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Controversy 
ow Do You 
Meett?

Education must begin to provide students 
with a variety of opportunities and to help 
them realize the impact ot being held 
responsible for their actions. When evaluation 
becomes an actual part of life's fulfillment, 
satisfaction, and enrichment, it will emerge 
without controversy.

^  DUCATIONAL controversies 
may come and go, but student evaluation 
will stay with us as a burning issue. Report 
cards are probably the single greatest written 
communication link between schools and 
parents. Yet, this same reporting system 
often creates needless anxiety, shame, or 
disappointment for many students and par 
ents. Many well-meaning educators and par 
ents have not yet discovered that grades as 
such do not accurately reflect growth. Others 
simply refuse to recognize the need for im 
proving our archaic evaluation systems and 
vehemently resist any form of change.

Conflicting Perceptions
Parents often perceive and use grades 

as a status symbol or as a basis for com 
parison. They quickly review the honor roll 
and may even "ground" their child for failure 
to achieve that list of distinction. Many
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parents are deceived by a belief that grades 
are a strong motivating factor to learn. This 
fallacy continues in spite of much evidence 
that far greater and more beneficial learning 
takes place through the development of self 
commitment based upon personal meaning. 
Regardless of any research which can be 
quoted about the negative aspects of grades, 
they are still with us. As one mother stated, 
"I don't care whether grades are good or bad, 
at least I can understand them." Her state 
ment can easily be understood if we briefly 
review society's usual classification systems. 
In everyday life we tend to rate movies, appli 
ances, and cars. At the same time we grade 
steel, wood, meat, and eggs. Society identifies 
with labels, rating scales, and the grading of 
its products. Educators have allowed and 
encouraged the use of these concepts even 
though they are contrary to the very essence 
of our knowledge of human uniqueness.

Teachers and administrators who are re 
sisting changes in the grading system have 
very specific reasons for justifying their 
stand. They consider the time necessary for 
developing and implementing alternative 
forms of assessing and reporting grades as a 
major factor. Historically, the evidence is
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clear that grades came about primarily be 
cause educators simply wanted a more effi 
cient reporting procedure, not necessarily 
because they wanted to help the student.

Today with computerized reporting sys 
tems, students are rebelling at this efficient 
process claiming it is an impersonal, de 
humanizing practice. The problem of devel 
oping alternative reporting procedures which 
parents can easily understand always ranks 
high on the list of teacher concerns. External 
pressures from any combination of parents, 
administrators, teachers, and boards of edu 
cation are usually perceived as insurmount 
able. Other factors such as loss of classroom 
control, the motivation issue, and account 
ability are frequently identified as primary 
reasons for maintaining grades.

Students are caught in the crossfire of 
adult emotions and intellectualizing. Too 
often we overlook their feelings and desires, 
even though it is they who are most directly 
affected by the whole grading issue. For stu 
dents, grades are not really controversial, 
they are an emotional reality!

A significant number of students view 
grades as a means to an end, a goal to be 
achieved. For them, school is conforming to 
meet the expectations of teachers who con 
tinually praise them for their efforts and re 
ward them generously. Many are college 
bound and are determined to establish a good 
record. For the academically talented, the 
grades achieved are immediate reinforce 
ments.

Another group of students perceive 
grades as highly restrictive. They see them 
as another one of the factors which prohibit 
them from exploring personal interest or en 
richment topics. As Ann, a bright ninth grade 
student, informed me, "I really want and 
need to learn to type but I'm all thumbs and 
scared to death of timed tests. If I'm lucky, 
I might get a T>' and I can't risk anything less 
than a 'B'." This example has been repeated 
to me hundreds of times during the past five 
years.

To compound the problem, junior and 
senior high schools are continually expanding 
their course options for students. Allowing 
for personal choice is a great idea, but stu 

dents in this group find the option-loaded 
curriculum frustrating. Their desire to ex 
plore is great, but the pressures for good 
grades often smother their innate quest for 
learning. When parents and teachers proudly 
proclaim that grades are vital as a motivating 
force, this is the group that suffers most from 
that proclamation.

A third segment of the student popula 
tion finds grades repulsive. For these stu 
dents, grades are not challenging, they are a 
direct threat. Our schools are filled with these 
students who are forced to attend classes and 
return home at night labeled a failure. The 
absurdity of this educational practice brings 
to mind a vivid recollection of a teacher say 
ing to a ninth grade student, "After you hurt 
inside a little more, you will realize the im 
portance of passing and get angry enough 
with yourself to do something about it." Stu 
dents and parents are beginning seriously to 
resist this kind of professional attitude.

