P e Y

T
, -

AWitizmate
| ,W‘ea.pon"

By Thomas R Guskey From Prmcipal Leadersmp

RADING Is one of a teacher's greatest challenges and most - .

important professional responsibilities. However, few teachers
haveany formal training In grading methods, and most teachers

have limited knowledge about ‘the effectiveness of varlous grading’

practices.

As a-consequence, when teachers develop theIr grading policies,
theytypicallyreflect back on what theyexperienced as students and use
strategles that they perceived to be fair, reasonable, and equitable, In-
other words, most teachers do what was done to them.

- When teachers are asked why they grade or what purpose grading
serves. _thelr responses generally fall into these broad categories:

Lo ThomasR Guskey(guskey@uiqr edu) isaProfessorofEducatIon Univer
sity of Kentucky, Lexington, KY 405060001, Condensed from Principal

Leadership, 5 {October 2004), 49-53. Published by the National Assoclation

ofSecondarySchoo! Principals (NASSP), 1904 Assoclation Drive, Reston, VA .

20191, fromwhich re!ated educatfonal materials areavaﬂable by cuntact!ng
NASSP. - -

November 2004 -

3l



32

the EDUCATIONDIGEST

@ To communicate the achievement status of students to parents .

and others, Grading and reporting provide parents and guardians with
information about students' progress and allow them to be involved in
the educational process.

e To provide information students can use for self-evaluation.
Grading and reporting give students information about the adequacy of
their academic performance,

o To select, identify, or group students for specific educational paths -

or programs. High grades are typically required for entryinto advanced
classes or honors programs; low grades are often the first indicator of
learning problems that can result inastudent’s placement into aspecial
needs program, In addition, grades are used as a criterionfor admission
to colleges and universities.

® To provide Incentives for students to learn. Although some may
debate the idea, there is extensive evidence that grades and other
reporting methods are important factors in determining the amount of
effort that students put forth and how seriously students regard a
learning task.

® To evaluate the effectiveness of 1nstruct10nal programs. Grade
distributions are often compared to judge the effectiveness of new
programs or instructional technigues. -

® To provide evidence of a student’s lack of effort or inability to
accept responsibility for inappropriate behavior. Grades and other
reporting devices arefrequently used to document unsuitable behavior
by students, and some teachers threaten students with poor grades to
encourage more acceptable behaviors. '

Trying All, Achieving None
" Although all of these may be legitimate, teachers seldom agree on
which one is most important. As a result, teachers often attempt to
address all these purposes with a single grading procedure or policy
and usually end up achieving none very well.

. Nearlyall tea(;hers do agree, however, that theleast important is the
" sixth: To provide evidence of students’ lack of effort or inability to accept
‘responsibility for inappropriate behavior. But few teachers recognize

that many of their grading practices serve precisely this purpose, most
obviously when they assign zeros to students’ work that is missed,

" neglected, or turned in late.

Many teachers see zeros as their ulnmate grading weapon, using
them to punish students for not making adequate effort or failing to
show appropriate responsibility. Students get zeros for not meeting set
deadlines, misbehaving in class, or refusing to heed the teacher's
warnings. Some teachers recognize that assigning zeros punishes
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Why Zeros Don't Work '

students academically for behavioral infractions, butmost believesuch
punishment is justified and deserved. - .

‘Teachers alsouse zeros as instruments of ontrol, In most instances,
teachers have little direct influence over students’ most valued privi-

leges or most feared punishments, unable to restrict thelr access to -

automobiles, computer games, television, or soclal activities. But they

‘do control grades, which can indirectly influence these things. A low

grade often prompts parents to enforce punishments more persuasive

. and compelling to students than thoseateacher can enforce. Thethreat
of azero—and the resulting low grade—allows teachersto imposethelr

will on students who otherwise might be indifferent to a-teacher's
demands. ) ! ‘

. Inaccurate and Unmotivating B

The-problems with assigning zeros, however; are numerous and
significant. First, a zero is seldom an accurate reflection of what a

student has learned or is able to do. Obviously, if the grade is to

“represent how well students have learned; mastered established learn-
ing standards, or achieved specitied learning goals, then the practice of

assigning zeros clearly misses the inafrk.

Second, the effect of assigning zerosis greatl'y magﬁ_Hled if combined

withthe common practice of averagingscoresto attain students’ overail
course grades. Students readily see that recelving a single zero leaves
them little chance for success or a high grade because such an extreme

_score drastically skews the average.

