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Introduction
Thomas R. Guskey and Susan M. Brookhart

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

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

Grading is typically the last element addressed in education 
reform efforts. Most reform initiatives begin with the articulation 
of curriculum goals or standards—that is, what we want students 
to learn and be able to do as a result of their experiences in school. 
Next, we consider what evidence best reflects that learning and 
examine issues associated with student assessments. After that, 
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2�| What We Know About Grading

we focus on the quality of instruction and how best to help stu-
dents achieve the established goals or standards. Finally, we turn 
to  grading—the matter of effectively communicating assessment 
results and other measures of learning to students, parents, and 
families. We take grading on last and always with some reluctance, 
because changing grading policies and practices means challenging 
some of education’s longest-held traditions.

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

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

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

Although we admire the passion and commitment of authors, 
bloggers, and consultants who devote their time to grading issues, 
arguments based solely on personal philosophies or opinions are 
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Introduction |�3

rarely convincing to teachers, students, or their families. They also 
do not win the support of skeptical policymakers or school board 
members, who fittingly ask, “Where’s the evidence?” Advice with no 
firm grounding in reliable research will simply not advance reform 
efforts.

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

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

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

want to know what research supports the change and how that evi-
dence informs the change process.

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

Some reformers believe the solution to most grading issues 
lies in technology. Educators today have their choice from a slew of 
online grading programs that use mathematical algorithms to cal-
culate grades, thus limiting teacher decision making and offering 
the pretense of objectivity (Guskey, 2002a, 2002b). Other reform-
ers believe breaking grades down into specific components related 
to different learning standards will solve the problem—an approach 
known as “standards-based grading” (Guskey, 2009). Still others 
want to abandon grading completely, believing the process debases 
learning, causing students to focus more on earning high grades 
than on improving their skills and understanding (Kohn, 1999). 
Regardless of their stances, few educators today know about the 
long history of grading research and its implications for more effec-
tive practice, having lacked a truly comprehensive guide to the most 
up-to-date literature on the subject. This book is designed to be just 
that.
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Introduction |�5

Understanding the extensive knowledge base on grading is 
essential to making informed decisions about any policy changes. 
Students today generally perceive grades to be something they 
“earn” for their achievement in school (Brookhart, 1993). As such, 
grades have a pervasive influence on how students regard school and 
how they see themselves as learners (Pattison, Grodsky, & Muller, 
2013). Grades also predict important future educational conse-
quences, such as dropping out of school (Bowers, 2010; Bowers & 
Sprott, 2012; Bowers, Sprott, & Taff, 2013) and applying to, attend-
ing, and succeeding in college (Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; Bowers, 
2010; Thorsen & Cliffordson, 2012). Grades are especially predictive 
of academic success in higher education institutions with more open 
admission policies (Sawyer, 2013).

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

The Birth of Our Project
The American Educational Research Association (AERA), one of the 
premier educational research organizations in the world, celebrated 
its 100th anniversary in 2016. As part of that celebration, AERA 
invited members to prepare syntheses of research from the past 100 
years on topics holding special significance to educators at all levels. 
These syntheses would be reviewed by scholars in the field, and a 
select few would be chosen for publication in Review of Educational 
Research (RER), AERA’s most prestigious journal. Upon learning 
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6�| What We Know About Grading

of this endeavor, Susan M. Brookhart of Duquesne University and 
Thomas R. Guskey of the University of Kentucky assembled a dis-
tinguished team of scholars to prepare a synthesis of the research 
on grading. The completed synthesis was reviewed and selected as a 
major entry in the special anniversary edition of RER (see Brookhart 
et al., 2016).

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

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

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

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

Chapter 2: Report Card Grades and Educational Outcomes

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

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

Sarah M. Bonner and Peggy P. Chen of Hunter College, City 
University of New York (CUNY), examine studies of the cognitive 
and noncognitive factors teachers consider when assigning grades. 
This research shows that teachers typically give weight to “enabling 
behaviors” such as completing homework assignments and partici-
pating in class discussions as well as to “compliance behaviors” such 
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8�| What We Know About Grading

as turning in assignments on time and following established class-
room procedures. The authors discuss how this mixture of factors 
can muddle the interpretation of grades at all instructional levels.

Chapter 4: Surveys of Teachers’ 
Grading Practices and Perceptions

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

Chapter 5: Standards-Based Grading

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

Chapter 6: Grading Students with Learning Differences

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