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Abstract

The grading practices of 15 high school teachers were studied to detemmine
the assumptions feeding into those practices, grading methods used and the
effects of th~se methods, Thirty-four grading issues were addressed,
comparing recomended and actual practices, Discrepancies were uncovered in
26 of the issues, Several Possible reasons for these gifferences are
explored, including unrealistic expectations in terms of recommended practice

and a lack of teacher training in assessment and grading,




Introduction

Much of the professional ]iterature related to grading practices in
gchools can Le classified as (a} a statement of values regarding grades and
grading, or (b} a description of available grading procedures. For example,
Bail (1983) represents a value statement in which the author contends that
grading systems should be evaluated in terms of the type of
long~terw/short-term learning that they reward. Current grading systems are
sa.d to revard short-tern retention. Sadler (1983) contends that grading
systems should encourage improvement by making performance expectations very
clear to students. Ebel {1980) argues for testiny and grading as a way to
identify and reward excellence and to help students set realistic
expectations. And Simon (1972} examines same of the key underlying
assumptions of current grading practices {e.g., they prepsre students for life
in a campetitive society) and calls these assumptions into question.

Some analyses of grading procedures reflect in a scholarly manner on the
various grading functions and options. For instance, the National Education
Association (1974) presents a thorough review of the historical evolution of
grading practices. Simon and Bellanca (1976) review research on grading
practices ag that research relates to four key functions of grades:
administrative, informational, motivational and guidance. Alternative grading
methods are discussed. The measurement textbook by Hills (1981) presents a
very thorough analysis of grading options, potential ingredients in

determining a grade and technical problems to be addressed in grading.




Other analyses report the results of surveys of grading practices.
Examples include a study of alternative grade reporting forms by Bducational
Re search Service (1977) and a large-scale study of teachers' assgsegsment and
grading practices in Great Britain by Clough, Davis and Sumner (1984).

Bowever, nowhere among thege studies is there reported an indepth
exanination of the day-to-day proctices teachers use tO grade student
performance. Nowhere is there an analvsis of the underlying assumptions and
philosophies teachers bring to the grading processes. Nowhere is there a
sumary of the actual practices teachers use tO generate grades: the student
characteristics they mpeasure, the measurement procedures they use, their rules
of evidence, the standards they apply. Rately is there 2n inquiry as to the
effects Of grades on students and On their teachers (Cullen, 1975 does present
one such study) . The study reported here was intended to begin to £ill these
gaps in available knowledge about grading practices.

The investigation was undertaken to provide insights as to how to i.mptr;we
the quality and relevance of teacher training in grading practices. As the
results reported below will indicate, teachers seldam cite preservice or
inservice teacher training as a factor in determining the assessment or
grading practices they use. The primary source 0f the knowledge upon which
those practices are based is the teacher's experience as a teacher and before
that as a student.

As a result, one must wonder about (a) the nature and technical quality of
assessment and grading practices, and (b) wby professional training has had s0
little impact. This study was designed toO explore both Of these issues by
looking closely at the grading practicesr of fifteen high gchool teachers via

intensive case study methodology. The resecarchers prepared a comprehensive
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framework of 34 grading issues tO serve as the basig for observing the
teachers' grsding practices. Bach issue (¢.g9., What student characteristics
do you consider in assigning grades?) was gelected for inclusion in the study
in part because the educational measurement community can specify recommended
answers or best practices with regard to that issue, The Objective of the
study was to specify recommended practicas, document actual practices and
contrast the two. We sought to identify commonalities and discrepancies and
to explain wby the discrepancies might exist, Three POssible explanations
were considered:

1. Best practices may simply be a matter of opinion rather than
technical standards., Discrepancies may reflect differences oOf
opinion.

2. The weasurement ccwzunity may not understand the practical
constraints or realities Of the classroom that make recommended
practice insppropriate.

