
hat is the purpose of grades? In this article I pre-
sent one answer to this question from a perspec-

tive that many educators might see as somewhat radical
or extreme. The perspective that I take is based on the
fundamental educational psychology assessment prin-
ciple of validity—the validity of what learning is being
assessed and the validity of the communication of that
assessment to others. I believe most teachers fail to give
grades to students that are as valid as they should be.
Because grading is something that has been done to
each of us during our many years as students, it is hard
to change the invalid “grading” schema that has
become embedded in our minds. Now, as educators
often required to grade students, and because of this
embedded schema, we often grade students in invalid
ways similar to how we were graded. Inadequate edu-
cation in valid assessment and grading principles and
practices is a reason many teachers continue to perpet-
uate invalid grading practices with students. Since edu-
cational testing and assessment is a major content
knowledge area in educational psychology, the issues
regarding assessment and grading that I address in this
article could well be addressed in an educational psy-
chology course. If our preservice and in-service teachers
are going to learn appropriate assessment and grading
practices then educational psychologists need to pro-
vide the relevant information in their classes.

The most fundamental measurement principle related
to meaningful assessment and grading is the principle of
validity (Gallagher 1998; Gredler 1999; Linn and Gron-
lund 2000; Stiggins 2001). Although there are many
validity issues involved in classroom assessment that
classroom teachers should consider, such as making sure
the way they assess students corresponds to the type of
academic learning behaviors being assessed (Ormrod
2000), the focus here is on the valid assessment and

communication of final class grades as summaries of stu-
dents’ academic achievement of content knowledge of a
subject. Validity addresses the accuracy of the assessment
and grading procedures used by teachers (Gallagher
1998; Gredler 1999; Linn and Gronlund 2000). Do the
assessment procedures and assignment of grades accu-
rately reflect and communicate the academic achieve-
ment of the student? Validity is important because the
sole purpose of grades is to accurately communicate to
others the level of academic achievement that a student
has obtained (Snowman and Biehler 2003). If the grades
are not accurate measures of the student’s achievement,
then they do not communicate the truth about the level
of the student’s academic achievement. Unfortunately, as
stated by Cizek, even as “grades continue to be relied
upon to communicate important information about
[academic] performance and progress . . . they probably
don’t” (1996, 104).

Assigning grades to students is such a complex (and
sometimes controversial) issue that some educators have
proposed their abolition (Kohn 1999; Marzano 2000).
Although I find this an interesting proposal, especially if
one is trying to establish a classroom learning environ-
ment that is student-centered and encourages self-regu-
lation and self-evaluation, the current reality for most
teachers is that they are required to assign grades indi-
cating students’ academic achievement in the subjects
they teach. Therefore, grading should be as valid as pos-
sible. Not only is grading a major responsibility of class-
room teachers, but it is also a practice with which they
are often uncomfortable and that they find difficult
(Barnes 1985; Lomax 1996; Thorndike 1997). The
sources of the discomfort and difficulty for teachers
regarding the grading of students seem to be threefold.
First, the student activities that teachers think should
constitute “academic achievement” and how to handle
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ancillary features of achievement such as students’
efforts varies tremendously from teacher to teacher.
Although ancillary information such as effort and atti-
tude could be part of an overall student report, they
should not be part of a grade that represents academic
achievement (Tombari and Borich 1999). Second,
teachers often seem to be unsettled regarding the com-
munication function of grades, and they often try to
communicate multiple pieces of information about stu-
dents that can not possibly be contained within a single
academic mark. This is an issue of making sure the grade
is accurate as a valid communication to others. Third,
because of the first two issues, many teachers assign
grades that are invalid and not built on a solid principle
of measurement (Cizek 1996; Marzano 2000). In addi-
tion, partially due to their long career as students expe-
riencing invalid grading practices, as well as inadequate
preservice and in-service education on assessment and
grading, teachers continue to perpetuate invalid grading
practices. Let us consider each of these points in greater
depth.

