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Introductions



Session Outline
1. Warm-up
2. Philosophy of alternative grading
3. Some flavors of alternative grading methods
4. Shared experiences & reflections
5. Get your hands dirty! 



Group Warm-up
(90-seconds)
Name one aspect of your 
current assessment / grading 
system you find unsatisfying.

(2-3 minutes)
Discuss with someone next to 
you



What is “alternative” 
grading? 🤨



from Grading for Growth, 
Robert Talbert and David Clark (CC-BY-SA)

https://gradingforgrowth.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Standards-based 
Grading



Overview of Standards-Based Grading
● Structured mainly around a set of 

more granular learning goals 
(“standards” or “learning targets”)

● Targets are re-assessable
● Final course grade mainly related to 

number of completed targets



Defining Learning Targets
Most examples are pretty 
granular with many (15-25) 
targets for a term!

I preferred fewer targets but with 
clear sub-parts.

● Less difficult for students 
to track

● Sub-parts still provide clear 
expectations

● Atomizes understanding 
less

● But lower success on 
targets initially



Assessing & Reassessing Learning Targets
● Initial assessment: For most folks using SBG, this is some kind of 

regularly-occurring quiz/test (but doesn’t have to be!)
○ Online, untimed, out-of-class Checkpoint once every 3-ish weeks with two problems for each 

learning target we’d covered
○ Satisfactory/Not Yet Satisfactory (S/N) for attempted targets

● Reassessment: Often multiple options here!
○ Attempt again on new problems on the next Checkpoint
○ Write a reflection & revision on N problem and do one new written problem in office hours
○ Write a reflection & revision on N problem and do one new problem orally in office hours



Assigning a Final Grade
● Core of each grade level is learning target completion
● Can require multiple completions of some targets!
● Can bundle with other kinds of assignments (specifications-y)



Specifications-based 
Grading



Overview of specs grading

Some core features:

● Assignments / problems graded on a binary (“mastered” vs. “not yet mastered”) 
or other limited scale

● Clear specifications for what constitutes mastery
● Re-do attempts if an assignment is not mastered the first time
● Letter grades are earned by bundles of mastered assignments



Specifications for mastery

Example: GLMs, Project 1
Some sample requirements for mastering Project 1:

● All variables needed to address the research question are included in the EDA
● Appropriate visualizations are used to explore how each explanatory variable is 

related to the response. When needed, appropriate transformations are 
considered

● All plots shown in the report are explained and discussed in the text. What 
information does each graph provide, and why is that important for us to know 
when before building a model?



Specifications for mastery
Example: Intro Project
Some sample requirements for a Satisfactory project:

● Correct identification and explanation of errors in provided data visualizations.
● New visualizations are appropriate and correct the identified errors.
● Appropriate inference methods are used correctly, with any errors being minor 

and not related to understanding of statistical concepts.
● Conclusions are clearly stated in context and are supported by the analysis.



Example: GLMs
To receive an A, students 
must:

● Master at least 5 HWs
● Master both projects
● Master both exams
● Master at least 2 

challenge assignments

To receive a B, students 
must:

● Master at least 5 HWs
● Master one project
● Master both exams

Grade bundles



Example: Probability
To receive an A, students must:

● Master at least 10 HWs
● Earn an Excellent on final 

project
● Regularly present proofs / 

solutions in class
● Complete midterm and 

final reflections

To receive a B, students must:

● Master at least 8 HWs
● Earn a Satisfactory on 

final project
● Regularly present proofs / 

solutions in class
● Complete midterm or 

final reflection

Grade bundles



Contract Grading



Overall Contract (+ details here)

Opportunities to boost grade.

Core Contract - Everyone starts here.

If core not met, grade declines. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/19HnV9PRFGb4djHFBuL_dhYraV4fL9zRoGwPhQoE9BAs/edit?usp=sharing


The Core - Contract for a B

Assignment Type Built-in Flexibility

Complete homework assignments on time 
(2-3 per week) with a good-faith effort

Can miss up to 4 without penalty

Complete lab assignments on time (0-1 per 
week)

One late, can revise in revision windows if 
incorrect

Complete each project (2 mini, 1 final) on 
time and meeting the conditions of 
“satisfactory” on the rubric

If “satisfactory” not met on mini-projects, 
meet with me to discuss improvements with 
no penalty



Grade Boosters (B → B+, B+ → A-, A- → A)

Assignment Purpose

Two extra peer reviews (classmates 
and/or MathStatBites)

Value: peer feedback and support + 
authentic audience

Writing Journal throughout semester 
(can take maximum two weeks off)

Value: frequent writing and reflection, 
requires planning to start early

Above and beyond work on one of 
three projects (make a written 
argument for why you think it meets 
the threshold)

Value: engagement and 
independence, provide evidence for 
argument

Turn a piece of work from the class 
into a piece for The Bucknellian (the 
student newspaper)

Value: revision for new context + 
authentic audience

https://mathstatbites.org/


When the core falters… (B → B-, B- → C+, etc.)

Assignment Type Consequence

Complete homework assignments on time 
(2-3 per week) with a good-faith effort

Miss between 5 and 8 → decline one step
Miss between 9 and 12 → decline two 
steps…

Complete lab assignments on time (0-1 per 
week)

Two late/do not revise one → decline one 
step

Three late/do not revise two → decline two 
steps…

Complete each project (2 mini, 1 final) on 
time and meeting the conditions of 
“satisfactory” on the rubric

Do not revise mini project or unsatisfactory 
final project → decline one step



Ungrading



What is “ungrading”?
a pedagogical practice which entirely removes grades as a focus of the course 



Instead…
- Exclusive focus on feedback, helping students accomplish the course 

learning objectives
- Marks on assignments are not attached to a grade outcome (e.g., A, B, C, D)
- Expectations for grades are co-developed between students and the 

instructor
- At the end of the course students make an argument for the grade they 

earned

What is “ungrading”?
a pedagogical practice which entirely removes grades as a focus of the course 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-SSRp_mXFNgYiy4uW9tlcpxDpQH4OuMqK-Hh4v5AvZI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-SSRp_mXFNgYiy4uW9tlcpxDpQH4OuMqK-Hh4v5AvZI/edit?usp=sharing


Why no grades? 



How do students 
argue their grade?
End of quarter portfolio with a 
selection of the work they completed:

- Two examples of code for each 
learning target

- Examples of extending thinking 
/ challenging oneself

- Examples of revising thinking 
- Examples of thoughtful 

collaborations



Similarities & 
Differences

How do you get students on board?

How do you mark assignments?

How are revisions handled?

How are deadlines handled?



Choose One Assignment
● Define standards:

○ What do you want students to learn from this?
● Think about how to give feedback:

○ What’s common room for improvement?
○ How can you nudge students to improve in those ways?

● Decide what marks to give on it:
○ 3-level? 2-level? 1-level? Heck, 0-level?

● Decide how students can reattempt:
○ What opportunity do they have to care about your feedback?



Longer-term: (Advice from Robert Talbert) 

● Design backwards
○ Build your objectives (maybe like 20): What do you most care about?
○ What evidence might students give?
○ Design assessments to elicit that evidence

● Build a network (heyy!!)
○ A weird thing is going to go wrong in a way that nobody has 

contemplated before and you need someone to ask about it
● Keep it simple

○ You can iteratively refine as you go, so don’t worry about “getting it 
right”

https://gradingforgrowth.com/p/three-steps-for-getting-started-with?s=r


Thank you for joining 
us!



Biggest Success



(link)

https://twitter.com/joshua_r_eyler/status/1415483441009860613