3. Teachers pay lack sufficient knowledge and gkills to meet the
recommended standard.

Such an analysis of classroam grading practices in relation to recoarmended

practices and an examination of the reasons for discrepancies promised to

reveal how teacher training in this important arena might be adjusted and made

more relevant to and helpful for teachers.

Research Methodology

Information on grading practices was gathered via indepth case studies of
a limited number of teachers., This method was selected for twoO rsasons.
First, this was an exploratory study designed in part to identify--not
answer~~the questions we must agk if we are to gain a clearer understanding of

grading practices. Thus generalizability of results toO a iatye population of
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teachers was less important than gaining indepth information. In such a
research context, case study methodology is advisable. Second, the objective
of the study was to probe deeply into the underlying a'ssunptions and methods
of grading. This requires investment of resources in a high resolution
resear."ch methodology capable of yielding the depth of understanding only
achieved through case studies.

Teachers Studied. A total of 15 teachers were gstudied. All were high
school teachers who taught a range of content in their subject matter area.

Of this total, 4 taught math, 4 taught language arts, 5 taught science and 2
were social studies teachers. All were veteran teachers with from 5 to 35
years experience. Seven of the 15 case studies focused on grading practices
only, while the remainder were part of a large study of classroom assessment
and grading practices. All of the teachers volunteered to participate.

Issues Investigated. Information was gathered from each teacher in
relation to 34 guestions about their grading practices. Seven guestions
focused on basic assumptions Or antecedents that feed into actual grading
practices. Twenty dealt with grading practices themselves. And the remainder
addressed issues Of the effects of grading. The specific questions are listed
in the results section which follows.

Thege issues were jdentified by the researchers based on (1) prior studies
of classroom assessment (e.g, Stiggins and Bridgeford, 1985): (2) the
researchers’ technical expertise and experience in the field of educational
measurement: (3) analyses of recommended grading practices presented in
measurement textbooks such as those by Mehrens and Lehmann (1984); Ebel &
Prisbie (1986}, Hills (1981) and Gronlund (1981).

Data Collection. All participating teachers were obrerved in the

classroom context. The frequency and length of observations varied from
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teacher to teacher, depending on the researchers' level of understanding of
the teacher's practices. Each teacher was interviewed, sometimes on several
occasiong, and most previded records and docunentation of grading practices

for review by the re.searchers.

Results

The results are presented below for each issue. Reconmended practice is
presented along with a synthesis of actual classroom practices across all

cases. Discrepancies are identified and discussed briefly.

ANTECEDENTS
1. What is the purpose for grades?

Recomended Practice: Grades serve to communicate to parents, students
and achool ataff the extent to which students have mastered the material
taucht. They also serve as aids to decision making about new material to be
covered, promotions placement and graduation. They serve to motivate student
learning.

Case Results: Grades are intended to provide information to students and
parents about student achievement at a particular point in time. while they
rarely aid in decisions about new material to cover, grades 4o bear on

placement, promotions and graduation deciszions. They give gtudents an

incentive to do the required wcrk.

Diacrepancy: None.




2, What underlying principles guide grading practices?
Recogmended Practice:
1. Grading practices must be clearly stated and public information.
2, Underlying measures must be valid and reliable.

3, Grades should reflect only the amount (or percent) of required
content and skills the student has mastered {i.e., achievement),

4. Factors such as effort, attitude, and attendance should not be
measured separately and factored into grades, as they are already
rellected in the amount learned by student (achievement),

S.  All students should have an equal opportunity to succeed and attain a
high grade; a prior diseribution ©f grades {(i.e., grading on a curve)
is not generally acceptable.

6. Grades should be objective,; i.e,, repoduceable by others using
existing records.

Cage Results: Teachers vary greatly on this. Most adhere to the
academic-achievement-only criterion. Many azllow apparent effort to influence
grades, particularly with low achievers. Some adjust grades for ability.
Teachers are naive about the importance of quality measurement. Nearly all
provide equal ~nportunity £for success by adhering to cri terion-referenced
asgessment results.

