GRADING AND STUDENT LEARNING

At a teacher inservice, a teacher described a problem that probably all of us have encountered.  She had developed a curriculum based on the standards, using teaching strategies that promoted intrinsic motivation, creativity, willingness to take risks, a focus on mastery, etc.  But all this disappeared when the concern for grades began to dominate shortly before the first grading period.  How, she wondered, could she reconcile such a student-centered learning situation with the threat inherent in the traditional practice of grading?  This column will describe some teachers’ solutions to the dilemma of maintaining positive classroom climate and productive teaching/learning/assessment strategies along with grading.

The Problem with Traditional Grading

Ironically, despite grading’s basic problems, teachers and students can become addicted to grades.  The teacher mentioned above confided that she felt a real need for the “leverage” afforded by grades.  And students quickly learn to ascertain what will count for grades and concentrate on this rather than on mastery itself.  Many teachers routinely use grades as external motivators, often based on proxies for learning – points for attendance or worksheets, activities, etc.  This is doubly problematic – they don’t deal directly with the Standards’ artistic processes of creating or responding, and the points (and the grade) become the focus of students’ efforts instead of those processes and understandings.  

The traditional view is that tests, grades, and their attendant threats are necessary to “make students take learning seriously.”  This begs an interesting question: If there were no grades to threaten students, would they stop learning or trying?  If true, it would be only because the students were never focused on learning, only on the grade.  This is a condemnation of such a system.  Education must consist of more than achieving a letter grade!

The “Catch 22”

Teachers that accept the traditional grading paradigm and yet want to inspire students to be self-initiated, enthusiastic learners face a dilemma.  “You can’t get there from here,” if “there” is intrinsic motivation and student-generated learning and “here” means believing that dispensing grades as rewards and punishments is a proper role of the teacher.  

Some teachers, however, have found ways of minimizing grading’s negative effects.  Basically, their successes are due to using teaching strategies that motivate students to 1) participate actively in their own learning (and assessment); and 2) emphasize mastery instead of the grade.  These strategies, however, require a classroom climate conducive to these factors.

Factors in Positive Classroom Climate

In 1960 Flanders’ research revealed that students’ learning and motivation are optimized in a positive and supportive classroom, primarily determined by the teacher’s interactions with the students.  Simply put, the teachers who successfully balance motivational teaching with their district’s requirement for grading assume the role of learning facilitators, emphasizing working with the students to improve their abilities rather than as judges to whom they must prove those abilities.  

In addition, they find that promoting collaborative interaction among the students has a positive effect on both climate and learning.  They encourage students to use each other as learning resources in a non-competitive way, such as constructive peer assessments and small and large group work toward a shared goal (e.g., improving technique, preparing an exhibit of student work exemplifying art of different cultures, critiquing their own work, etc., based on the Wisconsin Model Academic Standards).  

Strategies That Promote Mastery and Student-Initiated Learning

Authentic Tasks.  Achieving a degree of mastery of any of the Standards will not fit easily into a short learning episode.  A productive teaching strategy is developing a long-term learning project within a standards-based curriculum that confronts challenging but “do-able” problems similar to those of the professional and that allows the student to concentrate on mastery in the process of work and revision over time.

Student Involvement.  Many successful teachers promote student ownership, motivation, and learning by having the students help develop the criteria of their current learning project (e.g., improving technique, critiquing one’s own work, creating a design for a purpose, etc.) as well as a description of those criteria at different levels of proficiency (e.g., advanced, proficient, partially proficient, basic).  Through this the students internalize these learning targets and are thus empowered and motivated to assess how closely their work comes to the learning targets.  

The Learning Loop and Embedded Assessment.  Other practices both support intrinsic motivation and promote optimum learning.  Students learn best by applying their knowledge and skills to produce something – a sketch, an essay, a demonstration, a critique, etc.; perceive the product’s elements by analyzing its elements and how their relationship contributes to its totality; and reflect on what worked, what didn’t, and how it could be improved next time.  At this point a “feed-back loop” - constructive, non-judgmental input from peers and/or teacher – helps the students direct their efforts more effectively in future work.  Obviously, this is best when it occurs on an ongoing basis during the learning process, much as one would regularly consult a map during a journey to make mid-course corrections in order to arrive at the correct destination.  This embeds assessment in the learning process itself, enhancing and guiding the student’s efforts, as well as indicating at any point in time the student’s progress to both student and teacher.  And when the teacher ensures that such self/peer/teacher assessment is constructive, non-threatening, and comfortable, students more readily regard assessment as part of the learning process and focus on mastery rather than “What grade did you give me?”

Processfolios.  Having all students keep process-portfolios of all their work is another excellent learning and assessment strategy that helps students focus on mastery instead of the grade.  Process-portfolios, or processfolios, could include “biographies” of student work – from early sketches to the finished product, or documentation of the students’ ability to critique, from first to final attempts; journal entries; questionnaires; curricular work, etc.  They contain not only the products of student work but also evidence of the students’ thinking processes and approach to work.  While processfolios provide students a learning tool with which they can revisit and revise earlier work and reflect on ways to improve future work, they are also a documentation of what has been learned.  And when students have had an active role in the teaching/learning process – helping develop criteria and proficiency levels – they can assume an informed role in the final assessment of their work.  

These strategies are consonant with those motivational “hot buttons” common to all students – an inborn “itch” to learn (in absence of threat); the desire for adult status and respect (the “emerging adult ego state”); an urge to have more control of their lives (an internal “locus of control”) tasks that are challenging, creative, have relevance (value) to the student, and are authentic (“real” tasks that adult professionals do and that have significance outside of school).  
But . . the Grade . . 

Ah yes, the grade!  All of the teachers that make use of the strategies described above must give grades.  However, they have succeeded in focusing their students on mastery of disciplinary understandings instead of grades by involving them actively in the “getting there’ – the teaching/learning/assessment process.  

A student/teacher assessment conference completes the grading.  Many find a “learning profile” ideal for this.  This consists of a student/teacher listing of the goals of the project, (e.g., technical skills, critiquing, etc., depending on the project).  The teacher and student examine the student’s work toward the goals, ideally contained in a processfolio, and come to agreement on the student’s progress (a learning experience par excellence!).  Teachers find the students quite adept at evaluating their own work.  The most common point of negotiation occurs when the student rates the work lower than the teacher does.  This consensus can then be translated into a grade.  The thrust of the whole process is to make the grade incidental to learning and mastery.

This has been a description of ways that teachers have successfully diverted the emphasis on grades, a relic of the old industrial model school, to a focus on learning.  No doubt other teachers will find different ways that work best for them.  The message is that it is possible to combine good teaching/learning/assessment practices with grading until that happy day that grades no longer burden the educational enterprise.  Good luck!

Adapted from the September 2001 issue of the Wisconsin School Musician and used with permission.
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