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PREFACE

The first edition of this little book was the third in a trilogy direct-
ed to educational reform. The first was Curriculum Based

Assessment: A Primer, the second Teaching Low Achieving and
Disadvantaged Students. Each of those books directed some attention to
the obstacles that our grading practice create to improving the quality
of American education and to helping students who are at risk. This
work was, and is again in its second edition, a fuller exploration of the
problems caused by grades.

I have received some praise and attention for the ideas expressed
in the first edition. However, the problems caused by our grading sys-
tem remain, and of late, the “standards” and “high-stakes” testing
movements have added complexity to the problems caused by the
grading system. The ideas presented in the first edition remain in this
one. What I have attempted here is to define the added problems and
suggest some antidotes to them. 

C.H.H.
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Chapter 1

OVERVIEW

Habit is stronger than reason.

George Santayana

My interest in grades and grading practices emerged gradually.
The conceptions I developed were influence by my perspective

in special education. These conceptions were further influenced by
working with an evaluation system called curriculum-based assess-
ment. I had been engaged at length with the problems associated with
the identification and classification of exceptional children when it
became clear that grades were a constant factor.

The fundamental fact in the identification of exceptional children
is that most are identified by failing grades. Our primary identification
tool is our grading system. Most children who are referred to deter-
mine eligibility for special education services have been so because of
failing grades.

This is such an obvious notion to most that the immediate reaction
to the above statement is, “So what!” We have come to assume that
failing grades are a symptom of learning handicaps and disabilities.
Nagging questions kept recurring to me, nevertheless. Are grades sim-
ply evidence, merely symptoms, of learning handicaps and disabili-
ties? Could there be an error in my logic? Have we made erroneous
assumptions about grades? Are they really just objective evidence of
learning handicaps?

I have come to the conclusion that our reasoning has been faulty.
I believe that grades are not merely symptoms but primary causes of
many learning problems. This book will review the problems caused
by grades and then pose alternatives to the evaluation systems that
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4 Grades and Grading Practices

require destructive grading practices.
We have a powerful need to grade. Things with the same position,

standing, characteristics, or value are grouped together. Oranges,
apples, and eggs are graded according to size, color, and quality and
they, like children, are given letter grades.

Grades are an institutional part of American education. They are
the shared paradigm that is above self-reflection. Grades are used to
divide the curriculum, and a grade is a stage in the curriculum. It is
also a year’s work. The typical curriculum is ordered in a sequence of
thirteen grades.

The dominating attribute used for grading students is chronologi-
cal age. Students who have birth dates within certain calendar bound-
aries are placed in the same grade. Once in their assigned grade, their
performance relative to other students is further graded. They may be
assigned to one of several reading groups, depending on their perfor-
mance in reading. Their relative performance in the group is also
graded. The most usual procedure for grading performance is with let-
ter grades.

In spite of our best efforts at grouping and grading students into
increasingly homogenous units, variation within each grade or group
will persist. Direct evidence of this is provided by the distribution of
letter grades that is produced by the students within each of the grades
or groupings.

For example, if we check the scores on the weekly spelling test in
any elementary classroom, it would surprise no one to see a wide
range of scores and resulting grades. The same range would be found
if we checked other tests or assignments that are routinely given. The
fortunate students get the A’s; the unfortunate ones get the D’s and F’s.

We expect our grouping and grading practices to solve all prob-
lems with variability of academic aptitude. However, the distribution
of grades that is produced when an instructional task is given to a
group of students always confirms the continued existence of variabil-
ity.

Occasionally, we find ourselves in two contradictory positions
simultaneously. We want all students to do well while at the same time
we want to have rigor in our grading system. We must maintain stan-
dards; we have to be tough. These opposing positions produce a
dilemma not easily resolved when we blindly accept the institution of
grading.



Overview 5

The underlying reason for the distribution of grades is that one
level of instruction is given. The variability in grades is simply indica-
tive of the variability, the individual differences, in learning ability and
readiness of the students who undergo the instruction.

Academic ability exists on a continuum. It does not lend itself too
well to grouping and tracking practices. Grouping and tracking are
used to narrow the range of differences so that one level of instruction
can be directed to each group. But there remain students at the high
and low ends of the ability range, and they are out of tolerance with
the level of instruction offered. Better to find the level of instruction
too easy than too difficult, but either position is not the optimal one for
either the high or low achievers in any group.

Students in the extremes often share more learning and aptitude
characteristics with students in groups or grades below or above them.
Even if action is taken to move the student through either retention or
acceleration, the movement is usually done at the end or beginning of
the year, the year being the grade’s time unit. Consequently, accelera-
tion or retention is done in the curricular lock step.

Perhaps a concrete illustration using chronological age is in order.
Children begin the first grade of the lock-step curriculum if their sixth
birthday falls before some arbitrarily selected date at the beginning of
the school year. They then are supposed to move through the grades
with students who became age six at some time within the twelve-
month period prior to this cutoff date. Even though this supposedly
keeps the students with their age-mates, the younger students in each
grade will be closer in age to the older students in the grade below
than they are to most of the students in their own grade. Conversely,
the older students in any grade will be closer to the younger students
in the grade above.

The same condition exists for academic ability as for chronological
age. The low-achieving students are closer in ability to the students in
the grade below, and the high-achieving students are closer to students
in grades above. The differences in academic ability are much greater
than differences in chronological age. The range of academic ability,
excluding all handicaps, in almost any first grade classroom is at least
2.5 years. Chronological age range is only twelve months, but the
range of academic ability in the same students is over thirty months!
The range in chronological age will stay the same as a group of stu-
dents moves up the curricular ladder. However, the range in academ-


