
How is Assessment Different from Grading? 
 

The primary reason to avoid using grades as measures of student learning is that grading is 

Y  60  95  95  250  

Z  90  80  80  250  

In this example, all three students have the same course grade points. However, student Y  needs to work on 
writing, and student X  is not as strong in content knowledge.   
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with some aspect of the course. 

Student Presentation 
(out of 100) 

Writing  
(out of 100) 

Exam I  
(out of 100) 

Participation 
(out of 100) 

Exam II  
(out of 100) 

Total 
(out of 500) 

X 65 95 95 100 95 450 

Y 60 95 95 100 100 450 

Z 65 90 100 100 95 450 

All of the students in this example have poor (D- level) presentation skills, but all earned an A in the course.  
Common areas of poor performance are particularly important to note when trying to understand student 
learning. 
 
Another difficulty is that course grades can be comprised of assignments throughout the course that help students 
develop new skills.  Using final grades in this case can obscure student learning that is demonstrated near the end 
of the course and underestimate what students have learned.  For example, imagine a course with multiple writing 
assignments: 

Student Writing I 
(out of 100) 

Writing II 
(out of 100) 

Writing III 
(out of 100) 

Participation 
(out of 100) 

Exam  
(out of 100) 

Total 
(out of 500) 

X 20 75 95 100 95 385 

Y 15 60 95 100 100 370 

Z 30 80 100 100 95 405 

�K�v�o�Ç���}�v�����}�(���š�Z���•�����•�š�µ�����v�š�•���Z���•�������^���_���]�v���š�Z�������}�µ�Œ�•�����~student Z) and the others have Cs, yet their ability to write is 
quite strong by the end of the course (Writing III). 
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learning.  In this case, a course has 5 cumulative exams over the course content.   

Student Exam I 
(out of 100) 

Exam II 
(out of 100) 

Exam III 
(out of 100) 

Exam IV 
(out of 100) 

Exam V 
(out of 100) 

Total 
(out of 500) 

X 20 60 75 80 95 330 

Y 15 55 65 70 90 295 

Z 30 70 80 75 85 340 



The solution to the problems with using course grades to assess learning is to examine the individual course 
assignments separately.  However, even using grades on an assignment as a measure of learning can be 
problematic.   
 
For example, in most programs, exams test multiple concepts.  It might be that all the students have an acceptable 
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experienced difficulty.   Imagine a final exam in a world language


