applied by teachers in varied 
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ways because doing so is in the best interests of students. Grading 
for learning may be as important as grading of learning when think-
ing about the purpose of grading and its consequences. Rather than 
denigrate “hodgepodge” grading, therefore, it may be more useful to 
better understand it and help teachers use both academic and non-
academic factors in ways that are well thought out, transparent, and 
fair, to improve student motivation and learning.
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