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Executive Summary 

Recent years have seen a flurry of new grading policies that risk lowering academic standards in 
the name of equity. Newly popular practices include “minimum grading” policies, which prevent 
teachers from assigning students less than 50 percent credit; prohibitions on grade penalties for 
late work; and bans on grading homework and class participation. Such changes in grading 
practices, which accelerated during the pandemic, deserve greater scrutiny. Indeed, they risk 
removing both discretion from teachers and crucial incentives for students to study hard and 
cooperate with teachers and peers. Although some grading reforms may benefit students, those 
that water down expectations ultimately harm the students they are meant to help. 

This policy brief challenges four key ideas that underpin “equity”-motivated trends in grading 
reforms.  

Claim 1: “The existence of grade inflation has been exaggerated.” 

Maybe historically, but not now. While standards for assessing student work have been falling 
steadily over time, the “grading for equity” era appears to have supercharged grade inflation.  

Claim 2: “Strict grading is harmful to students.” 

False. To the contrary, lenient grading policies risk lowering expectations, and there is evidence 
that more lenient grading leads to less learning. 

Claim 3: “Traditional grading doesn’t communicate what students know and can do.” 

False. If accompanied by clear expectations, a traditional summary grade can indeed communicate 
what students know and what they don’t. 

Claim 4: “Traditional grading perpetuates inequities.” 

In some cases. Without efforts to increase transparency and reduce bias, traditional grading can 
perpetuate inequities.  

The Bottom Line 

The push for more “equitable” grading policies has exacerbated grade inflation and proffered little 
evidence of greater learning. Some aspects of traditional grading can indeed perpetuate 
inequities, but top-down policies that make grading more lenient are not the answer, especially as 
schools grapple with the academic and behavioral challenges of the postpandemic era. 
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Implications 

1. Policymakers and educators should be wary of lowering standards through lenient grading 
policies. Those include “no-zero” mandates, bans on grading homework, and prohibitions on 
penalties for late work and cheating. Such policies tend to reduce expectations and 
accountability for students, hamstring teachers’ ability to manage their classrooms and 
motivate students, and confuse parents and other stakeholders who do not understand what 
grades have come to signify. All of this makes addressing recent learning loss even harder.

2. District leaders and state education agencies should support teachers in maintaining high 
expectations and holding the line on grade inflation. Educators need to know what high 
expectations look like. State and district leaders can present them with research on the 
connection between tough grading standards and student learning, as well as provide data 
about their grading standards relative to their peers. Individual schools or departments 
should often be allowed the flexibility to weigh the costs and benefits for themselves and to 
experiment with grading reforms—and individual teachers should have flexibility in adjusting 
deadlines or penalties based on student circumstances. What districts and states should not 
do is mandate reforms that could force teachers to lower standards and expectations. Such 
mandates are doomed to fail because so much depends on implementation, stakeholder 
buy-in, and the ways that reforms interact with other local policies.

3. Take the best parts from both traditional and equity-oriented grading approaches. Many 
traditional practices have persisted for good reason, but a few equity-motivated grading 
reforms should be adopted more widely. Specifically, there are good reasons for 
policymakers and educators to consider eliminating most extra credit assignments and 
implementing rigorous grading rubrics. These specific reforms do not lower academic 
standards, but they can strengthen academics and combat bias.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED598893.pdf
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“The existence of grade inflation has been exaggerated.” Maybe
historically, but not now.  

Concerns about whether grades accurately reflect student learning have been raised for 
decades. As far back as 1913, educational psychologist Guy Montrose Whipple questioned “the 
reliability of the marking system,” which he characterized as “an absolutely uncalibrated 
instrument.” Since then, grade inflation, by which teachers assign ever higher grades for the 
same level of academic work, has persisted.  

Think Again: Does “equitable” grading benefit students?

In the 2000s and increasingly in the 2010s, the movement for “equitable” grading took root. 
Inspired by grading-reform gurus such as Ken O’Connor, Cornelius Minor, and Joe Feldman, a 
number of school districts—and at least one state—began implementing grading policies that 
explicitly or implicitly lowered expectations, including prohibiting teachers from assigning zeros 
(i.e., “minimum grading”), penalizing late work, and even marking down assignments on which 
students were caught cheating. Reformers have also argued for changing grading scales, which 
can have the effect of mechanically increasing students’ grades. 

