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 Abstract  

Assessment methods play a significant role in motivating students to learn and practice 

writing in composition classrooms. Many teachers feel constrained by traditional letter and 

numerical grading systems but must adhere to them due to institutional requirements. This 

article explores alternative grading methods instructors have used over the last six decades—

primarily grading contracts. Moreover, labor-based contracts that completely divorce grades 

from assessments of writing quality emerge as a potentially paradigm-shifting tool to help 

motivate students to practice writing and, ultimately, make greater improvements over the course 

of a semester.  

 

~ 

 

The issues we face as writing instructors trying to assess student performance boil down 

to two essential questions: How do we evaluate writing? And how do we fit our writing 

assessments into a larger scheme for measuring the aptitude of students in our institutes of higher 

learning? The majority of colleges and universities in America use traditional A-F letter grading 

systems that translate into a numerical grade point average (GPA). All classes, regardless of 

subject matter, must adhere to this grading system, aside from select courses that may be 

designated pass/fail. Criticism of this system of assessment is not new, and to varying degrees, 
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many institutions and individual writing instructors have developed their own grading systems 

that focus on qualitative assessment rather than letter or numerical grades. 

Although some colleges have been using qualitative grading schemes for more than two 

decades, eschewing the letter grading system entirely, most universities remain tied to letter and 

numerical grading scales, insisting that grades are motivational for students and less draining 

administratively. If they were to move to non-quantitative systems of evaluation, they would lose 

much of their ability to analyze the aggregate performance of their student population and 

compare it within the institution and to other institutions using the same grading scales (Cairney 

et al., Knapp, Stake). Proponents of qualitative grading systems claim that when we compare 

student performance using GPA or other quantitative measures, we fall prey to the misguided 

notion that all student performance can be reduced to a single measure (Elbow “Good Enough” 

302, Potts 30). 

Certainly, in some disciplines, performance can be measured in terms of right and wrong, 

correct and incorrect, but a piece of student writing cannot be measured in such binary terms. 

The usefulness of any grading system is tied to the subject matter being assessed, and the grading 

of a composition requires attention to innumerable details and issues that must be addressed both 

individually and holistically. Writing is a rhetorical act that depends on audience, context, 

purposes, and other aspects of the ecology surrounding a particular writing assignment. A single 

grade hardly sums up the complicated mixture of strengths and weaknesses present in our 

students’ work (Lederman & Warwick 237). 

Arguments have been made to move to wholly pass/fail grading systems, but this type of 

scheme eliminates the ability to reward exceptional performance. As mentioned earlier, 

combination qualitative/quantitative schemes undercut their own purpose, since the letter grade 
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will more than likely supersede the detailed commentary. And while many teachers may have 

some awareness of purely qualitative grading systems, such systems are rarely used, are difficult 

to compare with the quantitative schemes of other departments, require more administrative 

effort to maintain (arguably), and lack the motivational power and measurability of quantitative 

systems.  

Faced with the complicated task of grading student writing, many composition instructors 

have turned to alternative assessment systems—most significantly, grading contracts.1 Ideally, 

grading contracts clearly outline for students what will be required to make certain grades in the 

class. They also foster democratic social engagement in the classroom (Brubaker 265, Inoue 

“Race and Writing” 92, Taylor 28) and can potentially untether narrative assessments of student 

writing quality from the rigid number or letter grade (Inoue 80).  

However, many teachers are hesitant to implement grading contracts because of 

misconceptions about how a grading contract must be implemented. Much of the literature 

around grading contracts promotes methodologies idiosyncratic to the writers of articles on 

grading contracts (Brubaker, Danielewicz & Elbow, Inoue, Poe & Inoue, Potts, Rosenfeld, 

Spidell & Thelin). These scholars likely do not intend that their model become the accepted 

standard for everyone, but it is easy to read the descriptions of their grading systems as 

prescriptions that seem lacking for many readers of these articles. When interviewing fellow 

instructors about their feelings regarding grading contracts in 2017, I found that of the few who 

have heard of grading contracts, the majority are skeptical of the fairness of grading contracts, 

																																																								
1 Portfolio assessment also grew in response to the insufficiency of traditional grading. However, portfolio 
assessment typically requires the assignment of letter or number grades to work and may not be connected to a 
particular grading contract negotiated with the students. This paper focuses on grading contracts as they could apply 
to assignment-by-assignment grading, portfolio assessment, or whole-semester evaluation. I am not addressing the 
effectiveness of portfolio assessment vs. assignment-by-assignment grading, but rather the effectiveness of letter and 
number grades and their impact on student performance.  
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specifically in their ability to assess the quality of student writing and not “merely” the 

completion of set assignments. Most teachers have only seen one model for a grading contract, 

which varies depending on the article that introduced them to the concept, and many teachers 

assume that all grading contracts focus purely on completion, at the expense of quality. They 

worry that grading contracts emphasize parts of the class that are much less important than the 

primary task at hand: writing.  

In this article, I will introduce a number of different approaches to grading and how our 

field has dealt with changing views about assessment and the efficacy of letter and number 

grades over the past several decades. Instructors have a plethora of choices beyond traditional 

grading by which they can assess student writing—methods that abandon letter and number 

grades in favor of narrative assessment but still function within grade-based institutions.  