That is why, in scoring such Olympic events as gymnastics or diving,
the highest and lowest scores from judges are always eliminated. [fthey

" were not, one judge coiild contro! the entire competition simply by

glving extreme scores. A single zero has more influence on an'average
than any other score in the group. . - - o
Third, and perhaps most important, no studles support the use of

. zeros or low grades as effective punishments, Instead-of prompting

greater effort, zeros and the low grades they yield more often cause

students to withdraw from learning. To protect their self-image, many - -

regard their low mark or grade as frrelevant and meaningless. Other

. students may blame themselves for thelow grade but often feel helpless

to make improvements. -

Frequently, teachers de'fend assigning zeros by arguing that they.
.cannot give students credit for work thatis incompléte ornot turned

tn—and thatis certainly true. But, considering these overwhelmingly
negative effects, there are far better ways to motivate and encourage
students to complete assignments in a {imely manner than with
Zeros. - o L >
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Several schools have implemented the following alternatives and
experienced great success as aresult, . . '

Assign “I" or “Incomplete” grades. One alternative to zeros is to assign
an “I" or “Incomplete” grade with explicit requirements for completing the
work. The consequence of receiving an *T" is usually required attendance
at a special study session after school or a.special Saturday class where
students workto complete neglected assignments to a satisfactory level.

In other words, students are not let off the hook with a zero. Instead,
they learn that they have specific responsibilities in school and that
their actions have definite consequences. Not completing assigned
work on time means that students must attend special after-school or
Saturday sessions to complete the work, and no excuses are accepted.
The consequence is direct, immediate, and academically sound.

Of course, such a policy requires additional funding for necessary
support mechanisms, Teachers, volunteer parents, or older students
must staff these after-school or Saturday sessions, which also require
classroom space and possibly supplementarytransportation. But schools.
with these policies generally save money in the long run.

When students realize their teachers are serious about school
responsibilities, they also get serious about them. Because the policy’s
consequences and accompanying assistance are immediate, it helps
students remedy learning or behavioral difficulties before they become

. major problems. As a result, less time and fewer resources will be
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needed for major remediation efforts in the future. Further, this policy
is far more beneficial and fairer to-students than simply assigning zeros
because it makes a grade more accurately reflect what students have-
learned.

Report behavioral aspects separately. Ancther alternative to assign-
ing zeros Is to report behavioral aspects of students’ performance

" separately. In many Canadian secondary schools, students receive

multiple grades for each of their classes——both on the report card and
on grdde transcripts. .

A main “achievement” grade is based on evidence of students’
academic performance. This achievement grade might include results
from major examinations, scores from compositions or reports, or
portfolio or project assessments. _

But on the basis of specific criteria, these teachers offer separate
grades or marks for homework, punctuality of assignments, class
participation, effort, and so on, These aspects of students’ performance
are typically labeled leaming skills, work habits, or academic behaviors.

Reporting multiple grades on different aspects of student perfor-
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_use of zeros completely. . T

‘Why Zeros-Don't Work

mance may appear to create additional work for teachers. However, |
Canadian teachers who use this approach claim that-it is easier and .

requires less work than assigning asingle grade. These teachers gather

the same eviderice on student performance as other teachers, But by -

reporting multiple grades; they avold the problems, associated with

- combining many diverse sources of information into a single amalgam-
~ ated grade. They are also spared from arguments about what “weight” .

to assign to each category or solirce of evidencé.
‘Most important, the grades they assign are more meaningful. Calcu-

lations'of Grade Point Average (GPA) and class rank, for example, more:
. accurately reflect students’ academic performance because they are ‘
based solely on “achievement” grades that are untainted by nonaca- .
. demic, behavioral factors. - : s ‘

Change gréd’!nﬁ-sca!as. One of the eastest and least objectionable:
ways to lessen the negative effects of zeros Is to change grading scales, -

Schools  using this approach shift from percentage grading: scales

where, for example, A = 90-100%, B = 80%-89%, etc., to whole number

scales where A=4;B=3,C=2, and so on, .
" In other words,-although teachers can still assign zeros to student

work that I missed, neglected, or turned in late, the effect of a zerols -

student fearning, it does reduce the damage Imposed by the extreme
value of zero-iri.a percentage grading system. SR :

. Teachers at all levels' would undoubtedly prefer. that students’
motivation for learning be entirely intrinsic. Most recognize, however,
that grades and other reporting methods are important factors’'In

determining how much effort students put forth. Unfortunately, this

- recognition leads some teachers to use grades as weapons to punish

students, even though the practice has no educational valueand, in the

longrun, advérsely affects students, teachers, and therelationshipthey .
‘share. . - - " o

- Developinghonestand fair grading policles should beginwith candid
discussions ahout the purposeof grading and reporting. Teachers must
consider what message they want to communicate through grading,
who the primary audience for the message is, and what the intended
goal of the commufiication is.’ Co i

" lessened because it is not so extreme. Although this approach ignores .- E
the problem.of the grade not representing an accurate reflection of

Once issues about purpose are resolved, clécisi_ons about the é'ppr&

priateness of various grading policies—and theuse of zeros—are much
easler to -address and resolve. If guided by reflections on the true
purpose of grading, Itis likely that teachers at all levels will abandon gﬁ
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