Then, in the face of widespread school shutdowns in the spring of 2020, districts scrambled to 
respond to students’ unprecedented needs. Amidst the context of racial reckoning, economic 
crisis, and a global pandemic, concerns about equity and mental health motivated many 
educators and policymakers to add on to or expand previous grading reforms, whether through 
pass/fail options, counting “needs improvement” as a final grade, prohibiting grade drops below 
prepandemic levels, or waiving standard graduation requirements.  

The push to “give students grace” was understandable in that moment. Out-of-school inequities 
played a larger-than-ever role in students’ academic lives, with many students sharing devices 
with siblings, lacking quiet places to study, and struggling to access the internet to join class. Yet 
the return to traditional, in-person instruction did not bring a return to traditional grading 
policies. To the contrary, more districts than ever put into place grading policies that many 
district leaders believed were better for “equity,” or more precisely, leveling the playing field for 
disadvantaged students. Some of these policies—such as minimum grading (e.g., giving students 
no less than 50 percent of possible points) and prohibiting grading penalties for late work and 
even for cheating—make students’ grades rise automatically. Others seek alternatives to the 
traditional 0–100 scale, revising it to a 0–4 scale, for example, or to mastery grading 
(which is more qualitative than points based). Of course, not all equity grading reformers 
advocate all these practices, but these are all policies that, justified by a focus on equity, have 
gained substantial traction in recent years. 

Such grading reforms were not birthed during Covid, but their increasing popularity and growing 
implementation by states and districts is new. Unfortunately, many of these policies lower 
academic standards and are likely to do long-term damage to the educational equity their 
advocates purport to advance.  

https://www.seattletimes.com/education-lab/seattle-will-give-high-school-students-as-or-incompletes-colleges-urged-to-adopt-generous-grading/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/10/23/dc-schools-grading-policy-50-percent-rule/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/10/23/dc-schools-grading-policy-50-percent-rule/
https://www.the74million.org/article/as-schools-embrace-mastery-learning-and-confront-challenges-of-gpas-and-college-admissions-consortium-creates-new-bridge-transcript/#:~:text=Schools%20Are%20Adopting%20'Mastery'%20Approach,to%20more%20than%20400%20today.
https://books.google.com/books?id=4wsRAAAAMAAJ&amp;oe=UTF-8
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775720305239?via%3Dihub
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ895689.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Repair-Kit-Grading-Assessment-Institute/dp/0132488639
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/turn-and-talk-antiracist-grading-starts-with-you
https://www.oregonlive.com/education/2013/09/missing_homework_late_assignme.html
https://www.stamfordadvocate.com/news/article/Westhill-High-s-trying-a-new-way-to-grade-16216741.php
https://www.seattletimes.com/education-lab/seattle-will-give-high-school-students-as-or-incompletes-colleges-urged-to-adopt-generous-grading/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED606474.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/does-raising-high-school-graduation-requirements-improve-student-outcomes-february-2021.pdf
https://freebeacon.com/campus/portland-school-district-workshops-equitable-grading-practices-that-outlaw-zeros-for-cheating-missing-work/
https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/schenectady-schools-adopts-new-equity-grading-18415330.php
https://newsroom.ccsd.net/ccsd-updates-guidelines-to-reflect-teacher-feedback/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/10/23/dc-schools-grading-policy-50-percent-rule/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/10/23/dc-schools-grading-policy-50-percent-rule/
https://thepostmillennial.com/portland-public-schools-no-longer-allowed-to-issue-zeroes-for-cheating-or-missing-work-under-new-equity-grading-guidance
https://www.the74million.org/article/as-schools-embrace-mastery-learning-and-confront-challenges-of-gpas-and-college-admissions-consortium-creates-new-bridge-transcript/#:~:text=Schools%20Are%20Adopting%20'Mastery'%20Approach,to%20more%20than%20400%20today.
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Yet in the last few years, grade inflation has not only accelerated but has become normalized 
and pervasive, reframed as a core battleground in the struggle for greater educational equity 
(Table 1). Although not all reforms lead to more lenient grading, many do (Figure 1).  

