
is included in a grade, lowers students’ grades regardless of a students’ academic per-
formance. But this is only the tip of the iceberg of why the single-letter grade con-
straint bequeathed to us by the Industrial Revolution is so harmful to our students.

The “Omnibus” Grade: A Barrel-ful  
of Information in a Thimble-Size Container
While teachers a generation or two ago entered grades into paper grid-lined grade-
books and crunched computations on their calculators, teachers today rely on pow-
erful and sophisticated grading software to conduct the mathematical formulae used 
to render the grade. Too often, I’ve heard teachers cede ownership of their grades to 
the software: “The grade is how the software calculated it,” or “The grade is what the 
numbers say.” Even though the software performs complex calculations so teachers 
don’t have to, it’s critically important to understand how those computations func-
tion. We know that formulas represent choices, and we need to critically examine 
how those formulas work and what those choices represent. Only then can we be 
empowered to decide whether we accept those choices or want to make different 
ones. Even though this next section may start to feel technical, it’s actually empow-
ering to understand what’s going on “beneath the hood” of our grading software.

As explained earlier, traditional grading includes multiple categories of a student’s 
performance. However, not all categories are equally important. For example, how 
well a student does on homework might be more important than her Participation 
but less important than her scores on tests. Common grading software allows teach-
ers to assign percentage “weights” to each category to indicate its relative impor-
tance in the course. Below is a typical teacher’s approach:

CATEGORY WEIGHT

Homework 30%

Tests and Projects 40%

Class Activities 20%

Participation 10%

In this example, the teacher assigns relative weights of the categories to convey that 
certain kinds of student work or activities (in this example, tests, projects, and home-
work) are more important than others (quizzes, class activities, and participation).

Why are percentages so important to teachers’ grading? Not only is the teacher try-
ing to achieve optimal accuracy of the final grade—what is most important in the 
class receives the most value—but she wants to make it clear to students what the  
course is about, to provide a “recipe” for achievement. The teacher hopes that  
the students, knowing the weights of the categories, will allocate attention in roughly 
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