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Chapter 1 

HOW TO UNGRADE 

Jesse Stammel 

Grading has become the elephant in almost every room where discus
sions of education are underway. As Peter Elbow writes, "Grading tends 
to undermine the climate for teaching and learning. Once we start grad
ing their work, students are tempted to study or work for the grade 

rather than for learning." 1 Grading is something we never should have 
allowed to be naturalized. 

Prior to the late 1700s, performance and feedback systems in US 

education were idiosyncratic. The one-room schoolhouse called for 
an incredibly subjective, peer-driven, nontransactional approach to 
assessment. Throughout the nineteenth century, feedback systems 

became increasingly com~arative, numerical, and standardized. Letter 

grades are a relatively recent phenomenon. They weren't widely used 
until the 1940s. In "Teaching More by Grading Less," Jeffrey Schinske 

· and Kimberly Tanner cite the first "official record" of a grading system 

from Yale in 1785.2 The A-F system appears to have emerged in 1898 
(with the E not disappearing until the 1930s), and the 100-point or 

percentage scale became common in the early 1900s. According to 

Schinske and Tanner, even by 1971 only 67 percent of primary and 

secondary schools in the United States were using letter grades. The 

desire for uniformity across institutions was the primary motivator 
for the d sprea of these systems. 

An" b· d 0 Jective" approach to grading was created so systematize 
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t dents could be neatly ranked and sorted r Id scale-SO s u schoo mg cou . h d k ·n rows in increasingly large warehouse-Bk 

1 ms wit es s 1 e into c assroo , d . ed technological tools in the twentieth and 
. Id. And we ve es1gn . bu1 mgs. . l"ke massive open onhne courses and machin 
enty-first centuries, 1 e tw h 

11 
wed us to scale even further, away from human 

rading that ave a o g ' . d In fact the grade has been hard-coded into all 
relationships an care. ' • . . . 

1 
d technological systems, an impenetrable phalanx 

our mst1tut1ona an 
of clarity, certainty, and defensibility. 

When I first taught fully online, I encountered the horror that is the 

gradebook inside most learning management systems (LMSs), which 

reduces students (often color coding them) into mere rows in a spread
sheet. I've watched this tool proliferate into all the institutions where 

I've worked. Even teachers who don't use the LMS for its decidedly more 

pleasurable uses have made its gradebook more and more central to the 
learning experience. To the point that, when I've chosen not to use the 

institutionally adopted LMS, students sometimes ask after the LMS in 
its absence. Not because the LMS has any particularly useful magic, but 

because we've come to expect it-to be comforted by the inevitability 

of its use. When a grade appears there, we feel a sense of completion, 

acknowledgment. A reassurance of our place in the education hierarchy, 

whether teacher or student. In Now You See It, Cathy Davidson calls the 

gradebook a "prop," the "symbol of pedagogical power." 
3 

On its surface, the LMS gradebook does not seem all that functionally 

different from an analog gradebook, which also reduces students to mere 

rows in a spreadsheet. But most learning management systems now offer 

(or threaten) to automate a process that is, in fact, deeply personal. Toe 

LMS gradebook does make grading more efficient, as though efficiency 

is something we ought to celebrate in teaching and learning. Assessment 

is reduced to a mark, and the complexity of human interaction within a 
learning environment is made machine readable. 

According to marketing statements on their public websites, Angel's 

"automated agents save time," Blackboard facilitates teacher-student 
"· t . "b " l" eed m eraction y calculating grades," and Canvas calls its too sp. 

grader." The problem is not just the fact of grades but the fetishizauon 

of them. 

How to Ungrade 'ZT 

Ranking. Norming. Objectivity. Uniformity Sta d d" • • n ar izat1on 

Measurement. Outcomes. Quality. Data. Performance M t • S • . e ncs. cores 
Excellence.Mastery.Rigor. • 

There is no room for student agency to breathe in a sy t f • s emo mces-
sant grading, ranking, and scoring. 