Table 1: Equity-oriented grading policies 

Alternative grading scale 
Mastery Grading 

Grades are based on the extent 
of a student’s mastery of 

standards at the end of a course 

0–4 Grading 
Grades are based on a scale of 
0, 1, 2, 3, and 4, rather than a 

100-point scale

Lenient Grading 

Minimum grading 

Students must receive a 
minimum grade (typically 50 
points on a 100-point scale), 

even for missing or incomplete 
work 

No late penalties 
Student grades for work 

submitted after a deadline may 
not be reduced 

Unlimited revisions 
Students may resubmit work at 

any time without penalty 

No graded formative 

assessments 

Only summative assessments 
that represent a student’s most 
up-to-date mastery of standards 

may be included in grades 

No graded homework Homework may not be graded 

No grading penalties for 
cheating 

Grades may not be reduced in 
cases of academic misconduct 

Hold-harmless policies 
(pandemic) 

A student may not receive a 
final grade worse than the grade 
at a specific earlier point in the 

term 

Other 

No extra credit 
Students may not receive extra 

credit for optional tasks 

No grading participation or 
attendance 

Student grades may not be 
affected by participation and 

attendance 

Rubric-based grading 
Assignments must be graded 

according to a transparent and 
specific set of criteria 

Anonymized grading 

Student submissions are 
anonymized and/or graded by 

someone other than the 
student’s teacher 

Mandatory retakes 

All students earning below a 
certain score on an assessment 

are required to retake it, instead 
of retakes being optional 

https://tntp.org/publication/false-signals/
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Figure 1. Although traditional grading tends to be strict, a few grading reforms may result in 
even stricter practices. 

Note: This figure represents the authors’ subjective evaluation of the extent to which grading policies are 
traditional and/or strict. The upper-left quadrant shows reforms that tend to make grading stricter, while 
the lower-left quadrant shows reforms that tend to make grading more lenient. The upper-right quadrant 
shows traditional policies that tend to make grading stricter, while the lower-right quadrant shows a 
traditional policy that tends to make grading more lenient. Bolded policies are those that may help combat 
bias, and italicized policies are those that may contribute to bias. Descriptions of policies or reforms based 
on these policies are included in Table 1. 

Feldman, who regularly consults with school districts and whose 2018 book Grading for Equity 
has become a staple of teacher professional development, contends that his proposed grading 
reforms actually counteract grade inflation, “particularly for more privileged students,” because 
“equitable grading no longer includes nonacademic, compliance-related, and subjectively 
interpreted behaviors.“ In discussing whether “classroom participation” should count, for 
example, Feldman worries that subjective grading practices will disproportionately inflate the 
grades of privileged students—who often benefit from advantages such as being more likely to 
encounter academic English at home.  

Although this may be true in some cases, the claim that his recommended policies combat grade 
inflation ultimately confuses two aspects of grading: what should contribute to a course grade 
and how those activities should be assessed. After all, a teacher might grade class participation 
(the “what”), which Feldman claims may lead to grade inflation, but also use a rubric to do so 
strictly and fairly (the “how”). 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/schools-are-ditching-homework-deadlines-in-favor-of-equitable-grading-dcef7c3e
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/52813/how-teachers-are-changing-grading-practices-with-an-eye-on-equity
https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/52813/how-teachers-are-changing-grading-practices-with-an-eye-on-equity
https://gradingforequity.org/products-services/grading-for-equity-virtual-institute-2/
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Meanwhile, another teacher might put more weight on an end-of-unit assessment (the 
“what”), which Feldman says will better capture a student’s mastery, but that assessment could 
be below grade level and scored based on subjective criteria (the “how”). 

In the case of “no-zero” policies and prohibitions on marking down students, there is little 
possibility of counteracting grade inflation because grades inflate automatically. As explained 
below, mechanical grade inflation can also result from switching grading scales, for example 
going from a 0–100 scale to a 0–4 scale, because the same work is automatically assigned a 
higher grade. 

