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Can you believe this $%#@!, 
   at my school……



With Someone Near You…

● Did you know that you were being evaluated?
● Did you feel prepared?
● Did you understand what you were being evaluated on?
● Did you receive feedback about how you did?
● Did you have a chance to offer your perspective or background information before or 

after the evaluation?
● What did you learn from the process?
● Did you receive a grade/number/label?
● How did the process make you feel once it was completed?

Describe a time recently when you were graded or evaluated.







I believe…
Grades are an outdated tool that NEVER met the needs of 
learners, caregivers, or educators. Grades are not only 
biased an ineffective, but downright harmful. 

Collecting information doesn’t require tests, and sharing 
that information doesn’t require grades.  

Students deserve better feedback, better questions, and 
more opportunities to demonstrate learning in a way that 
resonates with them.



● History of Grading
● Why Grades and Labels Are Harmful
● “Improvements”?
● The Case For “Ungrading”
● How To Ungrade: The Paradigm Shifts 
● Ungrading Example
● Vision For The Future

Goals For This Session
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Francis Galton Charles Darwin



“The aim of Eugenics is to represent each class or sect 
by its best specimens.” - Francis Galton





Carl Brigham

Lewis Terman

● Aptitude tests 
for the military

● Stanford-Binet 
Intelligence 
Tests

● Scholastic 
Aptitude Test 
(SAT) with the 
College Board
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Factories of Education
“…we will organize our 
children into a little 
community and teach 
them to do in a perfect 
what the things their 
fathers and mothers are 
doing in an imperfect 
way.” - Rockefeller



Quetelet Galton Brigham Terman Taylor

Thorndike



“Treating each student as an 
average student and aiming to 
provide each one with the same 
standardized education regardless 
of their background, abilities, or 
interests.” - Taylor

How do you see these 
ideas embedded in 
today’s schools?





H.L. Mencken

“The aim of public 
education is not to spread 
enlightenment at all; it is 
simply to reduce as many 
individuals as possible to 
the same level, to breed 
and train a standardized 
citizenry, to put down 
dissent and originality.”





Low Average High

Pitch

Tone

Pulse

Musicianship

Rhythm

Expression

Technique

Intonation



Low Average High

Improvising

Creating

Performing

Musicianship

Analysis & Critique

Evaluation & Reflection

Interpreting

Connecting





Low Average High

Persistence

Curiosity

Empathy

Courage

Leadership

Creativity

Compassion

Humility



“Not everything important 
is measurable and not 
everything measurable is 
important.” 

-Albert Einstein 
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Prior to the late 1700s, 
performance and feedback 
systems in education were 
incredibly idiosyncratic. The 
first “official record” of a 
grading system was from 
Yale in 1785. Throughout the 
19th Century, they became 
increasingly comparative, 
numerical, and standardized.



The A-F system appears to 
have emerged in 1898 (with 
the “E” not disappearing until 
the 1930s) and the 100-point 
or percentage scale became 
common in the early 1900s. 
Letter grades were not widely 
used until the 1940s. Even by 
1971, only 67% of primary and 
secondary schools in the U.S. 
were using letter grades. (Schinske 
and Tanner)



“An “objective” system for grading was created so 
systematized schooling could scale. And we’ve 
designed technological tools in the 20th and 21st 
Centuries that have allowed us to scale further. 
Toward standardization and away from subjectivity, 
human relationships, and care.”
- Jesse Stommel



What are some of the inherent problems with 
grading? 

Turn & Talk	 	



1. Diminish students’ interest in whatever they’re learning. 
2. Create a preference for the easiest possible task. 
3. Reduce the quality of students’ thinking 
4. Makes you less efficient and prevents “flow” 
5. Crushes creativity  
6. Crowds out good behavior & encourages unethical behavior 
7. Fosters short-term thinking 
8. Incapable of representing the complexities that it is meant to summarize 
9. It creates competition & comparisons while impacting mental health.

11 Reasons To End Grading
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3. Reduce the quality of students’ thinking 
4. Makes you less efficient and prevents “flow” 
5. Crushes creativity  
6. Crowds out good behavior & encourages unethical behavior 
7. Fosters short-term thinking 
8. Incapable of representing the complexities that it is meant to summarize 
9. It creates competition and comparisons 
10. Continues and potentially grows bias “baked into” the system.