Miscommunication and Confusing Purposes
of Grades

Although students learn many things in the class-
room, the primary objective is for students to learn aca-
demic content knowledge of a particular subject. In
order for teachers to know if students are achieving this
academic knowledge, they generally are required to not
only assess students’ knowledge in some way, but even-
tually summarize that assessment into a letter or
numerical grade. This is known as “summative” evalua-
tion. Hopefully, teachers are also gathering nongraded
“formative” assessments of students to provide feed-
back to students as they learn, as well as considering
how to motivate students to learn and encouraging
them to be self-regulated learners. However, generally,
teachers have to eventually place a grade on a grade
sheet indicating what level of content knowledge a stu-
dent has achieved in the subject listed. But why do we
place a grade on a grade sheet, report card, or transcript?
Why do we create a permanent written record of the
grade? And why is the grade listed next to a name of an
academic course such as English, U.S. History, Algebra,
or Educational Psychology?

As illustrated by the title of the 1996 Yearbook of the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Develop-
ment, Communicating Student Learning to interested
parties is an important function of schools and teach-
ers (Guskey 1996). Although there are various means
to communicate student learning, currently a single
report card grade for each academic subject is the most
common and generally accepted system in middle and
secondary schools (Bailey and McTighe 1996; Lake and
Kafka 1996). Bailey and McTighe argue that as a com-
munication system, “the primary purpose of secondary

level grades and reports [is] to communicate student
achievement” so that informed decisions can be made
about the student’s future (1996, 120). Similarly,
authors of major texts devoted to classroom assess-
ment suggest that the major reason for assigning grades
is to create a public record of a student’s academic
achievement that can accurately and effectively com-
municate to others the level of mastery of a subject a
student has demonstrated (Airasian 2000; Gallagher
1998; Gredler 1999; Linn and Gronlund 2000; Nitko
2001; Oosterhof 2001; Stiggins 2001). Nitko points out
that: “Grades. . . are used by students, parents, other
teachers, guidance counselors, school officials, postsec-
ondary educational institutions, and employers. There-
fore [teachers] must assign grades with utmost care and
maintain their validity” (2001, 365). However, accord-
ing to Marzano, in contrast to teachers’, students’, par-
ents’, and community members’ assumption that
grades are valid “measures of student achievement . . .
grades are so imprecise that they are almost meaning-
less” (2000, 1). Due to the wide variabil-ity in the crite-
ria used in grading practices from teacher to teacher,
the validity of student grades is unknown and they
have limited value as guides for planning the academ-
ic and career futures of students (Thorndike 1997).
Thus, if a single grade on a report card or transcript is
to effectively communicate information to all these
varied parties, then that single grade has to have some
shared and accurate meaning (O’Connor 1995).

This lack of shared meaning seems to be found
throughout our education system. A study by Baron
(2000) shows that there is lack of coherence in the
beliefs about grades held by parents and students and
those held by the education community. Even in the
same school, teachers often hold very different views
about the purpose of grades and fail to communicate
with their colleagues about their grading practices
(Kain 1996). Grading practices by teachers rarely fol-
low the measurement principles and grading practices
recommended in measurement textbooks (Cross and
Frary 1996; Frary, Cross, and Weber 1993). New teach-
ers often work independently and are left to figure out
their own grading policies, gradually adhering to the
school’s norms. There is a similar lack of coherence
and communication among college teachers (Barnes,
Bull, Campbell, and Perry 1998). Friedman and Frisbie
(1995, 2000) make a particularly strong argument for
making sure that report card grades accurately report
information to parents about a student’s academic
progress and that teachers and administrators share a
common understanding of what information a grade
should communicate. They suggest that since grades
become part of a students’ permanent record, the pur-
pose of these grades must be to communicate a valid
summary of a student’s academic achievement in the
subject that is listed next to the grade on the record.

