
have fundamentally changed our thinking about schools and the children we serve 
in them. In contrast to those early twentieth century beliefs, we now know that 
when students experience differentiated and culturally responsive supports and 
challenges, only the slimmest subset of children are incapable of meeting our aca-
demic standards, and each student can choose for herself a future path among many 
attainable opportunities. With these new understandings, our contemporary teach-
ing is so much more student centered, collaborative, and differentiated then a cen-
tury ago, technology has redefined how students access information and demonstrate 
their learning, and we try to respond to the diversity of student ethnicities, religions, 
languages, gender identities, families, and histories.

INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION BELIEFS 21ST CENTURY BELIEFS

Student achievement occurs on a curve, and 
only a subset of students is capable of meeting 
academic standards.

All students are capable of meeting academic 
standards.

Schools are expected to sort students. Schools should not be in the business of 
sorting students.

Extrinsic motivation is the most effective 
means of influencing behaviors, which include 
behaviors associated with learning.

Extrinsic motivation is NOT the most effective 
means of influencing behaviors associated 
with learning and higher-order thinking; 
intrinsic motivation is superior.

And yet, twenty-first century classrooms continue to use the grading systems of the 
early twentieth century even though, as Marzano (2000) writes, there is “no mean-
ingful research reports to support it.” In the next two chapters, we explore four ways 
in which, despite our most informed ideas and socially conscious intentions, our 
continued use of traditional grading practices contradicts and even undermines 
effective and equitable teaching and learning, particularly for students historically 
underserved. As we’ll see, traditional grading:

•• Stifles risk-taking and trust between the teacher and student

•• Supports the “commodity of grades”

•• Hides information, invites biases, and provides misleading information

•• Demotivates and disempowers students

Risk-Taking, Trust, and the Teacher–Student Relationship
Let’s begin by examining the critical ingredients of an effective teacher–student 
relationship, and how many of our current grading practices undermine that 
relationship through constant judgments of students.

No matter the qualifications or experience of the teacher, successful learning depends 
on a successful student–teacher relationship. More colloquially, there is a saying among 
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