10 Reasons To End Grading







Grading 
Experiment

https://www.mentimeter.com/app/presentation/alchrqxwc3yc6qn837sr1p4eymkwmaap/k5h3sh32nj2c/edit


Averaging Performance Over Time Is Inaccurate

Samantha Charlie

Essay 1 A D

Essay 2 A C

Essay 3 A B-

Essay 4 A B+

Essay 5 A A



Averaging Performance Over Time Is Inaccurate
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Time

Samantha = A

Charlie = C+



When the procedures and practices of institutions operate in ways that 
result in certain groups being advantaged or favored and others being 
disadvantages or devalued. 

● Grades reward those who have resources, time, support, prior 
knowledge. 

● Grades often do not recognize and support students with fewer 
support systems, and who have experienced more systemic 
barriers to academic success as well as more negative experiences 
with schools and other institutions of power. 

Institutional Bias
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“Improvements” To Grading
1. It is not enough to replace letter or numbers with labels 
2. It is not enough to use rubrics 
3. It is not enough to tell students in advance what’s expected of them. 
4. It is not enough to disseminate grades more efficiently 
5. It is not enough to add narrative reports to grades 
6. It is not enough to use “standards-based” grading 
7. It is not enough to get rid of zeros 
8. It is not enough to remove student behaviors (participation, attendance, effort) 
9. It is not enough to accept late work 
10. It is not enough to put up posters about “growth mindset” 



Change In Mental Models

By: John Kania Mark Kramer Peter 
Senge

https://www.fsg.org/people/john-kania
https://www.fsg.org/people/mark-kramer
https://www.fsg.org/people/peter-senge
https://www.fsg.org/people/peter-senge




What Does Assessment Mean?



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 1

Grading is not necessary for learning but feedback is! 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RzjAx-u4uU4


Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 2

Assessment is not the same as evaluation.  



Kinesthetic Strategy



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 3

Starting With Why Assess?  
1. To answer questions 
2. To make instructional decisions.  
3. To provide an opportunity for students to develop critical thinking skills and 

musical independence. 
4. To provide meaningful feedback to the student 
5. To show the effectiveness of instruction and curriculum. 
6. To collect evidence for stakeholders 



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 4
Who assesses?  

a. Teacher 
b. Student Self-Assessment 
c. Peers 

1. Draw a pie chart displaying the 
“ideal” ratio of who does the 
assessing. 

2. Draw a pie chart displaying 
“reality” in your classroom 
currently. 



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 5
What to assess?  It Begins With Quality Teaching & Curriculum 

“One can have the best assessment imaginable, but unless the accompanying 
curriculum is of quality, the assessment has no use.” - Howard Gardner 

Comprehensive Musicianship 
through Performance (CMP)



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 6

When to assess?  

You can’t stop assessing.  
1. Summative (linked to your outcomes) 
2. Formative (every strategy IS an assessment) 
3. Diagnostic (the assessment most often neglected) 



Your outcome IS the destination

Summative (Did my students make it?)



Most Neglected Assessment

Diagnostic (Where are my students?)



Every strategy IS an assessment.

Formative (Are my students on the path?)



Ungrading Your Classroom Paradigm Shift 7

How To Assess? 
● Pay attention 
● Ask questions 
● Ask more questions AND better ones! 
● Allow students agency to demonstrate understanding in different ways in 

authentic ways that highlight their assets. 
● Provide Autonomy, Mastery and Purpose 



“Ten times a day something happens to 
me like this—some strengthening throb 
of amazement—some good sweet 
empathic ping and swell. This is the first, 
the wildest and the wisest thing I know: 
that the soul exists and is built entirely 
out of attentiveness.” 

-Mary Oliver

How To Assess 
Pay Attention



How To Assess? 
Levels of Questioning

Instead of “I Can” 
statements, use “How 
Could You” statements. 





How To Assess? 
Autonomy, Mastery, & Purpose



How To Assess? 
Harness Intrinsic Motivation























Contact Me

Chris Gleason 
Arts and Creativity Consultant 
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction 
President, Beyond The Notes Music Festival, Inc. 

Christopher.gleason@dpi.wi.gov (work email) 
gleasoncmp@gmail.com (home email) 
608-264-9554 (work phone) 
www.dpi.wi.gov/fine-arts (work website) 
https://www.btnmusicfestival.com/ (non-profit website) 
www.chrispgleason.com (personal website) 

TEDxOshkosh “Lighting A Fire In Kids” (TEDx Talk) 
Beyond ArtLess Podcast (wherever you get your podcasts) 
facebook.com/gleasonmusic (facebook) 

mailto:Christopher.gleason@dpi.wi.gov
mailto:gleasoncmp@gmail.com
http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fine-arts
https://www.btnmusicfestival.com/
http://www.chrispgleason.com

