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All Students Can Learn

“Will this count for my grade?” an anxious student wants to know. Most 

students start school wanting to learn, but common educational practices, 

especially conventional grading, conspire to change students’ attitudes as they 

go through school. By their later elementary school years, most students talk 

about grades more than they talk about learning, and this preoccupation con-

tinues through high school and beyond. As students progress through school, 

their dissatisfaction with and cynicism about grades increase and their belief 

in the fairness of grades declines (Evans & Engelberg, 1988), starting perhaps 

as early as 3rd grade (John Antonetti, personal communication). How did it 

come to this? What have we done?

The Foundation
The premise of this book is the implicit promise or commitment teachers 

make to their students: In my class, in this school, all students can and will learn. 

Students won’t all learn the same things at the same level of proficiency or in 

the same amount of time, but if students are in school, they are there to learn 

something. It doesn’t take much of a leap to get to the implied questions: So, 

did they learn? What did they learn, and how well?

Grades are imperfect, shorthand answers to these questions. Assign-

ment grades are summaries of student performance on specifi c pieces of work. 

Report card grades are summaries of student performance over sets of work. 

These sets of work are usually intended to refl ect learning goals derived from 
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4 How to Use Grading to Improve Learning

state or provincial standards. This book will show how to produce grades— 

both for single assignments and for report cards—that effectively communicate 

students’ achievement of these learning goals.

Of course, grades are not the only answers to these questions. Confer-

ences with students and parents, narrative reports, and other communication 

methods can supplement grades. Given the number of students in the edu-

cation system, however, some sort of effi cient summary grade has seemed 

necessary, at least since the advent of the common school (S.G.B., 1840/1992). 

In almost every school system today, assigning grades is part of a teacher’s job. 

So if you have to do it, you might as well do it well!

Two big ideas follow from this foundation. These ideas should undergird 

your grading decisions. School and district grading policies should be consis-

tent with them. They are the principles on which all the recommendations in 

this book are based.

1. Grades should refl ect student achievement of intended learning 

outcomes.

2. Grading policies should support and motivate student effort and 

learning.

Principle 1 addresses the implicit question “How well did students learn 

(on this assignment or during this reporting period)?” Principle 2 addresses 

the larger question of how to create the kind of atmosphere that supports 

learning. Grading policies that are intended to elicit student compliance are 

not conducive to the active pursuit of learning.

The current climate of standards-based reform forces these issues for us. 

Perhaps you, too, feel the pressure that other educators have reported from the 

large-scale student profi ciency testing that has been one of the defi ning features 

of this reform (Au, 2007). On the face of it, it seems like the pressure of exter-

nal accountability assessment would also ramp up the pressure for traditional 

scoring and grading practices in the classroom. Paradoxically, though, we can 

actually use the standards movement to advantage. Standards describe the 

objects of students’ achievement—what they are to learn—more clearly than 

conventional grading categories (mathematics, English, music, and so on). This 

makes room for standards-based grading and other grading reforms that focus 
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5All Students Can Learn

on learning and achievement. What matters is not whether the grading practices 

are standards based or conventional, but whether they support learning.

How Not to Use Grades
This is a true story about what happens when grades are not about learning. I 

was fresh out of college and had not yet secured my first teaching position. So, 

like many of you, I did substitute teaching. Within my first month of sub-

bing, I was assigned to cover four days for a high school social studies teacher. 

Because he knew he was going to be out, he had planned in advance, and we 

had a brief meeting the week before he left.

One of his classes was composed of 10 young men who attended 

vocational-technical school in the morning and came to the high school in the 

afternoon for their two required academic classes, English and social studies. 

According to this teacher, they “didn’t want to be there,” and he was afraid they 

would pose a discipline problem while he was gone. Therefore, he had given 

them a group presentation assignment, and my “lesson plan” was to listen to the 

groups’ presentations, one each day, and grade them. The grades I gave would 

“stick,” he said. By that he meant he would really use them in his report card 

grades. He hoped that this would motivate the students to behave themselves.

I had just completed an elementary teacher-preparation program and had 

a brand-new K–8 teaching certifi cate. I had almost no experience with manag-

ing high school students. And what was I given as my only instruction? Grade!

If you think this was a disaster waiting to happen, you’re right. When 

I arrived on Monday, I found that three groups had done absolutely nothing 

and one student in the fourth group had prepared a few note cards to read to 

the class. The teacher had asked me to turn in grades to him, so I did. I gave Fs 

to the groups that did nothing and a B to the group that did something, even 

though it was pretty dismal. It was clear that the students really didn’t care one 

way or the other.

