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Reviewing some common 
Alternative Grading systems



Defining “Traditional” Grading

1. Assigning weights to each activity, awarding marks/points/letter-
grades, tallying it all in a spreadsheet. 

2. Rubrics, rigid deadlines, late-penalties, extra credit assignments, 
regrade requests, etc… 

3. Using tests, quizzes, midterms, and exams as summative 
assessments. 

4. All of the above in the name of fairness and rigour.
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Standards

1. Standards-Based Learning (SBL) involves assessing students based 
on their proficiency on explicit and previously defined standards. 

2. Students have different (and often, multiple) opportunities to achieve 
proficiency and behaviour is not considered in the grade, only their 
eventual proficiency in the specified standards. 

3. SBL reports usually describe students’ performance on each standard 
and includes information on the extent to which students have 
achieved standards.



Reference: Dr. Steven Clontz Math 238 class at University of South Alabama

Standards - Example

https://prof.clontz.org/classes/2020/01/ma23x/
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1. Competency-Based Learning (CBL) involves assessing a combination 
of skills, abilities, attitudes, values, and knowledge needed to perform 
particular tasks by the student. 

2. The key differentiator of CBL and SBL: 

• SBL: Demonstrating understanding of concepts. 

• CBL: Demonstration of practical skills or tasks. 

3. CBL permits students to progress through the material at their own 
pace.

Competency - Example



Competency - Example

Reference: Canadian Red Cross Skills Checklist

https://www.redcross.ca/crc/documents/What-We-Do/First-Aid-and-CPR/Workplace/Online-Tools/fa_onlinetools_skills_checklist_cpr_and_aed.pdf


Specifications

1. Specifications Grading involves assessing students’ work in a rigid, binary 
fashion: full-credit, or no-credit: 

• Full-credit: meets (all) carefully and thoughtfully written specifications. 

• No-credit: anything else. 

2. Flexibility and redemption is typically achieved using a virtual “token” economy 
where students are given a limited amount of second chances at resubmissions. 

3. Course grades are determined by pre-set bundles that students pick from: 

• Bundles that require more work, or more challenging work (or both) earn 
students higher grades.



Specifications - Example

Reference: Dr. Rebecca Kelly, “Introduction to GIS”, Johns Hopkins University

https://ii.library.jhu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2019/03/Kelly-Making-Grades-Meaningful-with-Specs-Grading.pdf


Contract

1. Contract Grading involves a shared process of assessment between 
students and instructors: 

• Based on self-assessment of strengths and limitations, and will 
determine what students need to do to achieve a certain grade. 

2. Contract grading can be used for a specific assignment or task, or for 
an entire course.



Contract - Example

Reference: Dr. Jon Beasley-Murray, “RMST 202: Romance Studies, Modernism to the Present”, UBC

https://rmst202.arts.ubc.ca/syllabus/


Labour

1. Labour Grading is a set of social agreements among everyone in a 
classroom that determine how much time and work (labour) it will 
take for any student to get an agreed upon grade. 

• There is only one “agreement” for the entire class. 

2. The entire ethos of Labour Grading is to pay no attention to 
judgements of “quality” writing and to deemphasize White Language 
Supremacy. 

3. Labour grading was intentionally designed for language and literacy 
classes.



Labour - Example

Reference: Asao B. Inoue, “Labor-Based Grading Resources“ Arizona State University

https://tinyurl.com/LaborBasedGrading


Portfolio

1. Portfolios grading is a holistic process that involves careful and 
purposeful curation of artifacts weaving a particular narrative. 

2. Students must also reflect on their learning processes, rather than 
just document or collect previously submitted work. 

3. Final course grade is awarded based on the instructor assessing the 
quality of the portfolio and the reflections against a set of standards 
and requirements.



Portfolio - Example

Reference: Dr. Jon Mueller, “Authentic Assessment Toolbox“, North Central College

http://jfmueller.faculty.noctrl.edu/toolbox/portfolios.htm


Ungrading

1. Ungrading is a series of practices and pedagogies that aim to 
dismantle existing historical power dynamics and hierarchies in 
education. 

2. The role of points and grades is de-emphasized where possible, and 
instead there is a higher focus on feedback, intrinsic motivation, and 
growth. 

3. When grades are necessary, student agency is prioritized, and grades 
are determined/negotiated collaboratively with a lot of  reflection and 
justification.



Ungrading - Example

Reference: Dr. Celeste Leander, “BIOL 342“, UBC

https://blogs.ubc.ca/celesteleander/2022/03/


Ungrading - Example

Reference: Dr. Celeste Leander, “BIOL 342“, UBC

https://blogs.ubc.ca/celesteleander/2022/03/


Comparing  
Alternative Grading systems



Dimensions to compare Alternative Grading Systems

Description

Flexibility Accounting for diverse learners and varying starting points - how 
“personalized” is the course?

Structure What students have to submit and when…

Learning An admittedly nebulous concept that is hard to measure…

Competition Propensity for students to fight each other for grades.

Student Agency Capacity or ability for students to have a say in their learning.

Instructor Effort Degree of instructor effort handling, managing, evaluating,  
during the course.

Instructor-Student 
Collaboration

Degree of collaboration between instructors on students  
during the course.

Student Effort Degree of student effort doing the assigned work.



Dimensions to compare Alternative Grading Systems 
Where are you?



Dimensions to compare Alternative Grading Systems

Warning: The next 
slide is in Beta, and 
very opinionated!



Dimensions to compare Alternative Grading Systems

Opinionated!
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Teaching More by Grading Less (or Differently) by Jeffrey Schinske and Kimberly Tanner

https://www.lifescied.org/doi/10.1187/cbe.cbe-14-03-0054
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https://www.alfiekohn.org/article/case-grades/
https://gradingforgrowth.substack.com/p/what-to-expect-when-youre-alternatively
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https://gradingforgrowth.substack.com/p/standards-and-contracts-and-competency
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https://wvupressonline.com/node/844


What can you do next?

Skeptical?
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https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA

https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA
https://join.slack.com/t/ungradingatubc/shared_invite/zt-rjfxgvnl-reMnwPwhoQbhf0LCfC8WPA


L I C E N S E

F E E L  F R E E  T O  A D A P T,  R E M I X ,  S H A R E  A S  Y O U  L I K E !