Although I present this history as a list of grading approaches available for teachers to 

examine, choose, and adapt, I ultimately advocate for assessment approaches that completely 

divorce letter and number grades from assessments of quality. To many teachers, this may seem 

extreme, but when looked at in light of the outcomes of grading systems that came before, 

grading approaches that focus on labor rather than writing quality are more likely to free our 

students to experiment, write more, and become better writers. Even if some readers disagree 

with this assertion, this history provides the foundation required to interrogate the ongoing 

tension between assessing student writing quality and rewarding student labor. Questioning 

grading practices enables instructors to understand what they are assessing and what they really 

should be assessing when evaluating student work. 
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Origins  

How to assess students writing has been a matter of much debate since the first time 

someone attempted to teach a writing class. The push to use no grades at all, however, didn’t 

coalesce as a popular idea in the United States until the 1960s. A 1964 report in the Journal of 

Higher Education estimated that 94% of institutions used either a letter or numerical grading 

system, but “very few of the fifty-odd institutions [surveyed] agreed on what meaning should be 

assigned to these counters of exchange” (Downing 98). Even those using these grading systems 

found it difficult to articulate exactly what was being measured. Scholars such as Peter Elbow 

were unsatisfied with the ambiguity of grading policies in the composition discipline and began 

to espouse a no-grade approach, which usually meant a simple pass/fail policy combined with 

extensive narrative evaluation. 

In his 1968 article, “A Method for Teaching English,” Peter Elbow suggests a 

collaborative approach between students and their instructor when assessing writing. He would 

like to “depart from orthodox grading” and use collective experimentation to determine “which 

writing succeeds in being good” (125). Elbow’s views are representative of most scholarship in 

favor of qualitative rather than quantitative assessment.2 He sees the classroom as a place of 

conversation, experimentation, and mutual negotiation between students and teachers. Elbow’s 

concept of grading laid the early seeds for what are now known as grading contracts, where in 

addition to narrative evaluations of student work, teachers and students explicitly negotiate the 

terms under which they will pass the course or earn a particular grade. It is clear, however, that 

Elbow’s original intent was to move away from grading entirely and come up with a system 

wholly dependent on unique student and course needs. 

																																																								
2 Similar articles of note around the same time include: “An Alternative to the Traditional Grading System” by 
Merla Sparks (1967) and “College Teaching Without Grades: Are Conventional Marking Practices a Deterrent to 
Learning?” by George Manello (1964). 
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Similar arguments were made throughout the 1970s, but the popularity of qualitative 

grading waned as technology that supported large-scale quantitative assessment entered the 

marketplace and grew in sophistication during the 1980s. The efficiency of computer/machine 

grading bolstered the hold numerical systems already had in primary and secondary schools, 

making it that much more difficult to diverge from such systems at the college and university 

level. At the same time, however, critical pedagogy and scholarship on classroom dynamics were 

also gaining significance and popularity, calling traditional assessment systems into question. 

Was letter grading or numerical grading fair to the increasingly diverse student population? Did 

traditional grading allow teachers to have the democratic and egalitarian relationships they would 

like to foster with their students? 

A Louder Cry for Assessment Reform  

In the early 1990s, Patricia Bizzell and others began pointing out the power 

complications inherent in grade-giving systems. In “Power, Authority, and Critical Pedagogy,” 

published in 1991, Bizzell points out the contradictions between critical pedagogy and the setup 

of most college classrooms. She encourages the development of cultural literacy in writing 

students and does not shy away from “utopian” ideas that can include the development of 

grading (or non-grading) policies with students. At the very least, her approach requires ongoing 

conversations about the instructor’s power, of which grading is a major part.  

Throughout the 1990s, scholars continued to debate the issue of grading, resulting in the 

publication of many remarkable articles offering alternatives to traditional grading approaches. 

Many of these articles arise from the social justice movement, endemic to which is a more 

democratic classroom, built on the principles of Paulo Friere and expounded on and popularized 

by the likes of Ira Shor. In an attempt to move away from the “banking model” of instruction, 
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instructors no longer wanted to disempower students by subjecting them to rigid assessment 

methods designed and administered by those in authority. Instead, instructors sought grading 

methodologies that would increase conversations between students and teachers and facilitate a 

non-oppressive classroom environment. Article titles from a notable collection, Alternatives to 

Grading Student Writing, edited by Stephen Tchudi, published in 1997, demonstrate the 

cooperative, student-centered goals of assessment: “Growth-Biased Assessing of Writers—A 

More Democratic Choice” by Marie Wilson Nelson, “Student Attitudes Toward Grades and 

Evaluation on Writing” by Jean S Ketter and Judith W. Hunter, “What Grades Do for Us, and 

How to Do Without Them” by Marcy Bauman, “Total Quality: A Farewell to Grades” by 

Charles McDonnell, and “Contract Grades: An Agreement between Students and Their 

Teachers” by Lynda S. Radican. These writers question the validity of quality-based assessment 

and, even more staunchly, promote democratic development of grading systems.  

The approach of scholars in the 1990s was often blunt and radical. For instance, Marcy 

Bauman wrote in the aforementioned collection: “I have chosen not to grade students’ writing 

any longer for a very simple reason: I have found that grading just doesn’t work in helping 

people to learn to write more effectively” (162). Tchudi echoes the concerns of many writers on 

assessment: “Why should you pay attention to what the teacher or peers said when all that 

matters is that grade?” (Tchudi xv). And Liesel K. O’Hagan expresses the concerns that still 

linger among composition scholars: “Despite years and year and piles and piles of research 

showing that grading is not helpful and is, at times, harmful, educators and institutions continue 

to sum up students’ knowledge and abilities by assigning a number or letter grade” (3). Scholars 

called for change, but ultimately, only a small dent was made in our field’s traditional approach 

to grading. Turns out, it is simpler to keep things the way they are rather than buck the system or 
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admit that assessment methods that might work in other disciplines do not work in composition 

classes.  

Toward Compromise 

Despite the efforts of scholars and the existence of qualitative assessment systems at 

several universities in the early 2000s, grade-free writing instruction failed to catch on more 

broadly. Even if an English department devised an alternative grading system for itself, it still 

had to exist within the larger institution, which probably still relied on letter grades and 

numerical GPAs. Publications on grade-free assessment slowed as instructors looked for ways to 

assess writing that fell more in line with the requirements of their academic institutions. Thus, 

after several years of frustrated attempts at subverting classroom norms, scholars became more 

amenable to compromise and started proposing hybrid methods of assessment.  