Vol. 78, No. 5 Grades as Valid Measures 219



Grading systems used by teachers vary widely and
unpredictably and often have low levels of validity due
to the inclusion of nonacademic criteria used in the cal-
culation of grades (Allen and Lambating 2001;
Brookhart 1994; 2004; Frary, Cross, and Weber 1993;
Olson 1989). Teachers have been found to make deci-
sions about grades related to student effort in attempts
to be “fair” in their grading practices (Barnes 1985).
Studies have found that two out of three teachers
believe that effort, student conduct, and attitude should
influence final grades of students (Cross and Frary
1996; Frary, Cross, and Weber 1993). It has also been
shown that grades are used as a motivational tool as
well as to develop good study habits (Oosterhof 2001)
and desirable classroom management behaviors (Allen
1983). Grades should not be a hodgepodge of factors
such as student’s level of effort, innate aptitude, com-
pliance to rules, attendance, social behaviors, attitudes,
or other nonachievement measures (Friedman and Fris-
bie 2000; Ornstein 1994). Although these factors may
indirectly influence students’ achievement of content
knowledge, subjective—and often unknown to the
teacher—factors such as these complicate the ability to
interpret a grade since these factors may directly conflict
with each other and distort the meaning of a grade mea-
suring academic achievement (Cross and Frary 1996;
Guskey 1994; Linn and Gronlund 2000; Nitko 2001;
Stiggins 2001; Stumpo 1997). Nonacademic factors are
often used as criteria for assigning grades because some
teachers consider the consequences of grades more
important than the value of clear communication of
information and the interpretability of the grades
(Brookhart 1993). It follows then that instead of the
grade being a function of what a student has learned it
has become a function of many variables. Simply put, it
would appear that grades are often measures of how
well a student lives up to the teacher’s expectation of
what a good student is rather than measuring the stu-
dent’s academic achievement in the subject matter
objectives.

A grade can not be a teacher’s “merged judgment”1

of these factors, since as a single letter or numeric
mark, the reported grade must communicate a single
fact about the student if it is to be a valid or accurate
source of information coherently shared between the
reporter of the grade and the grade report’s audience.
How is the reader of a student’s single grade on a tran-
script to know which factors are included and how
much each unknown factor was weighed by the grade-
giver to determine the grade? Also, since many of these
factors such as effort, motivation, and student attitude
are subjective measures made by a teacher, their inclu-
sion in a grade related to academic achievement
increases the chance for the grade to be biased or unre-
liable, and thus invalid. The purpose of an academic
report is to communicate the level of academic

achievement that a student has developed over a course
of study. Therefore, the sole purpose of a grade on an
academic report, if it is to be a valid source of infor-
mation, is to communicate the academic achievement
of the student. If other factors about the student are
deemed important, such as a student’s attitude, level of
effort, or social behavior, then other appropriate forms
of reporting these factors must be made available and
used. If a multidimensional view of the student is
desired, then a multidimensional system of reporting is
required. Using a single grade as a summary of a
teacher’s “merged judgment” of a student leads to mis-
communication, confusion, and a continuation of the
lack of coherence among stakeholders about what a
grade represents.

Since important decisions are often based on a stu-
dent’s grade, invalid grades may result in dire conse-
quences for the student. Grades can open up or close
down important learning opportunities for students
(Jasmine 1999). With high grades, students get admit-
ted to colleges and universities of their choice and
receive scholarships and tuition assistance, since grades
are a major selection criterion in the college admission
process. The reverse is also true. It is very difficult for
students to get admitted to some schools if their grades
are not sufficiently high. Invalid grades that understate
the student’s knowledge may prevent a student with
ability to pursue certain educational or career opportu-
nities. Also, based on principles of attribution and
social cognitive theories, if students receive grades
lower than ones that accurately depict their true level of
academic knowledge, it may lead students to believe
they lack the ability to succeed academically and lower
their sense of self-efficacy as well as their motivation to
learn (Pintrich and Schunk 2002).

Grading and Lack of Professional Training
Cizek argues that the “lack of knowledge and inter-

est in grading translates into a serious information
breakdown in education” and that “reforming class-
room assessment and grading practices will require
educators’ commitment to professional development,
[and] classroom-relevant training programs” (1996,
103). Cizek’s statement implies that an important area
that needs to be addressed is the training of teachers in
grading practices based on sound measurement princi-
ples relevant to their classroom lives.

This lack of knowledge about measurement theory
and application to grading practices is a pervasive prob-
lem with preservice teacher training at the college level
(Goodwin 2001; Schafer 1991; Stiggins 1991, 1999). One
of the goals of a teacher education program should be to
prepare preservice and in-service teachers to develop
effective methods to assess students and to communicate
clearly and accurately through their grading practices that
assessment to others. However, very few teacher educa-
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tion programs include measurement or assessment
courses. Allen and Lambating (2001) found in a random
sample of teacher education programs that less than one-
third required an assessment course, and many of those
that did were courses focused on “informal” assessments,
or standardized assessment of students with special
needs and not focused on classroom assessment and
grading. Fewer than half of the fifty states require specif-
ic coursework on assessment for their initial certification
of teachers (Lomax 1996; O’Sullivan and Chalnick 1991;
Stiggins 1999).