But the feared discipline problems didn’t materialize. The students and 

I mostly just talked. Back then, I felt I had probably wasted their time, that I 

should somehow have been able to teach them some social studies. I felt badly 

that I didn’t have enough content knowledge to at least tell them something 

about their topics. Older and wiser now, I realize that in that context these 

students weren’t really going to learn much anyway.
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6 How to Use Grading to Improve Learning

Why not? There were a lot of reasons, as you can probably tell, but the 

judgmental use of grades was a big contributor. First, grading in that class was 

about discipline and control. It was the teacher’s “big stick.” And in this case, it 

was to be wielded on 10 students who had a long history of being unsuccessful 

in their academic classes. Not only was this grading plan not about learning, 

but it sent the message to these students that their teacher didn’t trust them 

(and he didn’t). Second, I had been instructed to grade the presentations, but 

there were no criteria for them, no expectations except that they would fi ll a 

50-minute period and be on certain topics. So the assignment dehumanized 

the students and disrespected the content at the same time. And group grades 

are a whole other issue in themselves (Brookhart, 2013b). See Chapter 4 for 

more about that.

Every time I think of this story, it makes me sad. But I am no longer 

powerless to do anything about it, as I was then. The grading principles and 

practices I share in this book are, basically, the opposite of everything in this 

story. They are designed to help readers be the antithesis of the teacher in this 

story. Ultimately, they are designed to make school learning better for those 

ten young men and other students like them.

Common Terminology
Before getting into specifics, it will be helpful to establish definitions for some 

common terms that will appear throughout this book. 

Grade (or mark) is commonly used to mean both the mark on an indi-

vidual assignment and the symbol (letter or number) or sometimes level (such 

as “profi cient”) on a report card (Taylor & Nolen, 2005). O’Connor (2009) 

uses grade to mean only the mark on a report card, and not the one on individ-

ual assignments. However, the dual usage is so common that perhaps the best 

way to handle it is to accept it and live with it. That is the approach I will take 

in this book. I will endeavor to be very clear about whether I am talking about 

individual assignment grades or report card grades.

Grades for individual assignments should refl ect the achievement 

demonstrated in the work. Grades for report cards should refl ect the achieve-

ment demonstrated in the body of work for that report period. I’ll have a 

lot more to say about that throughout the book, but for now, just consider 

achievement part of the defi nition of grade.
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7All Students Can Learn

Scores are numbers or ordered categories. Some individual assignments, 

most notably tests, receive scores that result from a scoring procedure. The 

scoring procedure should be defi ned. For example, on a test made up of 

multiple-choice, true/false, or matching items, a typical scoring procedure is 

to give one point for each correct answer. Tests that have multipoint problems 

or essay questions require clear scoring schemes that defi ne how to allocate 

the points.

Validity means the degree to which grades or scores actually mean what 

you intend them to mean. In the case of grading, if you intend a report card 

grade to indicate achievement of a standard, the grade should do that—and 

not, for example, represent attendance, or how appealing a student’s person-

ality is, or something extraneous like that. In the case of a classroom unit test 

score, if you intend the test score to indicate the achievement of a science unit’s 

learning goals, the score should do that—and not, for example, represent how 

beautiful the student’s handwriting is, or how well the student could read very 

complicated passages in some of the questions.

Reliability is the level of confi dence you have in the consistency or accu-

racy of a measure. So, for example, in the case of that test score, how close is 

the percentage correct to the real level of achievement “inside the kid’s head,” 

and how much is it infl uenced by the form of the questions, time of day, inac-

curacies in the teacher’s use of scoring procedures, and so on? There will always 

be some inconsistencies (errors) in measurement, but you want to keep them 

as small as possible.

Grading is only one kind of student assessment or evaluation. Both 

of these terms, assessment and evaluation, are broader in scope than grading. 

Evaluation means judgment or appraisal of the value or worth of something. 

All evaluative judgments, not just grades, should be based on high-quality 

evidence that is relevant to the particular kind of judgment you are making. 

Assessment is a general term that means any process for obtaining information.

Classes, schools, programs, textbooks, and materials are also commonly 

evaluated. In this book, we will follow the convention that if we are talking 

about appraisals of students, we will use the term assessment. If we are talking 

about appraisals of classes, schools, programs, textbooks, and materials, we 

will use the term evaluation.
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