Although it is difficult to quantify the impact of these specific grading reforms on national 
grading standards, pandemic-era grade inflation is well-documented and persistent. For 
example, a 2023 report from ACT showed that “the rate of grade inflation increas[ed] 
substantially during” the pandemic years. Not only was the average 2021 ACT composite score 
the worst of any year they reported (going back to 2010), but the average GPA of ACT test 
takers in that year was the highest ever recorded at 3.4 on a 4-point scale. In late 2023, studies 
in both Washington State and North Carolina also confirmed enduring disparities between 
student grades and test scores.  

Although researchers assured us a decade ago that the “sky was not falling” when it came to 
grade inflation, ever more students are now winding up in the highest GPA range. And as 
colleges have relaxed or completely removed standardized testing requirements for admission, 
grades are more important than ever. So while standards for assessing student work have been 
falling steadily over time, the “grading for equity” era appears to have supercharged grade 
inflation. 

“Strict grading harms students.” To the contrary, lenient grading leads to 
less learning.

The world of education is awash with rhetoric about the importance of holding “high 
expectations” for all students. What grading reformers have not understood is that high 
standards, rigorous grading, and student accountability are the incarnation of high expectations. 
Yet several of the core “equity grading” reforms—including not grading homework, allowing 
unlimited test retakes or assignment revisions, and prohibiting penalties for late work and 
cheating—weaken accountability for students. There’s ample research to support it, but the 
notion that students do better academically when they face some consequences—positive and 
negative—is common sense. Moreover, there is not an iota of hard evidence that reforms that 
make grading more lenient benefit students in the long run. 

Rather, a growing literature on grading practices strongly suggests that students learn more 
when teachers hold them more strictly accountable for their performance in class. For example, 
a 2004 study by professors David Figlio and Maurice Lucas analyzed the academic performance 
of elementary school students based on their teachers’ grading practices. Those students 
assigned to teachers who graded more strictly—meaning that the teachers assigned relatively 
low grades to students while controlling for students’ test scores—went on to experience 
greater test-score growth in both reading and math. And in a similar 2020 study, American 
University’s Seth Gershenson found that high school students assigned to a tougher-grading 

https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/secured/documents/Evidence-of-Grade-Inflation-in-English-Math-Social-Studies-and-Science.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/CALDER%20Brief%2035-1123.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/student-gpa-and-test-score-gaps-are-growing-and-could-be-slowing-pandemic-recovery/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0013189X13481382
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-college-admissions-exams-drive-higher-education-inequities
https://opportunitymyth.tntp.org/
https://opportunitymyth.tntp.org/
https://wjla.com/news/crisis-in-the-classrooms/va-teachers-push-back-on-equity-proposal-to-abolish-some-grades-late-homework-penalties
https://scholarworks.montana.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/1/15706/WalshFlexibleDeadlines2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://dailycaller.com/2023/09/07/reaction-portland-grade-penalizations-cheating/
https://www.educationnext.org/case-for-holding-students-accountable-how-extrinsic-motivation-gets-kids-work-harder-learn-more/
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/678262
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027277571630348X
https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.2202/1935-1682.2380/html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272703000392
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/great-expectations-impact-rigorous-grading-practices-student-achievement
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teacher scored higher in math, both in that teacher’s class and in subsequent math courses, and 
that was true of all student subgroups. 

The rationale behind rigorous teacher grading standards is straightforward: being exposed to a 
higher standard prompts many students to try harder, and this increased effort leads to more 
learning. In a study of college students, economist Phillip Babcock found that students who 
expected a “C” in their class studied about 50 percent more than students who expected an “A.” 

Some promoters of more lenient grading encourage two practices that can contribute to grade 
inflation: the elimination of zeros for incomplete or missing work and the recalibration of 
numerical grading scales. Consider the adoption of the “0–4” grading scale as opposed to the 
traditional “0–100” grading scale. After the switch, students receive a 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4 (meant to 
correspond to an F, D, C, B, or A). As with no-zero policies, the negative effect of low grades is 
reduced, because traditionally half or more of the 100-point scale corresponds to an F, whereas 
just 20 percent of the 0-4 scale does. Although teachers in different contexts frequently use 
alternative grading scales, including check marks, “satisfactory/unsatisfactory,” and variations of 
100-point scales and letter grades, switching from a 100-point scale to a 0-4 scale typically
means assigning higher grades for the same work, which is the definition of grade inflation.