Most scholarship of the 2000s agrees with what Brenda Helmbrecht expresses in “Giving 

Grades, Taking Tolls: Assessing the Impact of Evaluation on Developing Writers” (2007): “It 

seems unlikely that students like Paul, who enter our classrooms dragging along with them … 

baggage created by a lifetime of negative and perhaps even hurtful feedback, will improve as 

writers if they do not learn to regard themselves as people who can (perhaps with great effort) 

develop the skills needed to write” (310). Scholars acknowledge that much of the feedback 

students receive on their writing may be counterproductive and that grades do not provide the in-

depth feedback students need to truly improve their writing skills. Echoing the larger, 

compromise-friendly atmosphere of the time, Helmbrecht admits that she can’t escape the use of 

grades and then outlines several popular alternatives that can be used in conjunction with 

traditional grading schemes (315-316):  
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• Grading with other instructors—multiple instructors assess the same work and compare 

feedback 

• Starting a dialog with students about how their work is assessed—in effect, students and 

teachers negotiate the criteria to be evaluated and the rationale for the final grade, making 

grades transparent 

• Using the “writer’s memo”—students include a critique of their own writing along with 

the assignment when they hand it in 

• Handing back assessment notes and discussing them in class—teachers leave time for 

students to confront them about their results, rather than handing work back at the end of 

class 

• Recording audio assessments—assessors can leave a greater amount of commentary in a 

shorter amount of time, and students have the benefit of hearing the teacher’s tone of 

voice 

These suggestions are similar to most assessment recommendations of the later 2000s and 

2010s. Most scholars seeking assessment reform push for more narrative evaluation and more 

student-teacher dialog about writing assignments, agreeing that grades can blind students to the 

narrative feedback we try to give. Letter grades seem final and can shut down any motivation to 

discuss the results of an assignment or make revisions, whereas narrative evaluation keeps the 

line of communication open. Still, at some point, a letter grade must be given.  

Sue Rosenfeld experienced the positive benefits of responding to her composition 

students without grades when she conducted an experiment that lasted two 13-week semesters. 

She recorded her findings in “Responding Without Grading” (2014). Rosenfeld had to give her 

students final grades at the end of each semester, but she did not issue any letter grades 
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throughout the term. For her, “the traditional system of grading had never reaped any great 

results: Students became lax when they received high grades, resentful or discouraged if they 

received low grades; and they spent impressive amounts of time comparing, assessing, and, to 

use their words, ‘obsessing and stressing’ about grades. I longed to redirect their attention from 

grades to writing, and to redirect my energy from defending grades to giving feedback that might 

instruct and encourage” (372). Rosenfeld used bimonthly questionnaires to obtain student 

feedback about the process and journaled about her own feelings throughout the study, 

discovering that her decisions to stop assigning letter grades to student work and to refuse to give 

a letter grade to students if asked during the semester led to narrative evaluations that were less 

about defending a grade and more about helping the student understand where they could 

improve and where their strengths were. By in large, the response from her students was positive. 

Although they did experience anxiety about not knowing their exact grades, they gained 

confidence as the semester progressed and were more likely to look deeply at the assessment 

they received. I presume the freedom these students felt was undercut by knowing they would 

eventually receive a final letter grade, but the positive outcomes Rosenfeld reports seem to make 

up somewhat for that less-than-ideal circumstance. Most importantly, Rosenfeld notes the 

powerful shift in her role—“from judge to mentor” (375)—possibly the most profound change 

that can happen when we choose to eschew grades in favor of more nuanced evaluation. 

The need to change roles from judge to mentor is also evident in Rob Simon’s “‘Starting 

with What Is:’ Exploring Response and Responsibility to Student Writing through Collaborative 

Inquiry” (2013). Simon states: “For student teachers entering English classrooms powerfully 

figured by instrumental pressures, it is critical to develop more critical, inquiry-based, and 

student-oriented pedagogies and theories of teaching writing” (120). Simon’s inquiry-based 
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method encourages teachers to act as investigators of their students’ writing, instead of judges. 

This approach requires more descriptive analysis of the writing and collaboration between 

instructors. He discusses the transformation of student-teachers who participated in a multi-year 

teacher education program where they were taught to evaluate writing using an inquiry-based 

method. As they learned to view student work as readers rather than evaluators and stopped 

focusing on grades, they were able to look deeper into student writing and respond rather than 

judge.  

Alfie Kohn, one of the most prominent voices against grading in the last decade, has 

published several articles and edited a collection offering even more alternatives to traditional 

grading at all levels of the educational system. Kohn’s work focuses on the benefits all 

disciplines could experience as a result of ditching letter grades. His 2013 article, "The Case 

Against Grades," takes a strong stance but also includes nuance and compromise. Kohn argues 

that grades reduce students’ interest in a subject, steer them toward the easiest possible avenues 

to complete assignments, and limit how deep they are willing to dive into a given subject. He 

insists that grades do not “prepare children for the ‘real world” (152) and that students only 

fixate on grades because they have been taught to do so. For him, narrative evaluation is the 

premiere alternative, the particulars of which can be determined by the nature of the class, the 

subject, the teacher, and the individual student population.  