Although assigning grades is probably the most
important measurement decision that classroom teach-
ers make, the coverage of grading in assessment text-
books is often not as fully developed as other mea-
surement topics that are less relevant to teachers’
day-to-day assessment practices (Airasian 1991; Lomax
1996). According to Stiggins (1999), how the concepts
of “reliability” and “validity” are related to classroom
grading practices is not addressed in the courses which
introduce these terms to our preservice teachers.  It is
important to look at this issue because validity and
reliability are considered the most fundamental princi-
ples related to measurement and therefore important
to classroom assessment and grading (Gallagher 1998;
Gredler 1999; Linn and Gronlund 2000).

Some argue that even when teachers are provided
with some measurement instruction, they still use sub-
jective value judgements when assigning grades
(Brookhart 1993). Undergraduate teacher education
majors, when asked about the criteria that should be
used for their own grades, believe that “effort” is more
important than amount of academic content learned
(Placier 1995). One contributing factor may be that
after sixteen years of obtaining grades based on factors
other than academic achievement, teachers-in-training
have a difficult time accepting theoretical principles
that do not match with their personal experience.
Many beliefs about school practices are well estab-
lished before students enter college and often are resis-
tant to change (Britzman 1986, 1991; Ginsberg and
Clift 1990; Holt-Reynolds 1992; Pajares 1992; Richard-
son 1996). They form many of their perspectives about
teaching from their years of observing teachers and
their teaching practices (Lortie 1975). They have been
recipients of hundreds of grades from their K–12 teach-
ers and college professors before taking on the respon-
sibility of assigning grades to their own students. Their
perception regarding grades comes from their own
long experience as students.

Brookhart (1998) suggests that classroom assess-
ment and grading practices are at the center of effective
management of classroom instruction and learning.
Through the use of real classroom scenarios, preservice
teachers need to be taught assessment strategies in rela-
tionship to instruction and not as decontextualized

measurement principles. As the past president of the
American Educational Research Association, Lorrie
Shepard has stated: “The transformation of assessment
practices cannot be accomplished in separate tests and
measurement courses, but rather should be a central
concern in teaching methods courses” (2000, 4). In
addition to instruction on how to assess and grade
using sound principles of measurement, research sug-
gests that preservice teachers need hands-on experience
in grading students and how to work with cooperating
teachers who assess and grade in ways different than
those learned by the preservice teachers (Barnes 1985;
Lomax 1996).

What the literature suggests is that educators at all
levels make decisions when assigning grades that are
not based on sound principles of validity that ensure
the grade is a meaningful communication of a stu-
dent’s level of academic achievement. The literature
also suggests that students in teacher education pro-
grams may be more influenced by the grading practices
they have experienced as students in the past, as well as
in their current courses taught by their education pro-
fessors, than by what they learn about assessment and
grading in their courses. Additionally, teachers in the
field, as products of teacher education programs, seem
to exhibit grading practices that confirm that they have
not been influenced by measurement courses (Lambat-
ing and Allen 2002). This may be because they did not
take any assessment courses, or because their long-held
beliefs about grading were left unchallenged and the
courses did not focus on assessment and grading issues
related to measuring classroom learning.

Educational Implications and Conclusion
Concerns about the validity and reliability of grades

for communicating meaningful information about stu-
dents’ academic progress have been raised for a long
time (see Starch and Elliot 1912, 1913a, 1913b; Adams
1932). In addition, trying to help teachers to under-
stand the purpose and effective functions of grades in
the overall evaluation system has been addressed
repeatedly in the literature (Airasian 2000; Brookhart
1993; Cross and Frary 1996; Gredler 1999; Guskey
1996; Linn and Gronlund 2000; Marzano 2000;
O’Connor 1995; Stiggins 2001). However, there seems
to be little progress being made in this area in actual
classroom practice.

