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1. Introductions
in the chat . . . 

what we should call you + pronouns

role at NU

engagement with teaching

2 or 3 words to express how you 
feel about grades and grading
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2. Rationale
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traditional grading systems 
are inaccurate
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● Identical academic performance 
can yield different grades

● variable academic (and 
behavioral) performance can 
yield identical grades

● omnibus grades hide individual 
performance

● group grades are inaccurate
● evaluation is subjective

Feldman, J. (2019). Grading for Equity: What It Is, Why It Matters, and How It Can Transform Schools and Classrooms. Corwin.



Variable performance, 
identical grades
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grades are bad for learning
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bad for learning

● Grades decrease intrinsic 
motivation for learning

● Grades reduce quality in 
student thinking

● Grades are inconsistent
● Grades harm student/instructor 

relationship
● Grades create unhealthy 

competition between students
● Grades encourage cheating
● Grades stress students out
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Blum, 2016, 2017; Brookhart et al., 2020; Inoue 2019; 
Kohn, 2011;  Schinske & Tanner, 2014; Stommell 
2020.



grades perpetuate structural inequities
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structural inequities

“[. . . ] the ubiquity of whiteness in schools 
erroneously positions White Mainstream 
English-speaking students as 
academically prepared to achieve 
because their cultural ways of being, their 
language, their literacies, their histories, 
their values, and their knowledges are 
privileged in classrooms. From this 
assumption, linguistically marginalized 
students of color are falsely positioned as 
linguistically inadequate because their 
language practices do not reflect White 
Mainstream English” 

(Baker-Bell 2020, p. 20)
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structural inequities

“design assessments that allow 
diverse students to demonstrate 
mastery in diverse ways” 

National Council for Teachers of 
English (NCTE) Standing 
Committee on Global Citizenship, 
statement on decolonizing the 
classroom (Seward, 2019)
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3. Definitions + examples
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specifications & 
competency 

grading
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● no grading behaviors
● clear, detailed specs & models
● opportunities to revise, 

resubmit
● progress at their own pace

○ students can access more 
advanced material

● encourages growth mindset
● reduces implicit bias

Nilson L. B. & Stanny C. J. (2015). Specifications Grading : Restoring Rigor Motivating Students and Saving Faculty Time. Stylus Publishing.



ungrading

keep grades as far away from 
students for as long as possible 

discuss grading and assessment 
with students

focus on qualitative feedback

focus on multiple kinds and sources 
of feedback (e.g. peer review, 
self-reflection, written feedback, 
individual conferences)
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16Blum, S. (Ed.). (2020). Ungrading: Why Rating Students Undermines Learning (and What to Do Instead). West Virginia 
University Press.



engagement 
&

completion

focus on engagement in and 
completion of tasks (e.g. first draft, 
peer review, conference, final draft)

many ways to complete tasks (e.g. 
participation)

“grades” are complete/incomplete, 
credit/no credit
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contracts

identify expectations/requirements for each 
potential grade

students acknowledge the contract and work 
toward the grade they want to achieve

indicate shared understandings of the 
assessment system

many are based on engagement/labor and 
completion

some combine engagement with accuracy- 
and standards-based assessment
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independent 
learning plans

allow students to create 
personalized learning goals in 
collaboration with the instructor

help students track their learning 
and growth over a longer period of 
time

facilitate reflection on how their 
goals for the course fit into their 
larger educational, professional, 
personal, and extracurricular goals
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self-assessment
&

self-reflection

students evaluate their work in a course, making 
them (rather than the instructor) the experts of their 
learning

students reflect consciously and with intention on 
both the processes and products of their learning at 
various stages (i.e. first drafts, revisions, midterm, 
end of the course)

the process of self-reflection allows students to 
learn more deeply both about course concepts and 
about themselves as learners

Self-reflection can also improve equity in 
assessment
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4. Case studies
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ILP & 
self-assessment

22

Meaghan

asks students to “take stock” of 
where they are at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the course 

allows students to create 
individualized learning goals within 
the overall learning goals of the 
course

empowers students to create a 
grading scale based on their goals 
and values



Specifications 
(with modifications)

Veronica

● Constraints: General chemistry 
lab courses have 150-450 
students. TAs evaluate the 
assessments.

● Course components link to specific, 
transparent levels of mastery to 
earn each course grade

● Every student has the opportunity 
to make progress towards mastery 
of each specification individually

● Students are not compared to other 
students in grading
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Grade Tracker 

Students track their 
progress and build a 
“report card” for the 
skills they are 
working on
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5. Reflection + exercises



1. What are you already doing 
toward the effort of equitable 
grading and assessment?

2. What is one change you might 
implement in the coming 
academic year to make your 
grading and assessment systems 
more inclusive?
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6. Resources
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Parking lot
https://padlet.com/SearleCenter/

udlp_parkinglot_2023winter 

Identify what you’ve learned

Ask questions

Provide feedback on sessions
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https://padlet.com/SearleCenter/udlp_parkinglot_2023winter
https://padlet.com/SearleCenter/udlp_parkinglot_2023winter
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