Educational Impact
In spite of the variety of perceptions and 

debates over the relevance of letter grades, no 
significant departure from this system has 
been made. With rare exception, elementary 
schools still have categories only with new 
labels. Some secondary schools have allowed 
"credit/no credit" and "pass/fail" courses to 
emerge. This is only tokenism and does not 
even begin to recognize and to remedy the 
situation. Teachers and computers continue 
to find grades efficient as long as schools and 
universities are able to work wonders with 
them. For example, grades justify honor 
awards, financial aid, and college acceptance 
without anyone really having to know the 
student. Grades provide such accurate data 
that schools can determine their senior "rank 
in class" even with class enrollments of 
close to 1,000 students!

Over-zealous educators who feel inspired 
to "do something about letter grades" often 
become their own worst enemies by failing to 
take the school community through the entire 
developmental process. They provoke contro 
versy. Their eagerness to improve assessment 
is exceeded only by their insensitivity to the
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Plan ot Action

Involvement of
Educators—Parents-r-Students—Consultants

\o

Supportive Forces 
lor Involvement

1. Develop a comprehensive rationale for seeking 
changes.

2. Conduct a thorough review of the current 
grading system. Document the evidence.

3. Determine how student progress is measured 
in the school's instructional system.

4. Establish a set of criteria.

5 Determine the compatibility ot the re 
porting system with the instructional 
system.

6. Review at least five alternative 
evaluation systems.

7 Develop a tentative reporting 
system which meets your criteria.

B. Establish a clearly defined plan 
for Implementation.

9. Proceed to implement the newly 
designed reporting system.

10. Make on-going adjustments as 
needed.

11. Provide (or periodic rein 
forcement of the newly 
adopted plan.

12. Retain vital records 
for future use!

Figure 1. Building a Sound Foundation for 
Changing the Grading System

feelings and perceptions of parents. There is 
always an emotional reaction to change. 
Some welcome it, while others may fight it, 
encourage it, fear it, or even deny it exists. 
Educators must know precisely why they are 
changing their evaluation methods and be 
sensitive to the emotion which parents attach 
to them.

Changes Needed To Achieve Goals
Educators need to be concerned with 

helping students develop in the areas of atti 
tudes, knowledge, and skills. All three areas 
are lifelong growth continuums which must 
be applied to the educational goal of serving 
the needs of mankind. Under this concept, 
evaluation must be an on-going assessment 
of growth. Content and process when applied 
to attitudes, knowledge, and skills have an 
entirely different assessment connotation.

Has the knowledge been acquired? Has the 
skill been developed? Is the student's attitude 
consistent with the aim of education?

Evaluation becomes an acknowledg 
ment of competence as opposed to subjective 
and irrelevant labels. This educational pro 
cess emphasizes what an individual can do 
and not the countless tasks which a student 
is unable or unwilling to master. It empha 
sizes a greater need for education to provide 
students with a variety of opportunities and 
to help them realize the impact of being held 
responsible for their actions. The paramount 
difference is to change assessment from its 
current stance of judging and labeling human 
uniqueness to a role of diagnosing, redefin 
ing, and reinforcing goals. This transition 
can occur within a three to five year period if 
schools plan carefully and prepare for the 
controversies which are bound to arise.

Coping with Changes in the 
Grading System

The first step in coping with the contro 
versy of grades is to develop within the staff 
and community an awareness that evaluation 
is an ever evolving concept. This allows for 
creative exploration of improve'4 assessment 
methods as opposed to a firm entrenchment 
of defending the status quo. The second step 
is to develop a course of action. Figure 1 
briefly outlines the basic steps which are vital 
in building a sound foundation for changing 
the grading system.

The challenge is clear. Evaluation is 
and should be a part of learning. We have 
often used it as a tool to coerce, confine, 
undermine, control, inhibit, or punish. We 
should use evaluation to assess, acknowledge, 
compare, decide, encourage, adjust, or define. 
The grading controversy need not continue. 
It is time we realize that the issue before us 
is far greater than mere grades. It is a part 
of societal attitude toward life. If evaluation 
becomes an actual part of life's fulfillment, 
satisfaction, and enrichment, it will emerge 
without controversy. This can and will occur. 
Indeed it is already happening. It will take a 
continued massive effort by dedicated educa 
tors to make it a reality for each student. Q
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