A 2023 working paper used data from North Carolina to examine the effects on student 
attendance and test performance when the state recalibrated its grading scale in 2014. The 
range for A’s expanded from 93–100 to 90–100, while the range for F’s shrank from 0–69 to 0–
59. In the year of this recalibration, high-performing students were awarded even higher grades
(unsurprisingly, since the grading scale had lowered the numerical threshold for earning top
letter grades). What happened to initially low-performing students, however, should give
grading reformers pause: their grades failed to rise, while their attendance actually declined.
This troubling finding provides further evidence that grade inflation can exacerbate inequities.

This type of grade inflation could be thought of as “points-based leniency,” where students are 
disincentivized to work hard. But another aspect of student accountability hindered by equity 
grading is “time leniency,” where students are disincentivized to complete work in a timely 
manner. Grading reformers often argue against grading interim work, including formative 
assessments and homework, or insist that students should be offered nearly unlimited time to 
complete revisions. For example, Feldman earnestly argues, “Students must fix their errors and 
give it another try until they succeed, which means we have to offer them that next try.” 
Unfortunately, the effect of reducing expectations for on-time work is to encourage 
procrastination, and this leniency on time surely has negative consequences for learning as well. 
One recent study, conducted as part of a master’s thesis, showed that when late penalties were 
lifted for assignments in a high school chemistry course, homework completion dropped by 
more than one-third.  

Lowering expectations is bad public policy, as it reduces learning and undermines the capacity of 
schools to help students succeed in the long run. Truly excessive academic pressure can be 
harmful to students, but international studies have indicated that moderate levels of stress can 
actually lead to greater student motivation and achievement. What’s more, affluent students 
often have built-in mechanisms that hold them accountable, such as involved parents, as well as 
other resume boosters to distinguish themselves, such as AP courses and extracurricular 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1465-7295.2009.00245.x
https://www.stamfordadvocate.com/news/article/Westhill-High-s-trying-a-new-way-to-grade-16216741.php
https://tguskey.com/wp-content/uploads/Grading-2-The-Case-Against-Percentage-Grades.pdf
https://edworkingpapers.com/index.php/ai23-836
https://scholarworks.montana.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/1/15706/WalshFlexibleDeadlines2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2657838/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2657838/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1184179.pdf
https://drpress.org/ojs/index.php/jeer/article/view/9045
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Bowman-Perrott/publication/282502583_Parental_Involvement_SEELS_Data_Set_Analysis/links/5610a78f08ae4833751a1016/Parental-Involvement-SEELS-Data-Set-Analysis.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2018/07/19/seven-things-research-reveals-and-doesnt-about-advanced-placement/
https://bmcpediatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12887-022-03322-1
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activities. It is the students facing disadvantage who disproportionately rely on schools for 
motivation and credentials that can distinguish them academically. So-called “equity grading,” 
when it leads to more lenient grading, will often harm these students the most. 

“Traditional grading doesn’t communicate what students know and can 
do.” False.

Advocates of grading reform argue that traditional grading obscures how students are actually 
performing in a class. First, they critique typical “omnibus” or “hodgepodge” weighted grading 
systems, wherein teachers calculate students’ scores in various categories—such as homework, 
tests, projects, and participation—and then weigh them to calculate an overall grade. 
Homework might be worth 10 percent of the final grade, tests worth 40 percent, and so on. As a 
result, a student who turns in all her homework and has average test scores may earn a final 
grade similar to that of a peer who missed some homework but earned superior test scores. 
Such a grading system, Feldman warns, “conceals critical information about students and leads 
to decisions that harm [students].” Parents and educators could over- or underestimate 
students’ level of content mastery, for instance, depending on how participation grades impact 
their averages.  

Thus, some reformers call for grades to reflect only student mastery. If effort and behavior must 
be scored, the reasoning goes, those grades ought to be assigned separately, as has been policy 
for Boston Public Schools since 2023.  