Di acrepancy: Teachers and measurement specialists differ in their
understanding of the importance attached to quality measurement and in their

views of the role non~achievement factors should play in grading,

3. vwhere do the underlying principles and actual grading procedures come from?
Recameended Practice: There should be a sound pedagogical bagis for the
procedures used, even though many of the decisions are value-laden. That
basis should arise from high quality ingervice and preservice training in
assessnent and grading. Grading practices should be tempered with personal

experience and professional values to maximize student motivation and learning.

610
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Case Resulte: The Principles and practices certainly do not arise from

training for any of the teachers studied., None had had formal coursework in
this area and most sav this as problematic., Some practices are spelled out in
school or departmental grading policy. Others arise from personal classroom
expcrience ag a teacher and as a student,

Discrepancy: Relevant, ugseful training in grading practices is
non-existent £or most teachers: technical assistance in this arena is aimost

never provided.

4, Wwhat factors outside the classroom influence grading?

Recommended Practice: District policy should be written to bring common
meaning to grades. Those policies should be clearly comunicated to teachers,
students and parents.

Case Results: Grading policy often influences practice., Policy often
detarmines frequency of reporting and the form in which information is
reported. pAdministrators also scmetimes try to influence grades, as in cases
where a teacher's distribution of grades is reviewed by the principal to be
sure grades are not too high or low. Parents exert influence on occasion, as
in instances where a teacher's dgrades zre geen as too low, Department norms
were also mentioned as a factor, as when the department chair compares grade
distributions in an investigation of consistency across department members.

Discrepancy: Policy.aften influences 9rading practice. However, 80 do a

great many other factors unrelated to actual student achievement-~the key

factor.,
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5. How do you establish your standards of achievement expectations?

Recommended Practice: Two factors should have influence: (1) the
instructional materials adopted for district use, and (2) high-quality
information on prior student learning. Teachers should have realistically
high achievement expectations for all students, tempered by knowledge of
student entry characteristics.

Cage Results: The textbook, department standards and years of personal
experience allow teachers to establish expectations. Some mention that they
adjust expectations based on student performance early in the year, others are
not influenced by this. Some report that they are influenced by long-term
trends in student performance’ others hold doggedly to their standards despite
changes in students.

Di screpancy: Those whose expectations are not influenced by student entry
characteristics or by ongoing data on the student's rate of achievement

violate principles of sound inatruction.

6. Are expectations individual or the same for all students? Do they vary

with achievemant level?

Recceamended Practice: Expectations ghould be a function of the student's

beginning state of knowledge and skill, with students grouped according to
cammon beginning states. Expectations and grouping should be based on quality
achievement measures.

Case Results: Expectations varied for students in a given class and they
vary greatly across classes at different levels of prior achievement. These
variations were a function >f teacher intuitions about ztudent ability and

effort.

12
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Discrepancst Teachers may rely on intuitions about ability and effort

instead of systematic aseessment of prior learning.

7. Are these expectations cammunicated to students?

Recogmended Practice: Standarde ehould be communicated tO students.

Case Results: Grading practices are camonly cammunicated in writing or
at least in a discussion witl: students: performance expectations are sometimes
commonicated via samples of good work.

Discrepancy: Grading practices and performance expectations are not the
same thing. S5ome teachers are not avare of the differences. Performance

expectations are often vague and not clearly understood by students.

GRADING PRACTICES
1. what etudent characteristics Of those listed (A through F) below are
considered in determining a student's grade?
A. Mhievement--measured acquieition of knowledgs and skill
Recommended Practice: Achievement should be the central ing:_adient.
Case Regulty: It is very important to all teachers.
Discrepancy: None.
B. Ability--measure of learning potential
Recoxmended Practice: This is very difficult tO measure well in the
classrocm. Therefore, adjusting gradee for ability is not recommended.
Case Regults: Ability is a factor for some teachers. It tends toO
influence expectations and grades for low and high achievers. High achievers

tend to be gradecd on achievement alone, low achievers on achievement and

e fort.
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Discrepancy: Teachers may consider ahility on the low and high end.
HBowever, they tend to not "msasure” it themselves. They rely on student
placement results (i.e., students placed in low groups by counselors) to be
their index of ability. Expectations are adjusted down for low achievers arnd
up for high achievers, rendering the meaning of any particular grade ynclear.

