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Alternative 
Grading 

Approaches

What, Why & How:
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Learning Outcomes

▪ Increased self-awareness about grading.

▪ 1-2 concrete ideas about implementing 

alternative grading.

What enables this learning? Curiosity, intent, 

listening to others’ perspectives and ideas.
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Reflective Questions

▪ Why do we grade?

▪ What experiences have you had with 

being graded?

▪ When does grading work well? What does 

it accomplish or communicate?

▪ When does grading harm or impede 

teaching and learning?
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Concerns about grading

ALSO

Grading stifles creativity Students worry more 

about the grade than 

the learning

Artistic work cannot be judged; 

process cannot be assessed

Grading perpetuates inequality
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How can we cultivate creativity, learning, 
individual voice, and equity in our grading?
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Three alternative approaches to grading

Labor-based grading Specifications Grading Ungrading

• Grade is based on 

labor

• Quality of the 

product is 

discussed, but not 

related to the grade

• Uses categories of 

pass/not pass (or 

not pass yet)

• NO partial credit

• Actually is grading

• Based in student 

self-reflection with 

instructor 

responses
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Labor-Based Grading

▪ Championed by Asao B. Inoue, who developed this approach in response 

to frustration with grades based on the quality of work.

▪ “One way to understand this focus on labor and effort is to consider what 

this course really is about. This is a writing course, not a paper course. 

Writing is a verb, a practice. It is labor. A paper is at least one step 

removed from that labor and learning. It is a product of your labor, not your 

labor itself. So our grading system should align with what this course is 

mostly about, which is your acts of learning, your labors of writing.” (Inoue)
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Labor-Based Grading

▪ Faculty provide general guidelines for assignments in order to count as 

complete labor. For example:

▪ How much time students spend on a task

▪ How many words or pieces the student produces (e.g., “Includes 300 words of 

understandable language,” “Includes 5 preliminary sketches”)

▪ Whether or not the student followed the labor instructions (e.g., “Explore a 

concept from this unit,” “Explore differences in line weights in an observational 

drawing”)
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Labor-Based Grading

This may start with a conversation and negotiation of answers to the following 

questions:

▪ “How much access to time each week do we feel is appropriate for this course, 

given what we hope to accomplish and what is expected of each of us?

▪ How much labor each week will constitute A, B, or C progress?

▪ How will you know when you have completed the labor of an assignment 

adequately?

▪ How will the teacher know that you’ve followed the labor instructions for any reading 

or writing assignment?

▪ What are the markers of your labor that can be used both for our contract purposes 

and for your own reflection purposes?”

http://asaobinoue.blogspot.com/2021/06/what-is-labor-based-grading-system-and.html

http://asaobinoue.blogspot.com/2021/06/what-is-labor-based-grading-system-and.html
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Labor-Based Grading
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Labor-Based Grading
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Specifications Grading

▪ Championed by Linda B. Nilson in response to frustration 

with letting students get partial credit on assignments that 

include crucial skills or knowledge.

▪ Uses Pass/Not Pass (yet)

▪ Allows for multiple attempts to demonstrate mastery of 

learning outcomes

▪ Optional: Students can choose the level of work equal to a 

grade
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https://blog.acadly.com/specifications-grading-the-complete-infographic-guide-8b18605e9250

https://blog.acadly.com/specifications-grading-the-complete-infographic-guide-8b18605e9250
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Glazing Surface Size Preliminary sketches

Glazing is even with no 

thin, thick, or missing 

spots.

Surface is smooth; free 

of bumps and no 

ragged edges.

Piece is at least 8 

inches tall.

Student submits 5-10 

preliminary sketches of 

piece.

Pass Pass

Not pass yet Not pass yet

No blank spots were 

seen, however, the 

glaze was too thick, 

resulting in melted 

areas.

The trimming of the 

piece was done well, 

but sanding should be 

done to get a smoother 

surface.

Piece was 9.5 inches 

tall.

Student submitted 2 

large pages including 

several small sketches.
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Why use specifications grading?

▪ It focuses in on the key learning outcomes; students cannot 

pass the class without demonstrating achievement of these 

outcomes.

▪ It clearly outlines what students need to do to earn certain 

grades. If they simply want to pass a course, they can invest that 

level of effort.

▪ It increases quality feedback and engagement with feedback.
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Ungrading

▪ Championed by Jesse Stommel who was frustrated by the lack 

of dialogue about learning and lack of consideration of process 

in grading. 

▪ The student determines their grade based on self-reflection and 

analysis of the learning process. Faculty determine their level of 

agreement and the final grade.

▪ In practice, there is usually little discrepancy between grades, 

and faculty occasionally have to raise the grades.
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How do these approaches align or not align with your beliefs 
about teaching and grading?

Which approach(es) appeals to you most, and why?

What challenges or barriers might exist to these ways of 
grading?
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Tips and thoughts

▪ Do not feel like you have to account for the moments of 

brilliance in your grading scale.

▪ To better understand what you see as passing work, take work 

from previous classes and put into 3 piles: no pass, pass, high 

pass. By describing each pile, you will outline basic expectations 

for the course or assignment.

▪ Students are often used to traditional grading schemes. If you 

implement alternative practices, clearly explain how and why 

you are using these practices. Provide early grading examples 

to build trust.