In fact, this practice is misguided. Modern online grade books already present students’ scores 
within different categories and provide parents access so that they can see, for instance, how 
their child performed on tests versus on homework. Most importantly, all final grades are—by 
definition—a summary of performance. Even if a school uses mastery grading, in which scores 
are based exclusively on demonstrated mastery of specific content or skills, the final overall 
grade will still reflect students’ mastery of the various categories of content being assessed. 
What’s more, having a single summary metric for communicating information can be helpful for 
a number of audiences: college admissions officers, for example, may not have the capacity to 
examine individual grades on five different categories for every single high school course.  

Reformers’ greatest source of concern when it comes to grades and communication is that 
traditional grading partly reflects student behavior. That is, score penalties for behaviors like 
tardiness, cheating, and incomplete work produce grades that do not communicate information 
exclusively about students’ understanding of course content. A student who turns in an 
excellent paper late may, for example, receive the same grade as a student who turns in a 
decent paper on time. 

Yet to many stakeholders, that is a desirable feature of grading, not a bug. After all, success in 
both college and career depends not only on academic abilities but also on soft skills 
(sometimes called “noncognitive” or “social and emotional” skills) that enable students to follow 
instructions, persevere, and cooperate with their peers. Down the line, college students receive 
serious consequences for cheating, including course failure, probation, and even expulsion. 
Employees cannot consistently submit late work or skip assignments without consequences. 

https://bmcpediatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12887-022-03322-1
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/grades-that-show-what-students-know
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED398262
https://gradingforequity.org/
https://www.bostonpublicschools.org/cms/lib/MA01906464/Centricity/Domain/162/Final%20Grading%20Policy%20Update%20PPT%20February%202023.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/29/opinion/grades-parents-students-teachers.html
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/cognitive-skills-are-not-enough/
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Ability and behavior go hand in hand in determining success, which is probably why course 
grade point average has historically been such a powerful predictor of later success.  

Just as grade inflation diminishes standards and expectations, it also distorts signals about 
student performance. Whether about points or timelines, when grading is stricter, it can help 
educators identify students who need the most support, academic or otherwise. That is, 
regardless of whether students are struggling with content or with timely work submission, 
lower grades flag for teachers and administrators the students most in need of intervention; 
indeed, research confirms that GPA is a reliable predictor of dropping out. Being able to 
accurately identify at-risk students can therefore boost the effectiveness of preventative 
intervention programs.  

Likewise, parents need to know when their children are falling behind. Between 2018–19 (the 
last prepandemic school year) and 2021–22 (the first postpandemic “in-person” year for most 
students), the average student lost about five months of learning in both reading and math, 
according to state tests. Yet most students “earned the same grade—or better—in 2022 as they 
did in 2019.” Putting the same trend into different terms, another study revealed that although 
under half of students are performing below grade level, almost 90 percent of parents believe 
their children are performing at or above grade level and two-thirds of parents rely on report 
cards as a primary indicator of their children’s academic progress. In the long term, stricter 
grading can also help guide students into best-fit college and career pursuits. That’s because 
grade inflation can lead students and parents to overestimate students’ knowledge and skills in 
a certain field; these false signals can contribute to poor choices of college major or career path. 

When colleges cannot distinguish among applicants using measures like GPA, they make 
admissions decisions based on less objective and less equitable measures, such as 
extracurricular participation and teacher recommendations, which may communicate very little 
about students’ actual academic performance.  

“Traditional grading perpetuates inequities.” In some cases.

Though many grading reforms result in lowered standards and expectations for students, that 
does not mean that all changes to traditional grading practices are inherently undesirable. 
Indeed, some reforms do not make grading more lenient, and others may hold students 
accountable even more effectively (see the upper-left quadrant of Figure 1, above). 

First, grading reformers are right to call attention to the inequities perpetuated by teacher bias 
in grading. Biases around race, ethnicity, prior academic performance, physical attractiveness, 
student weight, and teacher perception of student organization and attendance can all affect 
grading decisions. As Feldman observes, it’s unfortunately not a realistic solution just to “stop 
our implicit biases,” which are deeply ingrained in individuals and our society.  

