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There are myriad reasons why grades are problematic. For one, they are inconsistent and

differ between instructors, disciplines, and institutions.1 They are rife with human subjectivity and

leave the door open for bias and questions of equity.2 Grades have been shown to negatively

impact student motivation3 and self-esteem.4 And believe that grades are not an accurate

measure of learning.5 It is no surprise that educators across the country have been attempting

to solve some aspects of grading for decades. However, with the interruption of traditional

in-person school brought on by COVID-19, the question of how to deal with the problem of grades

came front and center.4 While several temporary remedies were used, such as pass-fail or frozen

grades, ultimately to solve all of these issues requires a much deeper look at how we evaluate

students. The dominant paradigm is that learning is quantitatively measured and defined by

instructors and institutions. Grades are one part of this paradigm, tangled up in the web of credit

hours, degree requirements, standardized testing, credentialing and many more systems at play.

In order to solve the problem of grading, the entire paradigm of how we measure student

success would need to change. Learning would be defined by students, with assistance from

instructors and institutions. It would require a significant shift in the student-teacher dynamic,

where students are active directors of their own learning journeys. Rather than the sage on the

stage, teachers would turn into guides on the side, connecting their students with resources and

opportunities, and when appropriate, their own knowledge. It need not be without structure and

guidance, but would require a reorganization of higher education institutions. It could open the

door to more diversity of students, courses, and assessment. Students would finish their

programs when their own learning goals had been met and they could demonstrate the

knowledge and skills. While hard data may provide some insight into a student’s learning, this

demonstration would be based primarily around qualitative indicators.
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In some ways, we have already begun the shift to qualitative measures. Application to

many degree granting programs require a personal statement and letters of recommendation, in

addition to the quantitative measures of test scores, GPA, and transcripts. However, there is a

movement of students, teachers, and institutions working towards alternatives to grades today.6

There are several promising ideas that could help transition to this student-centered future.

First are mastery transcripts7 and narrative transcripts.8 These two innovations aim to

replace the traditional grade and credit transcript that are used in secondary and higher

education. While these are both used more frequently in secondary schools, there are places

using them (or accepting them) in the higher education space as well. While they differ from each

other, both new types of transcripts paint different and fuller pictures of a student’s learning. By

being more descriptive, outsiders can see more clearly a student’s knowledge and skill base,

rather than a letter associated with a course title. While it does not solve the problem of implicit

bias or the power dynamic between students and teachers, it does give significantly more

information about a student’s learning.

Another innovation that works well with narrative or mastery transcripts is

standards-based learning. This development of curriculum and evaluation is best seen in higher

education AAC&U’s VALUE rubrics.9 Though designed for use at the institutional level, there is

strong potential to be used for individual student learning evaluation. Standards-based learning

connects well with either mastery transcripts or e-Portfolios to provide some framework for

creating and evaluating learning goals.

Portfolios have also become popularized as a form of communicating learning.10 While

they are generally used today as a supplement to transcripts and grades, as they are in the LDT

program, the high school where I teach, and in my own high school graduation many years ago,

they show strong potential in disrupting traditional grades. As a form of communicating

cumulative learning across a degree or program, portfolios can allow students to voice their own

learning journey and exactly what they learned. Though more time consuming than traditional

grades, this innovation disrupts the power dynamic and communicates examples of what

student’s believe to be their strongest abilities.
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One final innovation that occurs at the individual course level, rather than the

programmatic or institutional level, is the practice of ungrading or de-grading.11 These are a set

of tools that instructors can use to evaluate and give feedback to students without attaching

letter or numeric grades to them. Generally, in this practice, a system of assessment is put in

place, but grades are ultimately assigned at the end of the course because the instructor is in

an institution where grades are still needed for a transcript. This practice represents a small

disruption, existing within the current system.

These few innovations are the primary drivers in a transition to a gradeless future. For

any of these innovations to exist, teachers and institutions must relinquish some of the control

they exact over assessment of student learning. The power dynamic must shift in order to

address all of the flaws with grading in its current form and ultimately shift the entire paradigm of

measuring student achievement and success.
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