WHY I DON'T GRADE 

I've forgone grades on individual assignments for over eighteen years, 

relying on qualitative feedback, peer review, and self-assessment. My 
goal in eschewing grades has been to more honestly engage student 
work rather than simply evalua~e it. Over many years, this has meant 
carefully navigating, and even breaking, the sometimes absurd rules of 

a half-dozen institutions. In "Civil Disobedience," Henry David Thoreau 

writes, "If it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of 
injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter 

friction to stop the machine." 4 

When I first taught as instructor of record in spring 2001, I did not 
give grades. I was inspired by a mentor, Martin Bickman, the only college 
professor who had not given me grades. Over the years I've taught over 
~ne hundred sections of courses at six institutions in various disciplines. 

Ive taught traditional students, nontraditional students, for credit, 
not for credit, online, in classrooms, as a tenure-track professor as an 
~ ' 

a Junct, at small liberal arts colleges (SLACs), at a community college, 
and at research universities (Rls). I have not always felt I could be pub

licly open about my approach to grading at the institutions where I've 
worked. 

M "d Y i eas about grades and assessment have evolved over the years 
as I've becom ' e a more confident teacher. But I am even more certain of 
what I inst" • 1 k mctive y new when I taught that first class in 2001: grades 
are th e ~iggest and most insidious obstacle to education. And they are 

;tor~ 10 the side of critical pedagogy. John Holt writes in Instead of 
ucatzon that competitive schooling, grades, and credentials "seem to 

;e the most authoritarian and dangerous of all the social inventions." 5 

gency, dialogue, self-actualization, and social justice are not possible 
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l ) 
. h" erarchical system that pits teachers against 

l t unlike y m a i 
(or, at eas , competition by ranking students against 

d d encourages 
stu ents an d rrency for a capitalist system that reduces 

other. Gra es are cu . . . 
one an . t mere transaction. They are an institutional 

h. ng and learning o a 
teac i 1. that works exactly because they have been so 
·nstrument of comp iance . d" 
i a1· d G ading is a massive coor mated effort to take 
effectively natur ize • r 
humans out of the educational process. . . 

d • ncentive. They incentivize the wrong stuff: the Grades are not goo i 
h S what the teacher thinks over what the student 

product over t e proces , 

thinks, etc. b h . 1. . 
d t Od feedback They are ot too simp istic, making Gra es are no go • . 

h. plex into something numencal (8/10, 85%), and too somet mg com . 
l. d ffering so many gradations as to be inscrutable (A, A-, comp icate , o 

AJA-, 85.4%, 8.5/10). 
Grades are not good markers of learning. They too often communicate 

only a student's ability to follow instructions, not how much_ she _has 
learned. A 4.0 or higher GPA might indicate excellence, but it might 
also indicate a student having to compromise their integrity for the 

sake of a grade. 
Grades encourage competitiveness over collaboration. And supposed 

kindnesses, like grading on a curve or norming, actually increase com
petitiveness by pitting students (and sometimes teachers) against one 

another. 
Grades don't reflect the idiosyncratic, subjective, often emotional 

character of learning. 
Finally, grades aren't fair. They will never be fair. 
All of this demands exactly two pedagogical approaches: 

1. Start by trusting students. 
2. Realize "fairness" is not a good excuse for a lack of com

passion. 

M ht . . ·tsWhile y approac o assessment anses from these two pnncip e • 
I've experimented with many alternatives to traditional assessment, 1 

have primarily relied on self-assessment, asking students to do the work 
of reflecting critically on their own learning. 

............ 
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Arny Fast writes on Twitter, "the saddest and most ironic practice in 
hools is how hard we try to measure how students are doing and how 

sc l we ever ask them." 6 We have created increasingly elaborate assess-
rare y ll h"l f ·1· • h d echanisms a w i e a1 mg to recognize t at stu ents themselves 
rnentm ' . . . . 
are the best experts m their own learmng. Certamly metacognition, and 
the ability to self-assess, must be developed, but I see it as one of the most 

tant skills we can teach in any educational environment irnpor • 
1 include the following statement about assessment in my syllabi: 

