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Assessment, Evaluation, and Grading:
A Reflection on My Radicalization

Priscilla Bremser

Department of Mathematics, Middlebury College, Vermont, USA
bremser@middlebury.edu

Synopsis

The COVID-19 pandemic forced instructors to adapt their assessment practices.
For this author, that adaptation led to a reconsideration of evaluation systems,
given the ways in which such systems can interfere with learning and perpetuate
inequities. The author describes resulting changes in her grading of student work
and evaluation of faculty colleagues.

Keywords: assessment, grading, ungrading, student evaluations of teaching.

The last time I stood in a classroom, a student asked, “Do you think we’ll
be able to come back to campus this semester?” It was March of 2020, and
at the time all I could say was “I have no idea.” That familiar space near
the blackboard suddenly became murky, the floor less solid. All we knew
was that students had just a couple of days to get home to Massachusetts or
California or Morocco or Bhutan, and faculty had just a couple of weeks to
move our courses and advising online. I welcomed the extra week of spring
break to re-engineer my teaching, but it meant I’d have to remove some
course material from the plan. How would I decide what other changes to
make?

Years before, a literary friend had introduced me to John Keats’ idea of
“negative capability,” or as she put it, “the ability to be content floundering in
the muck.” We may not have been content, but we were certainly floundering.

In those subsequent days of mastering Zoom breakout rooms and download-
ing patterns for fabric face masks, my students were studying in vastly dif-
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ferent spaces with varying internet access. I could not imagine implementing
closed-book tests under those conditions, so I replaced the two remaining
exams in Calculus I with portfolio assignments.

My syllabus already included a portfolio, meaning a set of seven or eight
substantial problems, from which each student would choose five and write
complete solutions. For the first pandemic portfolio, I assigned this instead:

Choose any three problems that improved your understanding of the course
material from the first five weeks of the course. They can come from class
work, homework, quizzes, or the first exam. For each problem,

• Write out the problem as it was assigned.

• Write out a full solution to the problem. Use full sentences, and justify
any steps that need clarification, in your judgement.

• End with a “Discussion” section, explaining how this problem helped
your understanding.

The remaining portfolio assignments included a similar section, along with
some new problems. Emerging from the muck was a conviction that pri-
oritizing student learning means designing assessments that focus on what
I want students to be able to do well and asking them to engage in some
metacognition.

Meanwhile, college faculty meetings featured an extended debate about adopt-
ing a temporary grading system. The administration proposed that the fac-
ulty give students a choice between a grade on the A-F scale or a Pass/Fail
for each course. A colleague and I offered a different proposal: mandatory
Credit/No Credit for the spring of 2020. Our rationale included our beliefs
that students now had unequal access to A’s, that to include any form of
standard grading falsely suggested that the semester was like any other, and
that students (and faculty) were under unusual levels of stress and needed
some relief. In the end, we were outvoted. At least the final version gave
students a choice between an A-F grade or a Credit/No Credit, in which No
Credit meant that nothing about that course would appear on the transcript.
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The debate itself, however, put weaknesses in our grading systems into high
relief. It’s been clear for a long time that, on my campus and beyond, we
on the giving end don’t agree on what grades mean. Are we using a norm-
referenced system, a criterion-referenced one, or some hybrid? What does
a “B” signify? Does extreme grade inflation render grades useless? More to
the point, what are we claiming to measure? What became clearer to me
during the debate was how problematic the enterprise is on the receiving end.
Who is our audience when we assign grades: the students, our colleagues,
potential employers, or graduate program admissions officers? And how do
they interpret what they see? Do we have any idea, really, what effect our
reliance on grading has on our students, in the short term and later on?

What cracked that last question open for me, in part, were some emails I
received from students between faculty meetings. I had expected resistance
to a binary grading system from pre-medical students and their advisors, but
I wasn’t prepared for the vehemence. One of my Calculus students told me it
would be a “punishment” to remove the possibility of a letter grade, because
students applying to medical school would have to take the course again for
“real” grades. Another student described a difficult home situation and then
wrote, “I would still like to show that despite it all, I was able to try my
hardest and obtain the grade I deserved for this semester.” Said a third, “I
need to show medical schools that I can handle working in times of stress.”

The extent to which these students see grades as an assessment of their
character, rather than their performance on some specific tasks at singular
moments in time, is distressing. Calculus isn’t just a necessary hurdle on the
track to a medical career; it’s a proxy for the ability to handle the pressures
of the emergency room, in their minds.

The internalization of one’s GPA as a measure of personal worth wasn’t lim-
ited to our students, judging from some of the faculty comments in opposition
to our proposal. Those colleagues were apparently not moved by others who
spoke of the myth of meritocracy [6], though those comments helped me to
take a broader perspective.