¢, Attitvde--strong or weak, positive or negative feeling about the
content, teacher and/or school in general

Recommended Practjice: This will be reflected in the amount the student
learns and therefore will be raflected in achievement: therefore, it should
not be assessed acain and factored into the grade. Sound practice is to
assess it by jtself and report results separately or ignore it.

Case Resvits: Teachers report striving not to consider this, but they add
that it does exert subtle influences, particularly when students are on a
grade borderline, It is measured via obaervation of student behavior.

Discrepancy: Teachers consider attitude in grading and m2asurement
specialists recommend that they not do so. The message to students may be
"show a positive attitude® and you don't have tO learn as much.

D. Motivation and effort-—amount of hardwork, initiative and perseverance
invested in study

Reccemended Practice: This too will exert influence on amount learned and
will show up in achievement: it can be the topic of additional, separate
feedback to the student, hut should not be factored separately into a grade.

Case Results: Teachers give this factor significant weight, particularly
for the borderline student. They measure it in percent of homework completed,
extre credit work and judgments of the “appearance of trying hard."

Discrepancy: Teachers consider this factor in grading over and above
achievement despite recommendations to the contrary. The message sent to

students may be "if you appear to try hard®™ you don't have £o learn as puch.
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B. Interest--predisposition to like or dislike a particular subject

Recommended Practice: Again, this will bé reflected in the amount of
energy devoted to etudy and therefore in achievement; it should not be
factored into the grade sesparetely.

Case Reeulte: Many of the teachers in this study teach required
pateriel. They eense “nat many etudents aren't there out of interest in being
in class. They etrive not to coneider this factor.

Diecrepancy: Noane,

F. Persomality--personal emotions, behaviors and/or characteristics
unique to individual etudents

Recommended Practice: Toachers and students, like other people, will like
and dielike thoee around them ae pecple. This hae no role to play in
grading. Achievement should speak for itself,

Case Resulte: Many teachers described etrategies they use to prevent this
from influencing grades, such a8 coneidering only achievement, rating °
parformance in the blind, end involving another teacher in key decisions,

They t¢ { not to consider these factors in grading.

Discrepancy: ¥one.

2, Of the alternatives listed below {A through E), what measurement methods

are used in determining a grade?

A, Daily written assigrments

Recoomended Practice: These are only useable in grading to the extent
that they are evaluated to reflect how much Of the required material the
student has learned, Grading simpl‘y based on ectivities campleted is

inappropriate.

15
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Note: Some contend that hasework should be an instructional device, not
an assessment device. It should i Practice in preparation for assessments
and should not be graded.

Case Results: Teachers 9ive daily assigmments a creat deal of weight in
grading. They contend that this keeps students motivated to do the work. As
assessnents, assignments are typically very brief,

Discrepancy: Grades may reflect amount of work completed more accurately
than amount learned. Also, brief assigmuents may suffer from a lack of
validity and reliability as auessﬂi:t tools, while remaining valuable
learning aids., Generally, far tco much smphasis is placed on homework in
grading, according to measurement specialisis.,

B, Paper and pencil tests and quizzes

Recommended Practice: These should be central to grading when designed
and constructed to reflect intended achievement outcames with validity and
reliability. This is true regardless of subject matter area.

Case Results: T“ch“-’ use them tO measure acquisition of information and
to motivate students to study. They are central to grading, but in many cases
are no more important than daily assignments and affective factors.