This course will focus on qualitative not quantitative assess
ment, something we'll discuss during the class, both with refer
ence to your own work and the works we're studying. While you 
will get a final grade at the end of the term, I will not be grading 
individual assignments, but rather asking questions and mak
ing comments that engage your work rather than simply evalu
ate it. You will also be reflecting carefully on your own work and 
the work of your peers. The intention here is to help you focus on 
working in a more organic way, as opposed to working as you 
think you're expected to. If this process causes more anxiety 
than it alleviates, see me at any point to confer about your prog
ress in the course to date. If you are worried about your grade, 
your best strategy should be to join the discussions, do the read
ing, and complete the assignments. You should consider this course 

a "busywork-free zone." If an assignment does not feel productive, we 

can find ways to modify, remix, or repurpose the instructions.' 

It's important to note that an ungraded class does not mean gr~des don't 
influence the work that happens there. Grades are ubiquitous in our edu
cational system to the point that new teachers don't feel they can safely 
explore alternative approaches to assessment. In my experience, new 
tea~hers are rarely told they have to grade, but grading is internalized as 
an imperative nonetheless. And student expectations and anxiety can 
stm swirl d h h bl aroun t em even when they're taken mostly off t e ta e. 

Google Trends shows increased search volume around the term grades 

;ve: the sixteen years from 2004 to 2019. It also shows an increasingly 
unous patte f h h h f M rn ° searc behavior centered each year on t e mont s o 
ay and December, like a heartbeat beginning to race. And this has been 
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. 1 1 Google Trends search tor "grades," 2004 to 2019. Igure .. 

my personal experience as well, as I've watched the increasing anxiety 

around grades become more and more palpable. 
I am also finding myself drowning in buzzwords. 
Learning Outcome•: More and more, we are required to map our 

assignments, assessments, and curricula to learning outcomes. But I find 

it strange that teachers and institutions would predetermine outcomes 
before students even arrive on the scene. I argue, instead, for emergent 

outcomes, ones that are cocreated by teachers and students and revised 

on the fly. Setting trajectories rather than mapping in advance the pos

sible shapes for learning. 
Grade Inflation: The problem, I'd say, is grades not inflation. And 

when institutions try to control grade inflation, the results are disturb

ing, and perhaps also unsurprising. 8 Require teachers to give more B 
and C grades and they give more B and C grades disproportionately to 

Black students. We should be creating opportunities, not limiting possi

bilities for success. The best feedback I've ever gotten from a student, 

and something I've since tried to reflect more explicitly in my pedagogy, 

was: "Jesse's class was one of the hardest I've taken in my life; it was an 

easy 'K" Having high expectations and giving mostly good grades are 
not incompatible. 

> 
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Grade Grubbing: If this phrase is still in your vocabulary, do a 
. . t rnet search for the words grub and grubber, and I suspect you'll 

qu1ckin e 
•buting these words to students. As educators we have helped 

stop attn 
. d ( re complicit in) a system that creates a great deal of pressure 

butl or a 
d rades. We shouldn't blame (or worse, belittle) students for the 

aroun g 
f ilures of that system. 
a Objectivity: In brief I do not think objectivity is a virtue if dialogue 

. what we're after in education. Human interaction is incredibly com
isl A then tic feedback (and evaluation) means honoring subjectivity 
p ex. u 

d Uires that we show up as our full selves, both teachers and learn-an req , 
the work of education. Grades can t be normed if we recognize the ers, to 

complexity of learners and learning contexts. Bias can't be accounted 

for unless we acknowledge it. 
Rubrics: Most rubrics I've seen are overly mechanistic and attempt 

to create objectivity and efficiency in evaluation by crashing on the rocks 
of bureaucracy. Learning and human interaction are sufficiently high 
resolution that a 3 x 3 grid, or a 5 x 5 grid, usually fails to capture the 
complexity of learning or student work. And when rubrics are given in 
advance to students, they are likely to close down possibility by encour
aging students to work toward a prescribed notion of excellence. 