Not many articles on assessment critique the use of letter grades in disciplines outside the 

humanities or how the grading practices of scientific disciplines affect the accepted assessment 

policies in humanities departments, but Christopher Knapp’s “Assessing Grading” (2007) is a 

noteworthy exception. He sums up the constraints institutional policies place on instructors of all 

disciplines quite well in this statement: “Typically, the institution sets the notation system, such 
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as the common ‘A’-‘F’ scale and leaves it to the individual faculty members to determine what, 

precisely, those symbols mean” (276). The lack of consensus on the meaning of those letters can 

be seen in the disparity between the percentages of each letter grade awarded in different 

disciples across Binghamton University, where Knapp teaches. “Over half of the grades 

humanities instructors gave were in the ‘A’-range, and only 7 percent were a ‘B-’ or lower. By 

contrast, only 30 percent of the grades science and math instructors gave were ‘A’s and 28 

percent were ‘C+’ or lower. The number of ‘A’s given in two of the most popular programs—

English and Economics—differed by a factor of 3” (277-278). In such cases, English 

departments suffer accusations of grade inflation, and the true abilities of students are lost amid 

differing ideas of what an A means and what a C means. Knapp insists that letter grades imply 

that grades across disciplines share the same scale and are comparable, even though neither 

characterization reflects reality. Every subject—every individual class even—is distinct and 

should be permitted to use the assessment techniques and scales most appropriate for the 

discipline and individual classroom situation. Knapp proposes a “relative performance” grading 

system, where “institutions should require that grades reflect only how a student’s performance 

compares to the performance of the other students in that class” (284). Along with this, he argues 

that colleges and universities should recognize the limitations of cross-discipline comparisons 

and, essentially, stop making them.  

The utility of letter grades in disciplines other than composition is debatable, but the 

disadvantages of letter grades for composition classes are clear. They promote unfair 

comparisons with the grading schemes of other disciplines. They distract students from the work 

of writing, and they force teachers to quantify an unquantifiable task. 

Grading Contracts: A Solution 
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In an attempt to resolve these problems and keep grading methods for composition 

relevant within the context of the larger institution, much of the scholarship now advocates 

grading contracts. Grading contracts enact Knapp’s concept of developing an assessment scheme 

appropriate for each individual class. Some even take his ideas one step further and individualize 

the evaluation of performance per student. Grading contracts set up a framework for assessment 

but allow grades to be determined on the more black and white aspects of the composition class, 

such as completion and timeliness, rather than murky gray areas like flow, appropriate tone, and 

coherency. Grading contracts are one of the best ways writing instructors have found to make 

assessment more valuable and less punitive for students, while still conforming to the assessment 

needs of the university. Even in 1980, the ERIC Clearinghouse on Test, Measurement, and 

Evaluation, sponsored by the National Institute of Education, published a report that ultimately 

found grading contracts preferable to traditional grading, provided instructors emphasized the 

democratic aspects of contracts and allowed flexibility within assignments (Taylor). Positive 

sentiments toward grading contracts have continued to grow, particularly because they allow 

teachers to separate assessments of quality from the final letter grade without getting rid of 

grades completely.  

Even staunch advocates for the total abolishment of letter grades have developed a 

willingness to compromise. For instance, although Peter Elbow still calls for purely qualitative 

assessment practices, he has published several articles in favor of a particular form of grading 

contract that balances qualitative assessment practices with the institutional need for grades. 

Elbow’s 1997 essay “Taking Time Out from Grading and Evaluating While Working in a 

Conventional System,” a notable precursor to the shift toward hybrid grading models in the 

2000s, gives persuasive arguments against the motivational power and reliability of grades and 
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soundly supports replacing current systems with ones that encourage more student-teacher 

conversations. In this article, Elbow reflects on the value of describing rather than judging texts 

and discusses the effects grading judgments have on students. Although he prefers a radical shift 

away from grades altogether and toward a contract-based model not attached to any kind of letter 

grade, he proposes a compromise where contracts are ultimately used to determine a letter grade. 

Although this is less than ideal, the grading contract is much more transparent for students and 

can be much more reflective of and responsive to the nuances of student performance.3  

Elbow’s ideas are further fleshed out, complete with a grading contact prototype and a 

fresh perspective from his colleague Jane Danielewicz in “A Unilateral Grading Contract to 

Improve Learning and Teaching,” published in 2009. In the paper, Danielewicz and Elbow 

admit, “we wouldn’t use grades at all if we were teaching outside institutions that require it” 

(247). But circumstances being what they are, they “give up as much power over grading as we 

can manage, but we keep full power over course requirements” (247). Essentially, the nature of 

the contract eliminates subjective judgment from grading (up to a B) and does not allow 

negotiations with the students to impinge upon the nature of the assignments required. This type 

of contract, one of the most commonly mimicked by compositionists, outlines the requirements 

the students must meet to earn a B. The instructors do not give grades on individual assignments 

but instead focus on the creation of a final portfolio of work that will merit a B if all 

requirements have been met. The A grade is reserved for the purposes of acknowledging truly 

exceptional work (a quality-based, subjective judgment). Students who do not meet the 

requirements will not receive a B, but the instructor has the flexibility to assign a C, D, or F 

according to the work and other conditions of the student’s performance. Many scholars who 

																																																								
3 Also see Peter Elbow’s 1996 essay, “Getting Along without Grades—and Getting Along with Them Too,” for 
some of his earlier ideas along these same lines.  
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follow this model use a percentage-complete calculation to determine C, D, or F status (e.g., if 

less than 90% of the work is completed, the grade goes to a C, 80% to a D, and so on) (Potts). 

Some reserve the A for “exceptional” work or simply make the A a result of completing 100% of 

the work in the class; the percentage cascades down after that. Danielewicz and Elbow 

emphasize the fact that their method “decouples evaluation from grades (up to the B)” (254). 

Conventionally, the amount of positive comments on papers as compared to negative determines 

the grade. In this model, the grade (up to a B) is largely determined by completion, which 

includes the submission of additional drafts of work as required. If the students complete all 

items on the contract checklist, they are guaranteed to receive a B. The article offers very 

concrete examples of the items required in their classes and what those items must include to 

receive a C or B. Because of the definitive nature of the contract, conversations between students 

and teachers center around writing, not grades, since everyone is quite clear on what needs to be 

done to earn a B in the class.  

This approach is a departure from contract methods proposed in the 1990s, where class 

requirements were highly negotiable from student to student, and all the grading power was still 

held by the instructor (246-247). Danielewicz and Elbow’s method essentially gives students the 

ability to decide their grade according to the amount of work they are willing to do instead of 

living at the grading whims of their instructors. Instructor evaluation of writing quality really 

only determines the difference between a B and an A, and in some cases, between a D and a C.  

