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What’s in a Grade?

• In theory, a feedback mechanism for students.

• In practice, a variety of interpretations based on
• Students’ goals

• Students’ fears

• Student’s egos and self-concept

• Parents’ and Students’ expectations

• Student’s belief of how faculty feel about them, 
personally



What Do Grades Mean to YOU?



The grade you assign to a particular assignment, quiz, 
or exam is best reflected which of the following?

a) My most efficient and objective assessment of the degree to which the student demonstrated 

learning the things that I identified as successful learning outcomes for this academic activity.

b) The location of each student on a normal distribution of scores, relative to how other students in this 

class scored on this particular academic activity.

c) My assessment of the student’s performance on this academic activity, based on my subjective and 

objective data, relative to my assessment of his/her/hir potential.

d) Either of the above, integrated with my subjective interpretation of information that I receive about 

whatever life experiences the student had been navigating while completing this academic activity.

e) The degree to which I like or dislike this student integrated with a ball-park estimate of what the 

objective data suggests about performance on this academic activity.

f) None of the above.  



The grade you assign to a final grade in each class is 
best reflected which of the following?

a) My most efficient and objective calculation of the student’s various grades throughout the 

semester (each weighted according to specifications listed in the syllabus), in addition to 

any grade reductions that were clarified in the syllabus related to class absences, 

incorporating any impact on final grade as determined by class participation.  

b) My best and most honest assessment of how well the student demonstrated learning the 

concepts, facts, and/or skills that I identified as successful learning outcomes for the 

course.

c) Both A and B.

d) The location of each student on a normal distribution of grades (assigned as described in 

A), relative to the grades assigned to the other students in this class.



The grade you assign to a final grade in each class is 
best reflected which of the following?

e) My assessment of the student’s performance in this class, based on my subjective and 

objective data, relative to my assessment of his/her/hir potential.

f) Either of the above, integrated by my subjective interpretation of information that I 

receive about whatever life experiences the student had been navigating while enrolled in 

this course.

g) The degree to which I like or dislike this student integrated with a ball-park estimate of 

what the objective data suggests about performance in this course.

h) None of the above.  



What Do Grades Mean to Students?

The complexity of what grades mean to faculty 
reflects the variety of teaching philosophies and 
learning outcomes held by faculty, and the 
independence that faculty enjoy in teaching their 
subject matter.

• This complexity is part of life that students will 
need to learn to navigate

• This complexity opens doors for distortions and 
misperceptions by students about what grades 
actually mean, leading to conclusions that are 
likely not in alignment with faculty members’ 
goals and ideals regarding student learning.

GRADES



What Do Grades Mean to Students?



Student Grade Fears

• “I understand the professor has to be fair and everything, but if I don’t 
get the grade I believe I must have, I won’t be able to reach my goals.”

• “I have to get the grade I need…
• …because I will suffer terrible repercussions at home if I don’t”
• …because I lose the financial aid I have been given to get this education which 

everyone is counting on if I don’t…”
• …because I have never gotten lower grades than I’m used to and I don’t even know 

who I am without those grades…”



Student Grade Entitlement

• “I have earned the grades that I prefer by virtue of the hard work or 
high achievement that I demonstrated prior to college and/or the 
intelligence I believe I possess.”

• “I should be given the grade that reflects the performance that I am 
CAPABLE of demonstrating, not necessarily what I demonstrated in this 
instance…
• …because I went through a difficult experience in my personal life.”
• …because I suffered an illness or an injury that prevented me from meeting academic 

demands.”
• …because I made some bad decisions earlier in the semester related to investing in 

this class.”
• …because I made a mistake and did not realize that this assignment was due/that this 

is exam was taking place/that this grade carried the impact that it does, etc.”



Where Do We Go From Here?

Talk More About Grades and Grading
• Consultation with colleagues and conversation with various campus 

partners to identify any common values or priorities we wish to be 
guided by regarding grades?
• Helping all students succeed?

• Identifying students identified as superior or more competitive for post-
graduation aims?

• Re-aligning grading with learning and the academic mission?

• Identification of some common messages or expectations about 
grades that we can offer the students from the various resources 
across campus?

• Working together toward creating and maintaining a supportive 
community with academic integrity and shared commitment to 
helping our students and our campus community making good grades! 



Thank You!

For helping make this a more supportive campus community!