Discrepancy: This varies across teachers. Discrepancies that exist
relate to emphasis given to tests relative tO other less desirable assessment
practices used by some teachers. Tests can measure far more than the recall
of information. Many teachers don't understand this.

C, Oral gquestions

Reccamended Practice: These are only appropriate in grading if these
conditions are satisfied:

1, The teacher must samPle student answers to a representative sample of
questions over time to avoid bias.

16
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2. Student responses must be interpretable in terms of achievement (i.e.,
amount leaxned),

3. Systematic resords of gtudent performance mpust be kspt.

Case Results: Most tsachers use oral questions more as instructional than
as assesspent devices, Some use them to get a8 gsense of group performance—-not
individual student status. A fevw include rasponses to such qusstions in
grades. Those who do sre not aware of the requirements listed sbove.

Digcrepancy: Standarus of quality assessment are not adhered to when oral
questions are used in grading.

D. Performance assesments (including observations of student products,
behaviors and interactions)

Recommended Practice: These ire appropriate tools for grading when rules
of sound assessment are observed:

1. BExercises sampls the domain fairly.

2. Desired performance is clsarly defined.

3. Performance criteria are articulated and communicated to students.

4. Objectivity is built into rating procedures.

Case Results: Examplss were found of the use of this methodology in
language arts (evaluation of writing samples), science (lab work) and in
“part icipation grading.” The extent of adherence to rules of sound assessment
varied greatly.

Di screpancy: In general, teachers are unaware of and 4o not apply rules
of evidsnce for sound performance assessment. The major weakness is the lack
of clear performance criteria arnd the consequent inability to communicate
those clearly to students and evaluate objectively in terms of them.

E. Assesmment of amount of or rate of work completed

rded Pyactjce: This is appropriate in grading only when it serves

to reflect systematically the achievement that results from doing the work.

oy ‘-~Ml'w\“‘ —
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Raising a grade just because the student did extra credit work is not
appropriate unless completion of that work provides concrete evidence of
greater learning. |

Case mﬂlt!‘z Teacher conasideration of this took two forms: Raising or
lowering the grade based on number of assignments completed, and reising
grades for completion of extra work.

Di screpancy: Somstimes teachers assums that just doing the work produces
learning. Assessment sSpecialists claim that lsarning outcomes rusi be

verified via some form of evaluation.

3. How mich svidence is gathsred before asesigning a grade?

Recammsnded Practice: We need toO balance sconamy of time fOor assessment,
quality of assessment and amount of data gathered. Enough evidence should be
gathered to make the teacher confident that (s)he can estimate how much of the
required patsrial has been learned. Certainly more than one Or two quality
assesmments are in order.

Case Results: Patterns vVary from 2 to § major samples of gtudent work Per
grading period, with numerous intermittent smalle: samples including daily
assigmments. Most teachers seen to gather z great deal of information.

DiscrePanCy: Many teachers seem to believe that more data mean valid and
reliable data, regardless of other qualities of assessment. This is simply

not the case. Often, too much data are gathered, using up valuable

instructional time.
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4, vhat factors influence the acceptability of evidence to be included in the
grade?

Recammended Practice: The key factors should be validity (match o
intended outcomes), reliability (dependability) and cost (time required to
gather) .,

Case Results: While teachers strive to match content taught in tests,
they very often fail to use assessments that reflect cognitive levels of
instruction (e.g., teach snalysiss test recall). 1Issues of reliability are
almost totally ignored. Assessments are designed to be completed and scored
within certain time constraints.

Discrepancy: Issues related to errors of measurement and objectivity are
alaos’ hever given any attention. Also one form of invalidity--diacrepancies

between cognitive levels of instruction and agsessment~~is often ignored.

5. How are various grading ingredients combined? what weighting schemes are
used?

Recommended Practice: Differential variation across ingredients should be

eliminated before weighting. Preset weights should be established rationally
and applied in a preplanned manner.