Many instructors take issue with this method since it seems quite obvious that the quality 

of the writing and not mere completion of assignments should be the focus of the composition 

classroom. Danielewicz and Elbow argue that their contract serves to free them from the 

counterproductive system of grading instituted by the university so they can focus on evaluating 
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the quality of the writing without the constraints of letter grades. In other words, they are willing 

to use letter grades to evaluate something as black and white as whether or not the student 

completed all the assignments, but they are not willing to use letter grades to evaluate something 

as nuanced as writing itself.  

Glenda Potts expertly describes the grading contract approach (using Elbow’s model) and 

why it could relieve the frustrations of writing teachers at institutions with traditional grading 

systems in “A Simple Alternative to Grading” (2010). She elaborates on ways to shape the 

contracts for different courses and grade levels. Her outline of why contract grading works is 

quite helpful: “Students concentrate more on their performance and less on obtaining a grade, as 

there are no grades given during the course of the semester. It also strengthens the revision 

process of writing because revision is mandatory if work is not completed satisfactorily…. 

Contact grading also improves the classroom dynamics because the instructor works with the 

student, becoming a collaborator rather than a judge. Best of all, contract grading relieves the 

grading stress associated with traditional systems” (33-34).  

Potts also addresses critics of contract grading by recounting a study she conducted with 

188 composition I and II students over five semesters. She found that contract grades rarely 

differed from the grades students would have received by traditional measures, and when they 

did, the contract grade was a C instead of a B, because some students did not complete all the 

requirements. Important to note, A and B+ level students reported the highest amount of hatred 

for contract grading. It stressed them out not to know exactly where they stood throughout the 

semester. Naturally, most of the students were not A and B+ students, and the overwhelming 

response from the lower performing group was approval for grading contracts. Students that 

tended to struggle in class liked knowing that if they could simply complete the assignments, 
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they could get a B. Even with this mindset, grade inflation did not occur. For the most part, 

students who would have earned Fs, Ds, Cs, and Bs in a traditional system also earned them in 

the contract grading system, but with the added benefit of more relaxed and writing-focused 

composition instruction.  

Potts’s findings might have been more valuable if she was able to report overall improved 

writing from her students, given the reduced emphasis on grades and heightened emphasis on 

writing feedback. However, if she had reported such findings (for instance, an increase in the 

number of B grades), critics may have pointed to the contract, not the writing quality, as the 

reason for more B grades. Instead, her findings that the grades stayed about the same but also 

reduced teacher and (most) student stress do her the double service of 1) emphasizing the 

positive effects of grading contracts and 2) pointing out the arbitrary difference between a C and 

a B.   

The stress of the high-achieving students in Potts’ study is certainly important to 

consider, but the value added to the experience of students who might ordinarily feel frustrated 

or marginalized in a composition class may be worth the discomfort. Plus, uncertainty about 

performance assessment is something every worker faces in a professional environment, so it 

might be wise to expose high-performing students to situations where they have to deal with 

some insecurity regarding their grade. Nonetheless, published scholarship and my own 

interviews with students highlight student anxieties around not knowing their exact grades 

throughout the semester. They struggle to shift their ultimate goal for the class from getting a 

high grade to improving their writing. This challenging transition we ask of high-achieving 

students may be the biggest strike against contract grading, depending on the level of student-

teacher interaction and negotiation involved in a given contract. 
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One of the strongest articles addressing this and other potential flaws of grading contracts 

is “Not Ready to Let Go: A Study of Resistance to Grading Contracts” (2006) by Cathy Spidell 

and William H. Thelin. In contrast to Potts’ finding of moderate resistance, this study, based on 

surveys and interviews, found students were very resistant to grading contracts, and the highest 

levels of anxiety again belonged high-achieving students (44-45). The article argues that more 

student input into the terms of the contract would have relieved some of the anxiety felt by all 

students (46-48), pointing to Ira Shor’s negotiated curriculum as laid out in When Students Have 

Power: Negotiating Authority in a Critical Pedagogy (1996). In Spidell and Thelin’s view, 

contracts have the potential to work and benefit everyone involved, as long as the terms are 

continually negotiated and discussed, rather than handed out and then thrown into the back of 

notebooks. The grading contract should be a point of discussion and an opportunity to explore 

classroom dynamics and critical thinking. 

What these articles suggest is a promising potential for grading contracts, provided the 

instructors using them understand that no contract system is one-size-fits-all—from teacher to 

teacher, class to class, or potentially even student to student. Even Peter Elbow questioned 

unilateral contracts three years before he and Danielewicz published their detailed unilateral 

grading contract model (“Do We Need a Single” 2006). In 2005, Asao Inoue published 

“Community-based assessment pedagogy,” where he describes a process by which all students in 

a class work together to determine grading criteria. Elbow’s 2006 response to this article 

applauds Inoue’s community-based approach but questions who might be marginalized in a full-

class negotiation as opposed to each student deciding on terms for themselves. These 

disagreements about the sweep of any given grading contract suggest that finding a system of 

assessment that will work for every student is illusory. However, a mutually-negotiated grading 
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contract (either at the class or individual level) currently leads the list of acceptable 

compromises. Even Danielewicz and Elbow admit that a unilateral contract may be the cleanest 

option, but scholarship shows that even if an instructor uses a unilateral contract, conversations 

and negotiation are still essential for students to feel included, understood, and secure within the 

class’s grading scheme.  

