
intertwined with teachers’ belief systems and their daily practices that it wasn’t as 
simple as just explaining and justifying the practices. I realized that for teachers to 
become convinced of the effectiveness and the equitable impact of different grading 
practices, they had to try them out. Through a combination of persuasion, promises, 
and appeals, I found some teachers willing to test out these new grading practices.

Amazingly, it worked.

Teachers who tried these grading practices were surprised and sometimes shocked 
by the results. The practices seemed to do the impossible: decrease student failures, 
reduce grade inflation, and reduce achievement gaps—all at the same time. Here 
were the results in one high school:

High School Teacher Cohort: Percentage of D or F Grades Awarded 2015–2016 
(before grading initiative) vs. 2016–2017 (1st year of grading initiative)1

2015–2016
SEM. 2

2016–2017
SEM. 2

PERCENTAGE 
POINT 
CHANGE

PERCENTAGE 
DIFFERENCE

Percentage of D or F 
Grades Awarded

23% 17% −6 26% decrease

In the 2015–2016 school year, 23 percent of the grades that the teachers assigned 
were Ds or Fs, and fell by over one-quarter, to 17 percent of the grades in 2016–
2017. Although this decrease may seem small (and is still too high), because these 
high school teachers had student loads of 125 to 150 each and assigned thousands of 
grades every semester, this decrease in D and F grades represents hundreds of fewer 
failed grades, meaning fewer remedial “seats” and therefore less money needed for 
remedial classes, to say nothing of the long-term impact on graduation rates. What 
was even more energizing was that the grading practices had a greater (and statisti-
cally significant) impact on groups who had been historically underserved in 
schools. From the same high school:

High School Teacher Cohort: Percentage of D or F Grades Awarded 2015–2016 
(before grading initiative) vs. 2016–2017 (1st year of grading initiative)

2015–2016
SEM. 2

ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP 2015–2016

2016–2017
SEM. 2

ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP 2016–2017

FRPL* Students 27%
8% points

19%
3% points

Non-FRPL Students 19% 16%

* free and reduced Price Lunch

1The results in these figures on pages xxvi–xxviii were generated by Leading Edge Advisors, 
an independent evaluation firm.
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