Case Results: Teachers universally convey a weighting scheme in terms of
the percent of the grade they want determined by each factor. Methods for
schieving that end vary greatly. Some accumulate records, scan them vi sually
snd estimate & jrade. Some coRpute mean scores and convert to a grade, Some
accunulate points over & term (scmetimes vig camputer) and convert, Pew can
verify that their intended weighting schemes are, in fact, carried out.

Discrepancy: MAppropriate weighting achemes are not understood or used.

13
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6, Of those 1listed below {A through D), what standards are used to interpret
student Performance and convert to a grade?

A. A prior essumption that grades will be distributed normally

Recommended Practice: This practice is indefensible, as achievement is
not naturally distributed in such a predictable manner within classroam
groups. It varies as a function of material to be learnsd, student investment
in learning and the guality of teaching, -

Case Results: Only cne of the teachers studied used this system,

Discrepancy: HNone.

B. Pixed percent cutoff scoree

Recamended Practice: This is acceptable if the gcale subdivided by
cutof f scoree erises from valid and reliabl: measures, and if everycne
involved understands and uses the same cutoff scores, This allows a grade to
systematically and consistently reflect the proportion of material (in
whatever subject) learned,

Case Resylts: Fixed percent cutoff scores are used by most teachers, In
fact grading jolicy often specifies the percent cutoffs for each grade,
However, underlyiny quality of measurement varies greatly, cutoff scores often
vary greatly, and the manner in which averages (weighted or not) are computed
varies greatly, In eddition, the role of non-achievement factors in grades
varies a great deal from teacher to teacher. Therefore, the meaning of a
grade is never clur.’:

Discrepancy: The use Of percent cutoff scores crestes the appearance of
systematic, objective, rigorous grading. However, a look beneath the surface
reveals that this is not often the cagse, because cutoff scores are often fixed

arbitrarily and cutoffs vary greatly even within schools,

20
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C. Accumulation of points over time

Recopmended Practice: This is accaptable if points systematically reflect
amount learned-=-pot just amount of work campleted.

Case Regsults: This system is used by many teachers; gome accumulate
points on a computer.

Di screpancy: Accumulating points can have subtle weighting effects on
grades that users may not be aware of. Pixing cutoff scores on point totals
can be gquite atbitfaty. making interpretation difficult.

D. EFixing grade cutoff scores at gaps in the distribution of student
perf ormance

Recammended Practice: Such gaps represent arbitrary setting of post hoc
standards and thus resulting grades are difficult to interpret.

Case Results: This pethod was not used among the cases studied.

Discrepancy: HNone.

7. What is the rationale for chocaing the cutoffs used?

Recommerided Practice: The atandard should be chosen on the basis of a
clear underatanding of the appropriatenesa of a criterion-referenced grading
system. If adopted to comply with policy, one would hope that the teacher
would understand the assupptions underlying the policy.

Case Results: Teachers tend toO see the percent cutoff system as
equitable, straight forward, and easy to understand and use. For these

reasons, they receive few complaints. It appears to be an objective system.

Di sctepancy: None.

21
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8. what procedures are used to decide the grade assigned a student who i8s on
the borderline between two grades?

Recamended Practice: The borderline case ghould be clearly defined in a
standard wey in terms of the composite of all echievement indicators. The
decision maker should recognize the fact that the camposite contains
measurement error and is therefore imptecise. The decision should be made on
the basis of additional achievement indicetors not already included in the
composite, if possible. If that's rot possible, performance on assessments
related to the most important objectives should be reevaluated. In no case is
it defensible to make borderline decisions with non-achievement information.
The purpose of reviewing bordecline ceses, in practice, is to ensure that
students will not be penalized for extenuating circumatances that wmay have

negatively affected their achievement indicators.

Cage Results: The decision is based mst often on subjective factors
unrelated to achievement (predaminantly effort) and most often results in the
student being moved up rather than down on the grade scale.

Di screpancy: Measurement specialists and teachers differ in their
opinions as to the appropriate data to consider in making thi‘s decision and

the purpose of reviewing borderline cases.