Institutional Movement Away from Grades 

Despite the popularity of hybrid grading contracts that involve classroom negotiation, 

many scholars continue to advocate for a world where teachers are not required to use grades at 

all, and some academic institutions have created systems that provide instructors and students 

with the grade-free utopia they desire. As qualitative assessment came to prominence in the 

1960s, many universities (particularly those founded in the late 1960s or 1970s) adopted 

completely qualitative modes of assessment for their entire institution, not just their writing 

courses—two of the most notable being The Evergreen State College and Hampshire College.4 

Schools using narrative evaluation in lieu of traditional letter grades today typically have a long 

history of qualitative assessment. Very few institutions have attempted a full-scale move from 

quantitative to qualitative systems, presumably because assessment modes are deeply linked to 

the mission of the institution and the way it wants to be connected to and ranked against the rest 

of academia. Additionally, state schools may be unable to shift away from numerical 

assessments because their funding is tied to specific, data-driven outcome requirements.  

																																																								
4 For more about institution-wide qualitative assessment programs, look more closely into the published policies of 
colleges and universities that currently do not use grades, or use grades only as an alternative option for students 
who prefer quantitative measurement. This is not an exhaustive list, but some of these institutions include: Alverno 
College, Antioch University, Bennington College, Brown University (student choice), Evergreen State College, 
Fairhaven College of Interdisciplinary Studies, Hampshire College, New College of Florida, Prescott College, Reed 
College, Sarah Lawrence College (combination program), St. John’s College, and University of California Santa 
Cruz.  
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As one of the first institutions to develop a highly comprehensive policy of narrative 

evaluation and qualitative grading, Hampshire College’s justification of its assessment system is 

fairly representative. Each school adheres to a particular set of guidelines tailored to its needs, 

but many of them use similar arguments to explain the rationale for their no-grades policy. For 

example, take these FAQ responses from Hampshire College’s website: 

Question: Why offer written evaluations instead of more traditional letter grades? 

Answer: In order to get the most out of an individualized course of study, students need 

specific and insightful feedback relevant to their personal goals, something that letter 

grades can never accomplish. Hampshire graduates find their narrative transcripts to be 

an asset as they apply to graduate school or seek employment. 

Question: Without grades, how do you know how a student is doing? 

Answer: The specific feedback provided in Hampshire's evaluations gives a much better 

sense of how a student is doing than traditional grades. In addition, the advising system 

ensures that students are on the right track. Regular meetings between students and 

faculty advisors are at the heart of advising at Hampshire. The Center for Academic 

Support (CASA) also monitors students' academic progress and helps students and 

advisors plan and achieve academic goals. 

 These universities predominantly use some form of grading contract to evaluate and 

record student assessments. The materials used to create these contracts and write narrative 

evaluations are standardized per institution, and many can be viewed online.  

Current Approaches to Grading 

The number of arguments and the degree of fervor surrounding the use of grades in 

composition classrooms wax and wane in cycles. Scholarship on the subject rose in the late 
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1960s, diminished a bit in the 1980s, sparked ablaze again in the 1990s, and then faded into a 

slow burn of compromise during the 2000s. Frankly, most institutions do not support no-grade 

systems, and it is difficult to sustain enthusiasm and develop new approaches when the overall 

consensus among instructors is that the colleges and universities we work in will never allow 

anything other than traditional grades. Without institutional support for grade-free systems, 

we’ve moved into an age of acceptance and hybrid approaches.  

Still, the tension between the nature of writing and the inflexibility of grades remains. In 

his 2011 article "Good Enough Evaluation: When Is It Feasible and When Is Evaluation Not 

Worth Having?" (2010), Peter Elbow sums it up well: "A single number can never accurately 

represent the quality or value of a multidimensional entity and writing is inherently 

multidimensional" (302). Into the foreseeable future, we will continue to struggle to find more 

accurate and productive ways to assess student writing. As our methods become more 

sophisticated, they will likely also become more individualized for each student and learning 

situation. That said, a true transformation in our assessment policies will require institutional 

support and a reorientation of academia that values qualitative measures and quantitative 

measures equally. 

The Trouble With Grading Writing “Quality” 

The alternative approaches to grading outlined above were all designed, at least in part, to 

shift student and institutional attention away from grades and toward creating an instructional 

paradigm that promotes true learning and improvements in writing quality. Grading contracts are 

a promising tool for redirecting their attention; however, many teachers are uncomfortable with 

the idea of assigning grades that are not associated primarily with writing quality. For these 

instructors, quality is more important than quantity or adherence to directions, and grading 
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contracts, on their surface, seem to privilege the latter—even though, as I will continue to 

discuss, contracts actually allow teachers to shift their classes’ focus in ways that improve 

writing practices. That said, what do composition instructors mean when they talk about 

“quality”? Is it productive to try to quantitatively measure such a thing? 

Scholars generally agree that evaluations of writing quality are highly subjective 

(McNamara et al.), and they disagree about which characteristics typify high quality writing 

(Elbow, “Do We Need a Single” 93; Simon 119; Steendam ix-xi). While we can measure 

whether certain clear-cut requirements are met, such as minutes spent writing or words produced 

(as some grading contracts do), measuring quality is much more complicated.  

In a 2010 paper, Danielle S. McNamara, Scott A. Crossley, and Philip M. McCarthy 

attempt to pinpoint the elements most closely associated with writing quality by analyzing 

graded undergraduate essays using Coh-Metrix, software designed to pick up on patterns within 

writing to analyze its level of sophistication and readability. Interestingly (and not incredibly 

surprisingly), the researchers found that the criteria common to essays that received high grades 

did not correspond with the criteria required for maximum readability. Teachers favor complex 

sentence structure, uncommon word use, and great variety in sentence styles. But these very 

characteristics are often at odds with cohesion, the absence of which can work against a person’s 

ability to read and comprehend a text. Therefore, writing that might be simpler, more readable, 

and more consistent often receives lower grades than more complex writing that is challenging to 

read.5 This is clearly unfair. Surely, we want to reward students for trying new and complicated 

techniques, but is it right to disadvantage students with less baroque writing styles? I do not 

																																																								
5 “Features of writing associated with language sophistication may overshadow features of writing that facilitate 
processing, such as higher cohesion and less difficult text. If so, then essays judged as higher quality would be 
characterized by more complex sentences, a more diverse use of words, and less familiar words. If, on the other 
hand, the presence of cohesion or the facilitation of the reading process predominates in judgments of writing 
quality, then the opposite pattern can be expected” (McNamara et al. 64). 
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contend that teachers do this at a conscious level, but the McNamara et al. study suggests we are 

all assessing writing in imbalanced ways at least at a subconscious level.  