Participation Grades: Too many of our conventional practices work 
to reduce the complexity of learning to its detriment. Grading partici

pation, for example, is an exercise in futility. Different humans engage 

in different ways at different times, and much of that engagement is 

effectively invisible to crude quantitative mechanisms. Most grading 

scales offer way too many demarcations to communicate clearly and way 

too few demarcations to reflect reality. They frustrate organic partici

pation by foregrounding control. Laura Gibbs writes in "(Un)Grading: 

It Can Be Done in College," "Because I put myself outside of the grading 

loop, I can focus all my efforts on feedback and encouragement-on 

~eaching, not grading.'' 9 We can't participate authentically, can't engage 

in real dialogue, without first disrupting the power dynamics of grading. 

Grades as Motivators: Alfie Kohn writes in "The Trouble with 
Rubrics," "Research shows three reliable effects when students are 

~raded: They tend to think less deeply, avoid taking risks, and lose 
interest i th 1 n e earning itself." 10 Grades do motivate, but they don't 
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11 . t th kinds of peak experiences that can happen in a usua y mot1va e e " . 
learning environment. Something like have a~ epiphany, communi-

. • 1 thought sit uncomfortably with your not knowing cate an ongma , , 
or build something that's never been built before" can't be motivated 

by a grade. . . 
Grading 00 a Carve: In brief grading on a curve pits students 

against each other, discourages collaboration, and ~~ivileges the stu
dents who our educational system has already pnv1leged. Cathy N. 
Davidson writes, "There is an extreme mismatch between what we value 

and how we count." 11 

Mastery: I've long argued education should be about encouraging 
and rewarding not knowing more than knowing. When I give presen
tations on grading and assessment, I often get some variation of the 
question, How would you want your doctor to have been graded? My 
cheeky first answer is that I am most concerned with whether my doctor 
has read all the books of Virginia Woolf, because critical thinking is 
what will help them save my life when they encounter a situation they've 
never encountered before. I go on to say I would want a mixture of things 
assessed and a mixture of kinds of assessment, because the work of 
being a doctor (or engineer, sociologist, teacher, etc.) is sufficiently 
complex that any one system of measurement or indicator of supposed 
mastery will necessarily fail. 

HOW I DON'T GRADE 

As I was preparing to write this piece, I looked through web pages of
fering advice on grading at a dozen higher education institutions (most 
from teaching and learning centers). What I noticed is how so much of 
~he_l~nguage around grading emphasizes efficiency over the needs of 
individual learners. Nods to fairness are too often made for the sake 
of defensibility rather tha • 0 . " . . n equity. ne site, for example, encourages 
discussing grades with students" as a way toward making those grades 

"less likely to be contested " Th k • • d . • e wor of gradmg 1s too often frame 
less m terms of encouraging learning and more as a way of ranking 
students against one another. Another site argues that "grades should 

► 
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Onotonic: within any pair of students, the student with better 
be rn . " 
erforrnance should not be given a lower grade. Others have headings 

iike "grading as a fair teaching tool," "limit grading time," "responding 
to grade challenges," "maintaining your sanity," "easing the pain," and 
"making grading more efficient." What disturbs me is how effortlessly 
and casually this language rolls off Education's collective tongue. And 
I'm even more disturbed by how many otherwise productive pedagog
ical conversations get sidetracked by the bureaucratic dimensions of 

grades. 
The page from the Berkeley Graduate Division offering "Tips on 

Grading Efficiently," for example, is pretty standard fare. 12 The very 
first bit of advice on grading for new graduate student instructors raises 
more anxiety around grades than it alleviates. And at the same time, as 
is all too common, grading is something new teachers are encouraged 
to spend as little time on as possible: "Too often, time spent grading 
takes away from time spent doing your own coursework or research." 

Without much critical examination, teachers accept that they have to 
grade, students accept that they have to be graded, students are made 
to feel like they should care a great deal about grades, and teachers are 
told they shouldn't spend much time thinking about the why, when, and 
whether ~f ~rades. Obedience to a system of crude ranking is made to 
feel altruistic, because it is supposedly fair, saves time, and helps prepare 
studen_ts for the horrors of the "real world." Conscientious objection 
seems mcreasingly impossible. 

