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Assessment vs. grading

Assessment

Summarizes one outcome for many students.

Assessment rooted in learning goals and course 

objectives will tell us about the actual learning taking 

place. In order to improve student learning, we need 

to know specifically what our students understand-- 

and what our students still struggle with. Assessment 

gives us summarized information about the level and 

extent that our students have reached our intended 

learning outcomes.

Goal: improve student learning.

Grading

Summarizes many outcomes for one student.

Grades represent a sum of an individual student’s 

progress (outcomes) and overall performance. 

Grades often include other elements of course 

expectations beyond the learning goals and 

objectives, such as attendance. Grades tell us a 

student has learned something, but they don’t tell us 

what.

Goal: evaluate an individual’s demonstrated learning.

Definitions provided by Mount Holyoke Teaching and Learning Initiative 
and Carnegie Mellon University’s Eberly Center 



Assessment vs. 
grading, continued

Where do assessment and grading 
overlap in your purposes and methods 

for using each? 

Image from Iowa State University Center for Teaching Excellence 



The overlap

Assessment can be part of grading if part of what’s being graded ties directly to 
learning goals being assessed, and vice versa. 

Formative or summative assessment (think: during and post assignment feedback) 
can also be part of the grading process. 

Although assessment and grading measure different things, both should be 
conducted with learning goals in mind, which can be accomplished through 
backward design.



What contexts should we consider 
when establishing grading and 
assessment practices (in general 
and during remote learning)? 

How can we grade in a way that acknowledges these contexts?

How can we improve our assessment practices based on these contexts? 

Considering changing contexts

environmental

physical virtual economic

personalmental



Grading innovations

What innovations in grading can we use to ease the burden of grading for 
ourselves and our students?

● Labor-based grading contracts
○ Co-created by students and the instructor, assigns value to effort or labor rather than other 

measures. See Asao Inoue’s work on labor-based grading and adjusting pre-existing curricula. 

● Co-created rubrics
○ Students and the instructor create rubrics for evaluation together. See Asao Inoue again on 

community-based assessment. 

● Other rubrics and pass/fail system that prioritize feedback (or formative 
assessment) over points or letter grades
○ See John Bean on Using Rubrics to Develop and Apply Grading Criteria. 

https://wac.colostate.edu/books/perspectives/labor/
http://asaobinoue.blogspot.com/2020/04/how-do-you-do-labor-based-grading-in.html
https://www.academia.edu/10073141/Community_Based_Assessment_Pedagogy
http://unmcorewriting.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/57307979/Bean%2C%20Ch%2014%20Using%20Rubrics%20to%20Develop%20and%20Apply%20Grading%20Criteria.pdf


Assessment practices

The goal of assessment is to measure student learning and adjust elements of the 
course to improve learning. 

1. Establish learning goals for the course, or refer to department or programmatic 
learning goals. 

2. Design a learning opportunities that will provide learning  demonstrate 
proficiency of these goals.

3. Collect data from students and assess the uptake of the intended learning goals.
*keep in mind that “data” does not mean a grade, which measures the sum of the student’s work. 

Assessing means isolating skills to determine proficiency. 

4. Incorporate this feedback into your teaching and course design.



Assessment practices, continued

Strategies based on assessment goal:

● If you are looking for evidence of thinking and performance skills, consider assignments 
planned and evaluated using scoring guides or rubrics.

● If you are looking for evidence of knowledge and conceptual understanding, consider a 
comprehensive exam or an assignment or exam questions already embedded within 
courses that require demonstration of skill in application or analysis.

● If you are looking for evidence of attitudes, values, dispositions or habits of mind, consider 
reflective writing, surveys, focus groups, or interviews.

● If you are looking for an overall picture of student learning, consider portfolios (using 
scoring guides or rubrics).

Information from Mount Holyoke Teaching and Learning Initiative
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