IMPACT OF GRADING
1, How do grades affect students:
A. Achievement (amount learned)
Desirgd Affect: Gredes probably affect students at different levels of

achievement differently. High ashievers are rewarded by grades and strive to

22
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achieve more. Low achievers may see grades zs consistent evidence of their
failures and may reach a sense of futility: thus achievement will suffer.
This can happen in early grades. In general, grades probably enhance
achievement by enhancing motivation for some. but not all students.

Case Results: Scme teachers contend that grades cause students to focus
only on what is tested. This can narrow the scope of what is learned.
Therefore, they dislike grades and grading. Bowever, most contend that grades
enhance achievement by making students work narder to meet targeted
expectations.

Di screpancy: Teachers are avare of the canplex relationship betveen
achievement and grading, particularly the effect of grades on low achieving
students. However, grading mandates make it difficult for them to respond

accordingly.

B. Motivation (willingness to work)

Degired Affect: Grades can and should be used to motivate students to
study and learn. If underlying assessments reflect significant (not trivial)
learning cutcomes and do so well, the motivation to attain a high grade can
result in gsignificant learning. But {if the assesmment practices a«wd
underlying assumptions of grading are unsound, the effect of grades on
motivat ion becames very complex. Motivation may suffer in this case because
the student sees: no pay off for working--not because he/she hasn't learned,
but because poor assesment fails to detect and revard what is learred.

Case Results: Case studies suggest that grades affect motivation, but
scaretines in complex ways. For instance, the pursuit of high grades in

advanced classes can motivate students to focus on the pechanics of attaining
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the grade~=-not broaden learning. Or, students who regularly receive high
grades with littls effort may not be motivated to reach full potential. On
the other hand, students constantly barraged with public evidence of their
failure may fall further behind and give up. Thus grades reduce motivatiocn.

The effect of grades on motivation also can be negative if poor
assasspents are used in grading. Por instance, atudents who study one body of
content and are unexpectedly tasted On another will sense the lack of fairness
and may give up studying. Case studies provided exsmples of all of these
effects,

Di scxepancy: The camplexity of the grading/motivation relationship is not
claarly underatood by many educators, including measursment specialists.

C. MAademic sslf-concept (perception of one's ability to learn)

Desired Affect: Grades contribute greatly to students' perceptions of
their ability to learn and bas successful. Therefore, they must ba'basad upon
sound, quality assessments and grading practices.

Case Results: Students can be and oftan are intimidated by grading
processes. Many believe that .if they don't attain high grades they cannot
learn. Those who are intimidated may aive up and not achieve their
potential. This happens to many and teachers often give up on them to
concentr ate On high achievers, who believe they can learn. As a result,
students begin to cast themselves as B, C or D students early on and regard
this as irreversible.

Di screPdncy: We may not completaly understand the complaxity of the
grade/self~concept relationship for students. Low achievers may suffer as a

result.

24

4172a 20




D. ILocus of control (internal sense Of control over one's own well being)

Desired Affect: Grading practices should 9ive students 2 sense of control
over the grades they receive. Creater effort should be reflected in jreater
achievement, which in turn yields higher grades. When these connections are
made, success breeds a sense Of control and more success. When they are not.
the students may lose the sense of how to bshave in their own best interest,
Motivation tO learn may suffer,

Ca ts: Teachers report that students tend to assume responsibility
for the grade they receive. High achievers generally see & relationship
between work and rewards., Iov achievers seem not to try “for same reason.”

Digerepancy: Little attention is paid to low achievers in this regard.
They may never have been taught the relationship between quality effort (not
just hard work} and grades.

F. Attitudes toward teacher, school, and learning

Desjred Affect: Grading practices should be seen as c¢lear and zppropriate
and underlying assessments seen as fair. This may not be sufficient to
contribute to positive attitudes, but it is certainly necessary.