When I talk about wh I d , d 
I h " Y on t gra e, I often hear some version of "but 

ave to grade because I' d. 
it be . m an a Junct, because my institution requires 

' cause grading is n . 
want you h ecessary m my discipline, because wouldn't you 

r eart surgeon to h b d 
institutional (and d. . . ave een gra ed? The need to navigate 
teachers d . 1sc1plmary) pressures is real, but I would argue 

gra e m many m . . 
required b . . . ore s1tuat1ons than grading is useful or is 

• y institutions Wh I " 
up to nine c • en was a road warrior adjunct," teaching 

ourses at fo • . . 
about my p d ur in stitutions, how I taught and how I talked 
h e agogy wer d"ff 
ad to balan e 1 erent from one institution to the next. I 

• . cemyowna r h . . 
institution. B t I PP oac with the specific requirements at each 

u can also s th 
ay at none of the institutions where I've 
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worked has dictated how I had to approach assessment-at every single 

h ffi •ent wi·ggle room for experimentation. one t ere was su Cl 

Peter Elbow writes in "Ranking, Evaluating, Liking: Sorting Out 
Three Forms of Judgment," "Let's do as little ranking and grading as 
we can. They are never fair and they undermine learning and teaching." 13 

I believe pedagogy is personal and idiosyncratic. My approach won't 
•1 ork 1·n each classroom, at every institution, for all teach necessan y w -

ers, with every group of students. My hope here is to challenge stock 
assumptions, describe what has worked for me, and explore alternatives 

that might work for others. . 
I am often asked if (and how) I deal with student anxiety in an 

ungraded class. Of course, being asked to do this work is a challenge. 
For as much anxiety as grades can create, being graded is something 
most of us find comfortable. Students are increasingly conditioned to 
work within a system that emphasizes objective measures of perfor
mance and quantitative assessment. It's important to acknowledge 
that these systems have been (in some cases intentionally) crafted to 
privilege certain kinds of students. It's also important to acknowledge 
that, in lieu of these systems, there are tacit expectations that still 
favor already privileged students. Students who are female, Black, 
Brown, Indigenous, disabled, neurodivergent, queer, etc. face overt 
and systemic oppression whether expectations are explicit or im
plicit. Soraya Chemaly writes in "All Teachers Should Be Trained to 
Overcome Their Hidden Biases," "Training teachers to understand 
bias will not eliminate it, but it could create an institutional envi

ronment in which it is clear that understanding bias and its effects 

is critically important." 14 

It's also important that teachers (and institutions) open these ped

agogical conversations to students. And that whether we're grading 

or not, we think critically (and talk openly with students) about our 

approaches, assumptions, tacit expectations, and actual expectations. 

We don't prepare students for a world of potential oppression by op

pressing them. 
Over many years I've found that not grading begins a set of neces

sary conversations among my colleagues, between me and students, 

p 
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g students in my classes. Currently I have students write 
nd amon 

a 1 tions two to three times throughout the term. The first of 
self-eva ua . . . 

. sually more directed (with specific questions) than the last 
these is u 

. h ens into something more like an essay). 
(whic op . . . 

What students write to me m these self-evaluations 1s profoundly 
a t from the kinds of interactions we would have in a purely trans-

diueren . . . " 
. l system Their self-evaluations (which I sometimes call process 

act1ona • 
") and my responses to them, become a space of dialogue, not letters , 

. bout the course but about their learning and about how learning 
JUSt a ' . . . 
happens. Not every interaction nses to t~at lev~I, but many do. With 
almost eVf}/Y single student, any assumption I might make about them 
is squashed by what they write about themselves and their work. My 
view of students as complex and deeply committed to their education 
is fueled by the thousands of self-reflection letters I've read throughout 

my career. 
At the end of the term, every institution where I've worked has re

quired me to issue a final grade for students. So I ask the students to 
grade themselves. I wish I didn't have to do this. I wish the conversation 
I had with students could focus purely on authentic assessment, process, 
and formative feedback. But I have found that asking students to give 
themselves a grade also makes the why and how of grades a valuable 
subject of the conversations we have-valuable because they will go on 
to be graded in other courses, and thinking critically about how and why 
grading happens helps that become more productive for them. 

