
were too soft; that we were pressured to give passing grades.” One teacher added, 
almost adamantly, “Actually, we raised our standards. Students no longer can get 
good grades with fluff assignments.”

I believed the teachers, but wasn’t yet convinced. I was worried that the practices 
might yield grades that were improved, but weren’t more valid. To determine 
whether the grades were more valid—that they more accurately and consistently 
described student achievement—we compared teachers’ classroom grades to stu-
dents’ standardized test scores. We found that teachers’ grades had an increased cor-
relation to standardized test scores. Not only were grades less inflated or deflated, 
they were also more accurate:

State Test Score Results vs. Sem. 2 Grades Assigned Spring 2016 (before grading 
initiative) vs. Spring 2017 (1st year of grading initiative)

SPRING 
2016
SEM. 2

SPRING 
2017
SEM. 2

PERCENTAGE 
POINT 
CHANGE

PERCENTAGE 
DIFFERENCE

Percentage of Students for 
Whom State Exam ELA 
Score MATCHES Teacher-
Assigned English Sem. 2 
Grade (ex.: 3 = B, 2 = C, etc.)

34% 48% +14 41% Increase

Percentage of Students for 
Whom State Exam Math 
Score MATCHES Teacher-
Assigned Math Sem. 2 Grade 
(ex.: 3 = B, 2 = C, etc.)

21% 38% +17 80% Increase

Although in 2016, before teachers used more equitable grading practices, only about 
one-third of semester 2 English grades matched standardized test scores in English, 
after teachers used the practices in 2017 nearly half of teachers’ English grades 
matched the test scores, and the percent of semester 2 math grades that matched 
standardized test scores in math nearly doubled. And even though there are plenty 
of reasons to be skeptical of standardized tests, we’d prefer teachers’ grades to be 
more correlated with external test results than less correlated.

Beyond the quantitative data, the impact of these more equitable grading practices 
on the day-to-day work of teachers and students was even more transformational. 
Students were relieved and grateful to not have everything “count” in their grade, to 
have flexibility to turn in assignments after a deadline, and to be allowed to retake 
exams. Teachers felt the emphasis in their classrooms had shifted from meeting due 
dates and earning points to learning. Students completed assignments because they 
found that doing so improved their performance on assessments, not because of the 
homework or classwork points they could earn or lose.
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