Such biases are not just about outright prejudice. Classrooms often operate under an unspoken 
code. What constitutes successful “participation,” for instance? And even if that definition is 
clear, does it advantage students of certain personalities or language skills? What makes an 
essay a “B” paper, rather than an “A”-level exemplar or a still-passing “C” submission? Without 
clearly articulated answers to such questions, many students may face disadvantage, including 

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/What-Matters-Most-for-College-Completion.pdf
https://nytimes.com/2023/10/04/opinion/teachers-grades-students-parents.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00220671.2011.552075
https://tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00220671.2011.552075
https://tntp.org/publication/false-signals/
https://tntp.org/publication/false-signals/
https://www.gallup.com/analytics/513881/parents-perspectives-on-grades.aspx
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/289960568_Research_says_Grade_inflation_Killing_with_kindness
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-college-admissions-exams-drive-higher-education-inequities
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Einar-Thorsteinsson/publication/307089948_Bias_in_grading_A_meta-analysis_of_experimental_research_findings/links/59e6cd82aca2721fc227b667/Bias-in-grading-A-meta-analysis-of-experimental-research-findings.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Einar-Thorsteinsson/publication/307089948_Bias_in_grading_A_meta-analysis_of_experimental_research_findings/links/59e6cd82aca2721fc227b667/Bias-in-grading-A-meta-analysis-of-experimental-research-findings.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Einar-Thorsteinsson/publication/307089948_Bias_in_grading_A_meta-analysis_of_experimental_research_findings/links/59e6cd82aca2721fc227b667/Bias-in-grading-A-meta-analysis-of-experimental-research-findings.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Einar-Thorsteinsson/publication/307089948_Bias_in_grading_A_meta-analysis_of_experimental_research_findings/links/59e6cd82aca2721fc227b667/Bias-in-grading-A-meta-analysis-of-experimental-research-findings.pdf
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0245972
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11218-021-09649-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11218-008-9073-z
https://gradingforequity.org/
https://gradingforequity.org/
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those whose families have less experience in the U.S. education system and those who do not 
speak English fluently. A lack of transparency can thus be both discriminatory and an obstacle to 
learning.  

That is why reforms that increase transparency around expectations and grading can be 
beneficial. Research confirms that scoring rubrics can reduce the effects of bias. Rubrics 
explicitly delineate the categories on which an assignment will be assessed; one category to be 
evaluated on an argumentative essay, for example, would be the thesis statement. The rubric 
should also lay out the criteria to earn a particular score in each category: an A-level thesis is 
clear, persuasive, and accurately synthesizes the paper’s argument; a B-level thesis is clear, 
persuasive, and partially synthesizes the paper’s argument; and so on, for each possible score 
and for each category.  

As such, rubrics allow teachers to convey to students in advance of an assignment what the 
expectations are, as well as help teachers grade fairly and consistently, and they show students 
after the fact how they can improve (and where they have already been successful!). They can 
also help promote “interrater reliability,” so that teachers across the hall from each other aren’t 
assigning different grades for the same caliber of work. For a class discussion, for instance, a 
rubric can include categories such as the number of times a student participated and whether 
she cited class readings to support a claim, offered new ideas to the discussion, asked questions, 
or replied to a classmate’s remarks. In this way, rubrics establish clear expectations and a 
relatively objective—not to mention efficient—means of scoring students. A student’s 
discussion grade, therefore, really can reflect and communicate to others their mastery of 
discussion skills.  

Other equity-centered reforms that deserve much greater attention are blind scoring 
(anonymized grading) and asking teachers to grade the work of students assigned to other 
teachers. If teachers do not know the identity of students, biased grading practices are less likely 
to seep through. Technology makes such approaches easier than ever, as grading platforms like 
Canvas offer anonymous grading options for teachers.  

When it comes to what gets graded, equity-minded reformers get it right on some counts. 
Educators must be conscious of disparities in access to technology and quiet work spaces 
outside of school, and homework should not require parents’ help. However, inflexible no-
homework policies throw the baby out with the bathwater; quality homework can offer 
important opportunities for independent practice, foster positive attitudes toward learning, and 
boost academic achievement. A truly equitable approach could also involve creating quiet 
spaces and times for students to complete homework within their school building. 

