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Preface

When I was a child in elementary school, I believed, as most of us did in those days, that the marks and grades I received on homework assignments, test papers, and report cards defined me. The lessons implicit in marks and grades were that my worth was measured by those numbers and letters, and that if I got less than a high mark, I would be deemed inadequate. Alas, this was not only true of me. It was the sine qua non for every one of us, and in every grade.

These institutional building blocks were aided and abetted by my parents, who poured over my papers and report cards as if they were the Ten Commandments, handed down by God and given to my teacher to be passed out to her students. Unlike other children who were rewarded by money for good grades, or skiing trips to Aspen for a perfect score on a test, I received no parental prizes. The expectation was that I would get the good grades that would indicate to them that I was a “top” student and that I was not shirking my responsibilities to learn what was on offer in those classrooms. If I happened to get a grade of 98% on a test, my father would admonish me with “What happened to 100%?”

Marks and grades were the singular indicators not only of measures of performance, but of personal worth and value. Students who received less than good marks were considered “less”—and those of us in the upper echelon of the grading hierarchy were disinclined to associate with them. Not only did our grades define us; they defined those with whom we were wont to associate with. What was never an issue was the often unfairness of those numbers and letters, the arbitrary nature of what was being measured, and how those measurements were made.

Of course, grades did more than define us. It opened doors for us to higher education—since they were taken as indicators of whether we were not only eligible but deserving of a place in colleges and universities—making something more of ourselves than our left-behind classmates whose grades were the crushing signifiers of their lesser worth. Good grades entitled us; gave us a “can do” spirit.” Poor grades disqualified others, giving them a “can’t do” spirit. No one questioned the fairness of unfairness of any of it.

It wasn’t until my first semester at college that this embedded notion that grades equaled a realistic assessment of capability and worth was shattered. In a freshman English class with two of my best friends, the three of us wet behind the ears and full of ourselves as having made it into the prestigious city university, we were given an assignment to write something—I can’t remember what—by our distinguished professor, who looked as learned as a small owl with glasses. My two friends folded; neither of them felt up to the task of creating something on paper that was original, smart, and meeting the standards of college English. “Never mind,” I told them, without a thought to the illegality or immorality of what I was proposing. I thought only of helping them.

So I sat down to write three papers for Professor Stair, and my two friends and I handed in each, under their and my names.

When the papers were returned, both friends got As. My paper not only got a C—but was marked in red comments that crushed me: I was not a good writer. How did I ever manage to get into college? There was no chance I would pass this course unless I improved considerably.

Once over the shock of these diminishing blows to my self-esteem, I began to see the frailty of the marking and grading system and how fallible one teacher’s assessments can be. I was finally able to shed the deeply entrenched idea that marks and grades were truths about self and performance, but only one person’s judgment, which is not truth, but opinion. And as many of us know, opinions are shaped and formed by many factors, some of which are spurious, some of which are mean-spirited, and some of which are larded with schadenfreude.

Yet, there’s another side to the coin of marking and grading—and that is the side referred to as “evaluation.” For while evaluation may include the assigning of marks and grades, it is also the case that evaluative comments on students’ papers and on student performance can enable and empower a student to do better, to improve, and to make additional gains in understanding and in levels of performance. Evaluation, of course, can be as cruel and as punishing as Professor Stair’s comments on that English paper. But in the hands of a wise, informed, and skillful teacher, evaluative comments can be more than additive.

It is the purpose of this book to shed light on the history of how marks and grades came to signify student worth, what factors lie beneath a teacher’s assessments, the fallibility of marks and grades as signifiers of intelligence, the reliance we put on grades as truth, why teachers should instead use written comments as feedback instead of numbers and letters, and, most important, how to give evaluative feedback to students that does not diminish them but actually provides them with the means and the support to deepen their understanding and improve their skills in subsequent tasks.

It is not an easy task—since the history of marks and grades are so woven into the educational process and into our culture that we have come to consider them as set in stone. But anyone who has felt the sting of an evaluation that has been unfair, unwise, and just plain wrong will want to consider the imperative of a changed approach to student assessment that is more honest, fair, and, especially, more helpful to student growth and learning. How can that be a task not worth tackling?
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