After I submitted my letter grades, I signed up for a “summer camp” offered
by our digital learning crew for those of us who had decided to teach entirely
online in the fall. The course could have been called “Instructional Design for
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Online Instruction During a Pandemic,” and while I had read the chapter on
Design Practices in the MAA Instructional Practices Guide [1], I appreciated
the chance to write up my learning goals and teaching philosophy anew for
an audience of mostly non-mathematicians. Our instructors recommended
more frequent and more varied assessments, not just as a way to remove the
stress of a final exam worth 40% of the final grade, but because well-designed
quizzes, for example, support learning (see, for example, [3]).

A clearer picture was coming out of the muck now. Added to my previous
understanding of summative assessment and formative assessment, I was
thinking more about the learning that can happen during assessment. I had
seen this in real time during an observation of Deborah Ball interviewing a
student during a “Critical Issues in Mathematics Education” conference at
the Mathematical Sciences Research Institute in 2013. The interview was
meant to give a detailed picture of the student’s understanding, but I could
see the student gaining some understanding as the conversation proceeded.
This is an illustration of the strength of active learning environments. We
learn mathematics by being in conversation with others. I wanted students
to write up clear solutions as well as reflect on their learning not because I
wanted to grade those assignments (though they are much more interesting
than a standard midterm exam), but because I know that those activities
support long-term retention of the concepts in the course.

I taught two sections of Linear Algebra and one section of Abstract Algebra
online in the fall of 2020. I got better at dropping into breakout rooms, but I
still missed listening in on small groups in an actual classroom. It didn’t feel
right to give out grades for participation, given what I knew about individual
challenges for some of my students, so I chose generosity for that element.
But really, what did I know about similar challenges in pre-pandemic times?
Only what students, or their deans, shared with me; just a glimpse.

During that term, I was asked to submit a letter on behalf of a colleague
under review. While Course Response Forms — our version of student eval-
uations — are generally only visible to the individual, the department chair,
and the review committee, this individual had shared theirs with the senior
department members. Having primed myself to reconsider my participation
in assessment systems, I realized that I could not in good conscience rely
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on this problematic instrument. (See, for example, [4, 5] for biases found in
student evaluations of instructor performance.) I now include a version this
statement in all such letters:

I have not looked at X’s course response forms, as I have come to believe,
based on abundant evidence, that student evaluations should not be used
in hiring or reappointment/promotion decisions. (This is both because they
reflect and may even amplify inherent biases in society, and because students
are poor judges of their own learning. I’ll spare you the citations here.) I am
glad that X has found them useful in their own development as an instructor,
which is all they are good for.

At the end of the fall semester, I joined a faculty reading group to discuss
UNgrading [2], a collection of essays by a variety of instructors. In the book,
I found support for my emerging sense that the impulse to measure and rank
has negative impacts on learning. It’s not just that our students have a
warped view of what their grades mean; on top of that, the focus on grades
interferes with their intellectual growth. From colleagues in the reading group
who have already done some ungrading, including a few in STEM fields, I
heard strategies for shifting the emphasis away from sorting students and
toward learning. One is to respond to student work with comments, but no
grades, and then have students grade themselves at the end of the term. This
isn’t simple; these instructors reported that students’ grades for themselves
were close to what the instructors would have given, but sometimes women
seemed to be harder on themselves than men. Still, I am going to try a
version of this method in the fall.

Am I a radical now? Not according to Alfie Kohn, who wrote the Introduc-
tion to UNgrading. In Kohn’s framework, while I’m familiar with “research
showing that grading has three predictable effects — less interest in learning,
a preference for easier tasks, and shallower thinking” [2, page xiv] — I’m only
partway along the path to doing all I can in my own classroom. That, in
turn, is only the beginning, according to Kohn, toward his preferred goal of
eliminating grading entirely at a systems level. As for my small act of defi-
ance against high-stakes uses of student evaluations of teaching, there, too,
I am acting mostly at an individual level. It’s a start.
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What is it about living and working through a pandemic — floundering
through this particular muck — that has moved me in these directions? I
suspect it has to do with being compelled by new limitations to consider
what’s essential. Also, when so much we’ve taken for granted is no longer
available, we may be more inclined to question all of our assumptions. On a
deeper level, being a witness, however distant, to so much loss compels me
to consider what’s compassionate. I am now more likely to resist established
systems that, in my mind, interfere with people’s intellectual and professional
growth. I want to support my students and my colleagues without relying
on deeply flawed evaluation systems just because we’ve been in the habit of
using them. I would have called that radical a few years ago, but now it
seems like the only viable path.
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