I am frequently asked what I do when I disagree with the grade a 
student gives themselves. What I say is that if I am going to give the 
responsibility of grading over to students, I have to let go of my attach

ment to the accuracy of that process. Instead I give feedback, and the 
need for objectivity or accuracy gives way to a dialogue-one that is 
necessarily emergent and subjective. I do make clear on the syllabus 

(and in class) that "I reserve the right to change grades as appropriate." 
But I do th· l . IS on y very rarely, and I usually have to raise grades (because 
situdents are often their own harshest critics). The most common change 

mak • f 
h 

e Is rom an A- to an A for students who offer no good reason 
ot er th d 

an mo esty for giving themselves the A-. (I have observed a 
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distinct gender imbalance in this, with women students much more 
likely to give themselves an A-.) Ultimately, students get the full range 

of grades in my classes. 

ALTERNATE APPROACHES TO ASSESSMENT 

Grading and assessment are two distinct things, and spending less time 

on grading does not mean spending less time on assessment. Assessment 

is inevitable. Ungrading asks us to question our assumptions about what 

assessment looks like, how we do it, and who it is for. There is no single 

approach to ungrading that will work universally. And ungrading works 

best when teachers feel they can fully own their pedagogical approaches 

(which requires administrators and institutions to defend the academic 

freedom of teachers, especially adjuncts). I encourage teachers not to 

get too caught up in the mechanics of ungrading, because I agree with 

Alfie Kohn who writes, "When the how's of assessment preoccupy us, 

they tend to chase the why's back into the shadows." 15 There are lots of 

possible paths toward ungrading, and smaller experiments can be just 

as fruitful as larger ones. 

Grade-Free Zones 

Sometimes it's hard to imagine diving right into the deep end of 

ungrading, so try having the first third of the term be ungraded, a 

sandbox for students to experiment inside before moving on to the 

more formal activities of a course. Or decide to grade only a few major 
assignments. 

Self-Assessment 

I've already talked at length about how I use self-assessment. What I'll 
add is that this work is both part of my approach to the problem of grades 

and also an end in and of itself. Ann Berthoff writes in "Dialectical 

Notebooks and the Audit of Meaning," "Learning to look carefully, to see 

what you're looking at, is perennially acclaimed as the essential skill for 

both artist and scientist." 16 Metacognition is a practical skill that cut! 

across disciplines. bell hooks advocates for "continual self-evaluation 

How to Ungrade 
'!1 

both of a student by the student and of a teacher by the teacher_111 would 

dd th at we-teachers and students in dialogue-should e 1 a va uate our 
collective work together, the class itself. 

Process Letters 

If you're only grading a few assignments, you may not feel like you 
have enough information to determine a final grade at the end of a 
course. I have students write process letters, describing their learning 
and how their work evolves over the term. These work particularly well 
for creative and digital work that might otherwise seem inscrutable 

within traditional grading and feedback systems. A process letter can 
be text, including (or pointing to) representative examples of work 
students don't otherwise turn in. You might also ask students to take 
pictures of their work as it evolves, add voice-over to a screencast, or 
document their learning via film (a sort of behind-the-scenes reel 

for the class). 

Minimal Grading 

In "Grading Student Writing: Making It Simpler, Fairer, Clearer," Peter 

Elbow describes what he calls "minimal grading," using a simple grad
ing scale instead of giving students bizarre grades like 97%, 18/20, or 

A-/B+.18 Scales with too many gradations make it difficult for teachers 
to determine grades and even more difficult for students to interpret 

them. Elbow recommends scales with fewer gradations: turned in (one 
gradation), pass/fail (two gradations), strong/satisfactory/weak (three 

gradations). He also describes a "zero scale," in which some work is 
assigned but not collected at all. This frees teachers from feeling they 
have to respond to, evaluate, or even read every bit of work students 
do. And this last, moving away from student work as a thing to be 
collected, might prove best at creating intrinsic motivation to do the 

work of a course. 