Researchers such as Mya Poe and Asao Inoue contend that one of the best ways we can 

combat our bias toward “complex” sentence construction and also avoid prejudices against 

dialects that do not conform to the ever-elusive white English standard is to use grading 

contracts. Inoue specifically advocates for a labor-based contract (“A Grade-less Writing 

Course”) although he and Poe have written extensively about hybrid contracts (Inoue “Grading 

Contracts,” Poe & Inoue “Toward Writing as Social Justice”). In a 2016 special issue of College 

English focused on assessment and social justice, Poe and Inoue specifically implicate 

assessment practices as part of the ongoing challenge facing university students of color and 

students living in poverty conditions (“Toward Writing as Social Justice”). Other contributors to 

that special issue examine the ways writing assessment affects student work and student 

wellbeing, shedding light on many important aspects of assessment. However, many of the 

solutions posited are abstract or more mindset-based than action-based and may not be concrete 

enough to truly combat the invisible forces of prejudice many instructors are not even aware they 

have internalized. Although mentioned only a few times in the special issue, grading contracts 

could be the actionable solution instructors need to truly level the playing field and free their 

students to produce their best work.  

Mutually-negotiated grading contracts provide an opportunity to have more and deeper 

conversations with students about what writing is and how academia works. Discussions about 

grading bring unspoken or unrealized assumptions into the light, so teachers and students can 

understand what is being assessed and how they want to shape assessment practices in their 

classrooms. In class conversations, instructors can separate assessments of students’ actual 
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writing from assessments of whether or not they met all the logistical requirements of each 

assignment. Confusion about why students received the grade they received can be eliminated, 

meaning that less time is spent debating why a student received a particular grade and more time 

is spent discussing ways students can improve their writing and achieve their personal goals for 

the course.  

In a 2018 article included in Poe and Inoue’s collection Writing Assessment, Social 

Justice, and the Advancement of Opportunity, Josh Lederman and Nicole Warwick assert that 

“writing assessment, at all levels, can feel violent to those assessed” (230). Something about 

assessment feels inherently unfair, particularly when the mechanism through which someone is 

being assessed is opaque or invisible. Too often, writing instructors “must quantify 

unquantifiable matters” (Lederman and Warwick 231), which at some level is a kind of 

deception. Because of institutional requirements to assign quantitative measures to student work, 

instructors must pretend that all the complexities of writing are reducible to a numerical value. 

We attempt to do this more fairly through rubrics, detailed assignment descriptions, and grading 

checklists. But students are rarely included in the creation of these materials, and even the most 

detailed rubric cannot account for all the nuances of writing.  

Grading contracts reduce this violence because they encourage conversations about what 

should be included as part of the assessment protocol. When students are involved in the creation 

of a contract, even students from groups who have been historically disenfranchised through 

contracts get to take ownership of the classroom and be a part of the construction of an agreed-

upon system of assessment (Inoue “Grading Contracts”). Instructors should take student 

backgrounds into consideration and expect students with negative experiences around contracts 

to feel distrustful that the contract will actually be adhered to. Only by actually adhering to the 
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contract can an instructor, in time, overcome student concerns. For some students, anxieties 

surrounding assessment may never be alleviated, but bringing assessment practices into the open 

goes a long way toward opening up the hearts and minds of students. 

Radical Approaches 

 A very small minority of teachers who use grading contracts are starting to completely 

eliminate questions of quality from their assessment schemes. Instead of creating grading 

contracts based partially on completion and partially on subjective issues of quality (like the 

Danielewicz and Elbow hybrid model), they give grades based entirely on student labor. Frankly, 

I know of only two professors who base their final grades solely on students’ ability to complete 

the contractually agreed-upon tasks. Asao Inoue, in particular, has students keep a writing log, 

where they track the amount of time they spend writing. Other teachers use writing journals, 

checklists, and other tools for students and the teacher to keep track of how much writing each 

student is doing. All the instructors I’ve talked to who adhere to labor-based or at least partially 

labor-based assessment schemes give extensive narrative evaluations of each student’s writing, 

demonstrating the importance of student writing quality. The thing that makes purely labor-based 

grading practices unique is that although writing quality remains the focus of all teacher-student 

assessment communications, judgments of writing quality do not factor into the student’s final 

grade at all. 

For most teachers of English and composition, the notion of not grading according to 

writing quality is foreign or even absurd, but what makes grading based on quantity of work any 

more valid than grading based on quality, particularly when research shows how invalid quality 

assessments are (McNamara et al.)? We need to think more about how our grading practices 

impact learning—and how they potentially weaken the effectiveness of our teaching. In a history 
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course or advanced literature course, teachers focus on assessing the content of student work, 

making sure that students have grasped particular concepts or ideas—or that students are playing 

with ideas of their own and thinking critically. In those classes, content and quality assessment 

are probably appropriate. However, if a teacher’s goal is to help students become better writers 

who can write effectively under any number of conditions, regardless of content, then she would 

be wise to focus on the one element of writing instruction that consistently leads to improved 

writing among the largest number of students: deliberate practice (Kellogg 397, Kellogg & 

Raulerson). Professional writers and teachers constantly mention that the most important part of 

writing is simply learning to sit down and do it (Gilbert, Goldberg, King, Popova). Writers 

improve when they devote chunks (typically 1-3 hours) of time to specific writing tasks, free of 

other distractions, on a regular basis (Kellogg 397). Successful writers write much more than 

they actually make public, and the habit of writing becomes their opportunity to test new 

techniques and try new ideas. If our grading policies fail to encourage students to practice 

writing more and more often, then our students probably aren’t developing the writing skills we 

want them to gain. 