Case Results: sStudents do not complain about or challenge grading
practiies and teachers therefore assume that students understand them and gee
them as fair. Teachers also point out that perceptions 0f ¢ajirness and
appropriateness may change with time. Por instance, college gtudents
scmetimes return home with a new sense of the sppropriateness of high schooi
assessment and grading.

Di screpancy: Pducators generally do not understand how much students
understand about grades or how fair they think they are. If the teacher's
assumption is incorrect, however: Perceptions of assesmment and grading could

contribute significantly to a malaise about school.
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2. Bow do grades affect teachers' perceptions of their success as

teachers?

Recommended Practice: In the ideal case. é:adea should serve as a clear
reflection of how well the tsacher is doing the job. If the teacher works
harder and/or smarters more students should achieve and grades should go up.
Of course, the reverse would also be true for those who do the job less well,
assming sound underlying assessments. The ultimate goal should be for every
student to master all of ths matsrial and recsive an 2,

Case Regylts: In practice, there appears to be a conspiracy among
educators to call this goa.1 into quastion. Distributions of grades are often
revieved by the principal, at least scme of whom belisve gradss should be
norrally distributed. Among teachers studied some were prsssured for having
too many high grades and others for having too many low grades. The former
were thought to be too easy:. ths latter too tough.

Discrepancy: Many educators are simply not well-informed enough about
gradss and grading to know what their goals should be. Sound underlying
uisesmments are not universal. Teachers differ widely in their assessment
practices and in their use of non-achievement factors in orading. Thus,

grades cannot be used to show that the guality of instruction is improvirg.

Posaible Reasons for Discrepancies

¥hile the preceding results point out some of the commonalities and
discrspancies betwesn recomsnded and actual practices: ths case studies did
not provide information on why those discrepancies may exist. Ths perceived
cause may depend on one's point of view. For instance, teachers may view the

discrepancy and claim that recommended practice is siiply unrealistic, while
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Redsurement specialiets may view the gsame problem and suggest that it exists

because teachere don't underetand sound grading practicee. The real cause may
be a combination of the two or it might beht:hat bez: practice is really a
mtter of og:inin depanding on the contaxt.

The issue Of cause ie¢ crucial if we are to bring actual and reccmmended
practice into line with one another. Pror instance, if best practice ie simply
a matter of opinion, we need to be sure teachere are aware of all of the
procedural optione available to them. On the other hand, if recommended
practice ie unrealistic given the constreints of the claseroom, then new
practicee must be devised that account for these constraints. Third, if the
discrepancy is at leaet in part a matter Of inadequate knowledge of sound
practice on the part of the principal or teacher, then further training is in
order.

Therefore, in the chart that £ollows, we have listed each discrepancy

uncovered above and have attespted to sort ont our initial speculations as to

why each exists.
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Sumnary and Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to explore high achool grading practices
with a rather powerful microscope in order to describe practices and
understand their antecedents and impacts. To reach this goal, rescurces were
invested in the indepth case study of a very few teachers. The investigation
focused on 34 grading issues. For each issue, best practices as advocated by
the educational measurement community were compared with actual practices of
the teachers studied. Discrepancies between the two were noted in 26 of the
issuves, suggesting that recommended grading practices are not adhered to in
classromms.

An analyais of possible causes for the discrepancies revealed that 21 of
the 26 probably have multiple causes. At least some issues related to sound
grading practices may be a matter of opinion rather than a matter of sound
pedagogy (17 of 26 issuea). But is i 2also clearly the case that recommended
practice may need to be reevaluated in light of the reali'ties of the classroom
(17 of 26 issues), and training in sound grading practices for teachers and
principals {a needed (22 of 26 issues) .

The nature and importance of sach discrepancy and its true cause(s) will
remain uncertain until researchers expand the range and variety of classromm
assesament environments (i.e.., generate more generalizable results), But for
now, based on limited data, we concluded that both discrepancies and causes

can be understood and that action programs to reduce differences are both

feasihle and necessary.
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