Authentic Assessment 
In fil • • a film festival my m courses I often ask students to organize 
or premiere to sha;e their work for the class. These usually include 
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. h h d'ence. Increasingly I don't ask students to tur 
talk-backs wit t e au i . . n 

. ( side from their self-reflections). The cornrn 
assignments m to me a . u-

1 b mes their audience. I allow myself space to b 
nity of the c ass eco . e 

f h t community, a genuine reader of student work 
one member o t a . • 

. 1 •ng course this community expands beyond th 
In a service earm ' e 

d 
. f the class In short, how can we create reasons rnore 

boun anes o • 
. f I th n points for students to do the work of a course? meaning u a 

Contract Grading 
Grading contracts convey expectations about what is required for 
each potential grade (see also chapter 7, Katopodis and Davidson). In 
"A Grade-Less Writing Course That Focuses on Labor and Assessing," 
Asao B. Inoue argues for "calculating course grades by labor completed 

and [dispensing] almost completely with judgments of quality." 19 

Students work toward the grade they want to achieve, and goalposts 
don't unexpectedly shift. These contracts can also be negotiated with 
the class. Either way, contract grading pushes against the relegating of 
people into categories ("A student," "B student") by keeping the focus 

on the work rather than the student. Contract grading can be humane 

in a way that standardized teacher-centered rubrics usually are not. 
Contracts do run the risk of centering grades even more than traditional 

grading, but at their best, the negotiating around the contract becomes 
a way for students to collectively worry the edges of grading as a system. 

Portfolios 

Increasingly, many corporate e-portfolio platforms are walled gardens, 

giving students a regimented way of gathering together their work for 

the purposes of assessment. I prefer more authentic portfolios that h~ve 

use value beyond the needs of individual, course, programmatic, or in

stitutional assessment. Having students build personal or professional 

sites on the web, for example, can help them craft a digital identity that 

exists outside (but also in conversation with) their coursework. Toe key 

is to use a portfolio not as a mere receptacle for assignments but as a 

metacognitive space, one with immediate practical value (as a way for 
students to share their work with potential collaborators, employers, 

graduate schools, etc.). 

-
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Peer-Assessment 

Peer-assessment can be formal (having students evaluate each other's 
work) or informal (just having students actively engage with one an
other's work). It can be particularly useful when students work in large 
groups. I frequently ask students to work on projects that have an entire 
class (of twenty-five or more) collaborating. When I do this, I ask every 
student to write a process letter that addresses their own contributions 
as well as the functionality and dynamic of the team they're working 
with. With large-group projects, it is hard for me to see what and how 
each student contributes, but peer-assessment helps me get a view into 
a process I might not otherwise be able to see. If it is a project students 
work on across the entire term, asking students to complete process 
letters multiple times also allows me to get the information I need to 
step in and help when and where I'm needed. 

Student-Made Rubrics 

I'll be entirely honest. I'm not a fan of rubrics. Alfie Kohn, in "The 
Trouble with Rubrics," describes them as an "attempt to deny the sub
jectivity of human judgment." 20 Rubrics are often recommended as a way 
to make standards for evaluation transparent, but rubrics have never 
helped me make sense of grading or being graded. For me learning is 
just too complex to fit into neat and tidy little boxes. Peter Elbow en
courages making rubrics plainer and more direct, a 3 x 3 or smaller grid. 
The rubrics I find most exciting are ones crafted by students-so that 
the making of the rubric becomes an act of learning itself rather than 
a device (or set of assumptions) created entirely in advance of students 
arriving to a course. 

These alternative approaches can work on their own or in combination. 
With classes of twenty-five or three hundred. (You aren't going to write 
an individual letter responding to every student self-evaluation in a 
class of three hundred, but you can write a letter to the whole class, 
talking about the trends you notice and suggestions for moving for

ward·) Ultimately any assessment strategy demands us to adapt, ~n the 
mornent, as we encounter each new group of students. This attention to 

context, our own and our students', is what critical pedagogy calls for. 
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• If grades are going to remain ubiquitous in education, can we be 

more creative in how we approach them? 

At the very least, our talk of grading shouldn't be reduced to our com

plaining about its continuing necessity. 
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