As for what should not get graded, there are indeed good reasons to believe that extra credit 
should be eliminated in most cases. Although it is occasionally used as a way for advanced 
learners to attempt work that goes beyond the scope of the course, extra credit often involves 
assigning points for optional activities that only loosely pertain to the course, abetting not only 
grade inflation but miscommunication of students’ abilities and behavior. Instead, students who 
deserve an opportunity to earn more credit should have the opportunity to reattempt the 
assignments already given.  

https://www.educationnext.org/how-to-reduce-racial-bias-in-grading-research/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED554296
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/edu_fac/86/
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https://www.edweek.org/leadership/this-one-change-from-teachers-can-make-homework-more-equitable/2022/12
https://www.wsj.com/articles/no-homework-its-the-new-thing-in-u-s-schools-11544610600
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Grading reformers are also right to point out that grading “behaviors” can sometimes 
disadvantage the most marginalized students, communicating their personal obstacles more 
than their knowledge and skills. Late submissions may happen, for example, because a student 
is overwhelmed by family responsibilities, lacks a quiet space for homework, or is experiencing 
homelessness. But the top-down elimination of the expectation that students do their work on 
time is the opposite of equity. Instead, teachers should be able to exercise discretion over 
extensions, retakes, and the like—to provide each student with what is appropriate and needed. 

As with monetary inflation, the point of combatting grade inflation is not to return to a golden 
age when a dollar could purchase a bushel of apples or an A was only assigned for truly 
remarkable academic achievement. The important thing is to hold the line. While the traditional 
0–100 grading scale does not by itself uphold high expectations and academic rigor, adopting a 
more lenient grading scale is guaranteed not to do so. In the North Carolina study, for instance, 
the reform was simply to lower the numerical thresholds to obtain better letter grades, which in 
turn lowered standards and expectations. But there is no inherent reason that mastery grading 
or scales other than 0–100 cannot maintain or even enhance both rigor and transparency, when 
implemented conscientiously.  

Above all else, grading reforms should not be mandated from the state or district down to 
classrooms. Individual schools, departments, and teachers should have the discretion to 
implement their own grading policies, depending on their school contexts and students’ needs. 
Equally important, administrators need to provide examples of and supports for rigorous and 
transparent evaluation of student work so that teachers can hold the line on grades. 

Implications 

1. Policymakers and educators should be wary of lowering standards through lenient grading
policies. Those include “no-zero” mandates, bans on grading homework, and prohibitions on
penalties for late work and cheating. Such policies tend to reduce expectations and
accountability for students, hamstring teachers’ ability to manage their classrooms and to
motivate students, and confuse parents and other stakeholders who do not understand what
grades have come to signify. All of this makes addressing recent learning loss even harder.

2. District leaders and state education agencies should support teachers in maintaining high
expectations and holding the line on grade inflation. Educators need to know what high
expectations look like. State and district leaders can present them with research on the
connection between tough grading standards and student learning, as well as provide data
about their grading standards relative to their peers. Individual schools or departments
should often be allowed the flexibility to weigh the costs and benefits for themselves and to
experiment with grading reforms—and individual teachers should have flexibility in adjusting
deadlines or penalties based on student circumstances. What districts and states should not
do is mandate reforms that could force teachers to lower standards and expectations. Such
mandates are doomed to fail because so much depends on implementation, stakeholder
buy-in, and the ways that reforms interact with other local policies.

https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/opinion-to-replace-skill-mastery-for-seat-time-there-are-3-requirements/2024/01
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED598893.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/student-gpa-and-test-score-gaps-are-growing-and-could-be-slowing-pandemic-recovery/
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3. Take the best parts from both traditional and equity-oriented grading approaches. Many
traditional practices have persisted for good reason, but a few equity-motivated grading
reforms should be adopted more widely. Specifically, there are good reasons for
policymakers and educators to consider eliminating most extra-credit assignments and
implementing rigorous rubrics. These specific reforms do not lower academic standards, but
they can strengthen academic courses and combat bias.
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