
With these more equitable practices, the rate of Ds and Fs the teachers assigned to 
students who qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, a proxy for low-income, 
decreased from 27 percent to 19 percent, while the percentage of Ds and Fs assigned 
to students who came from higher income families (who therefore did not qualify 
for free or reduced-price lunch) decreased much less, from 19 percent to 16 percent. 
The rate of Ds and Fs decreased more sharply for low-income students, meaning 
that the school decreased their D and F achievement gap between these groups of 
students from 8 percent to 3 percent.

Here are results at a middle school, where teachers’ changes reduced grade inflation 
and failing grades, and narrowed the achievement gaps of income and race:

Middle School Teacher Cohort 2015–2016 (before grading initiative) vs. 2016–2017 
(1st year of grading initiative)

Percentage of A Grades Awarded

2015–2016
ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP 2015–2016

2016–2017 
SEM. 2 ACHIEVEMENT

FRPL 
Students

36%

14% points

31%

9% points
Non-FRPL 
Students

50% 40%

Percentage of D or F Grades Awarded

2015–2016 
SEM. 2

ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP 2015–2016

2016–17 
SEM. 2

ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP 2016–2017

African American 
Students

25%
8% points

14%
1% point

White Students 17% 13%

When teachers used these more equitable grading practices, the disparity in the 
percent of As assigned to students who qualified for free or reduced price lunch 
compared to the percent of As assigned to students who did not qualify for free or 
reduced price lunch decreased by over one-third, and the disparity in the percent of 
Ds and Fs assigned to African American students compared to white students, which 
had been eight percentage points, was virtually eliminated.

Of course, it is notoriously difficult to tie changes in student achievement to a spe-
cific change in a teacher’s practice; student performance and teacher effectiveness 
are influenced by so many variables inside and outside the school. When teachers at 
this middle school confidently explained that a primary cause of these changes in 
student achievement was their improvements to grading and assessment, I wasn’t 
satisfied. I first asked what might be incorrect explanations others might give if they 
saw this data. They quickly responded: “That we lowered our standards; that we 
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