Many of the assignments some instructors give in composition classes are tests of 

students’ ability to identify elements of rhetoric, construct rebuttals, write clear transitions, or 

execute any other element of writing we teach in our classes. If we see that students have 

internalized these ideas, we as instructors assume we have done our jobs. Meanwhile, many 

excellent writers never took an introductory composition class. Many know nothing about ethos, 

pathos, logos, or any of the other terms we drill into our students. So what makes a successful 

writer? Research by Ronald Kellogg and the personal accounts of professional writers repeatedly 

confirm that individuals excel at writing when they consistently practice the craft of writing, 
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receive feedback on their writing, and talk extensively with others about writing (Gilbert, 

Goldberg, Kellogg 397, Kellogg & Raulerson, King, Popova). Having students write deliberately 

and participate in giving and getting feedback has been proven to have real results, faster than in-

class lecture/at-home assignment completion models (Duijnhouwer, Kellogg, Lundstrom & 

Baker, Shute). As instructors, we can provide the conditions necessary to promote these 

activities, and grading frameworks are part of that.  

To be clear, by no means do I think student writers are harmed by the teaching of 

rhetorical and structural composition concepts. In fact, becoming aware of rhetorical techniques 

can arm writers with tools to take their work to the next level. But at the end of the day, those 

tools are forgotten without practice. Good teachers design assignments and activities that 

encourage writing practice, but if the grades we assign are tied almost exclusively to subjective 

and even ephemeral qualities rather than to practice, they are undermining our efforts. If the goal 

of a composition class is to help students become better writers, then the primary thing we 

should be assessing is how much and how often they write. If we can do one thing—get students 

to write more—then we will be more likely to accomplish our goal than if we focus on any other 

technique or set of writing approaches.  

Instructors know from experience how difficult it is to see improvement in any particular 

student’s writing in the length of one 16-week semester, or even in an entire year. Many teachers 

rely on quizzes and assignments that test student awareness and usage of particular techniques. It 

is more difficult to measure whether or not a student’s writing has holistically improved, and 

more often than not, the truth is that students have not substantially improved by the end of a 

semester.  
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What instructors can measure is a student’s ability to turn assignments in on time or to 

adhere to the assignment description. We can notice which students take advantage of in-class 

writing time and who provides lengthy feedback to other writers in peer review situations. Those 

are the students most likely to improve their writing, and as teachers, it is our responsibility to 

encourage more of these behaviors. 

By crafting grading contracts that center on the amount of work students produce, we 

encourage students to learn how to face one of the most difficult aspects of writing—sitting 

down and doing it. If a student can approach the empty page with confidence, they stand a 

greater chance of writing more and practicing the techniques we’ve taught them in class. If a 

student no longer has to worry about whether or not the teacher will be criticizing their ability to 

execute the technique, they will be more relaxed and open to writing. In a grading contract 

scenario, the student knows what the instructor expects (e.g., a certain number of words, a certain 

length of time spent writing) and is free to explore different modes of writing within that 

framework. On the flip side, the teacher, when assessing the student’s work, knows exactly what 

grade to give based on the amount of work performed and can move quickly past the assignment 

of a grade to a thorough analysis of the student’s writing “quality”—whether or not the student 

seems to understand and be able to execute the principles discussed in class. In all likelihood, we 

do not need the student to completely understand the concept; we simply need to know that they 

have practiced executing it. Grading based on completion of work eliminates common questions 

about which grades to give students who: 

• improve drastically during the semester but are still not “great” writers; 

• started the class as great writers, have not really improved much, but did not 

really need to improve much; 
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• are good writers but fail to follow instructions or turn work in on time; and 

• are fair or poor writers, who do just enough of what is asked of them, who do not 

improve much, but who will probably not have to be fantastic writers in their 

chosen field of study. 

By encouraging students to practice writing more substantially and more often, we help 

students get more of the practice they need to truly improve, and we eliminate much of the stress, 

ambiguity, and unfairness of grading. Even if we, as teachers, bring our own biases into the 

grading process, those biases are relegated to our narrative comments and are less likely to affect 

a student’s final grade. 

Conclusion 

Dissatisfaction with grading practices is not new, nor is it unwarranted. Composition 

scholars have pushed to eliminate numerical and letter grading in waves for the past several 

decades. These movements have spawned the adoption of hybrid grading contracts by many 

writing teachers, as well as instructors beyond the field of composition. However, traditional 

grading practices—assigning a single number or letter grade for each assignment or for an end-

of-semester portfolio—are still the norm. Most academic institutions require the assignment of 

single numbers and letters to very complex student work, and even when instructors know their 

grading practices undermine classroom learning objectives, they may struggle to move away 

from traditional assessment systems—either out of habit or because of these institutionally-

mandated constraints.  

The scholars highlighted in this article demonstrate a variety of ways instructors can 

adjust their methods of assessment to support student learning while living within the boundaries 

of their academic institutions. Where possible, instructors should institute assessment practices 
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that acknowledge the nuances of writing and the diverse needs of students. Although labor-based 

grading may be the ideal strategy to promote students’ creative freedom and willingness to take 

risks, experimentation with grading alternatives of any kind—as long as they get students 

involved and make the grading process more transparent—can increase student learning. 

Instructor approaches to grading contracts will vary—and so they should. Contracts lend 

themselves to customization according to individual pedagogies. Conformity is not the goal. 

Making conscious assessment choices is. If composition instructors apply as much thought to our 

assessment practices as we do to our lesson plans, we will provide students with the tools and the 

motivation they need to do the one thing we know will ultimately make them better writers: 

write.   
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