Two major thrusts need to occur in reforming grad-
ing practices. First, if factors such as effort, attitude,
compliance, and behavior are to be noted about a stu-
dent on a report card, then they should be reported
with a separate mark and not figured in as part of a
grade for academic achievement of content knowledge.
However, as in most situations, if a teacher must sum-
marize and communicate a student’s classroom
progress in an academic subject through a single report
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card grade, then there must be a consensus that the
grade represents the most accurate statement of the stu-
dent’s academic achievement, and only academic
achievement. This is the essence of valid assessment. To
include nonacademic criteria, such as the student’s
effort, compliance, attitude, or behavior, makes the
grade impossible to interpret in any meaningful way.
Perhaps, a simple way to reach this consensus is to
teach ourselves and those we prepare to be teachers to
reflect on the following question: “If I was given a stu-
dent’s transcript with a single letter grade listed next to
the subject I teach, what would be the most logical
interpretation I could make about what the grade rep-
resents about the student’s knowledge of that academ-
ic subject?” Therefore, that is what I should try to have
my grades communicate to whomever will read and
interpret them in the future.

In order for teachers to act consistently in assigning
valid grades based only on appropriate achievement
criteria, a second major initiative needs to be under-
taken to help teachers understand how to make good
grading decisions. This initiative is best addressed
through teacher education programs taking on the
challenge to improve the assessment training of their
students and improve their own grading practices. This
entails several dimensions.

First, students’ long-held beliefs about the purpose
and use of grades need to be challenged by teacher
educators. Students’ beliefs and value systems related
to grades need to be exposed and examined to help
them understand the unscientific basis of their grading
beliefs. Second, once these beliefs are exposed, instruc-
tors must provide students with the theoretical base for
good assessment and grading practices as explicated by
measurement experts that would replace students’
naive notions of assessment and grading. This could be
either through self-contained measurement courses
taught in a relevant manner by educational psycholo-
gists, or integrated into methods courses through col-
laboration between educational psychology and
teacher-education specialists. It would help if more
teacher-education programs required adequate instruc-
tion on classroom assessment and grading practices.
There also needs to be more effective and meaningful
grading practices addressed in-depth in measurement
textbooks. Third, teacher education students need to be
provided with opportunities to encounter grading
activities before they are placed into student teaching,
in order to practice applying assessment principles and
theory to classroom grading issues. Finally, during stu-
dent teaching experiences, education majors must be
given the opportunity, in conjunction with their coop-
erating teachers and the support of their college super-
visors, to actually develop and implement a valid eval-
uation and grading plan. Schools of education need to
work with school district teachers to help improve the

communication system for which grades function. Pro-
viding in-service “assessment and grading” workshops
for practicing teachers, especially those operating as
cooperating teachers, might help to establish a consen-
sus of what is appropriate criteria to use for determin-
ing and assigning valid grades to indicate academic
achievement.

One way to accomplish many of the above steps is
through the use of case studies that focus on assess-
ment and grading dilemmas often faced by real teach-
ers. Discussion of case studies can help students to
reflect on and expose their belief systems about grades
and grading, and analyze them in relationship to edu-
cational psychology assessment principles such as
validity. One example is the Sarah Hanover case which
focuses on a grading dilemma a teacher must deal with
when the question of the validity of a student’s grade is
raised by the student’s parent (Silverman, Welty, and
Lyon 1996).

However, the area that may be the most difficult to
address is the change in the grading practices that
teacher educators use in evaluating students. As long as
preservice and in-service teachers take classes from edu-
cation professors who base grading decisions on more
than academic achievement, they will have little reason
to either believe what we say or practice what we preach
about assessment and grading. As teacher educators, we
need to model sound grading practices in our own
courses in which grades accurately communicate stu-
dents’ achievement of content knowledge learned in
our courses, and not how hard they work or how often
they attend our classes.

My intention in this article has been to suggest that
by giving serious reflection to the meaning of the edu-
cational psychology measurement principle of validity,
grading practices can improve and the grades we assign
to students as teachers can be more accurate and edu-
cationally meaningful. We need to begin to break the
cycle of invalid grading practices that prevail through-
out the education system, and the only behaviors we as
teachers can truly control are our own.

Key words: grading, education system, assessment

NOTE

1. The author has borrowed this phrase from an anonymous
reviewer.
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