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Shared Practice

Alternative  
Grading Practices 
A better way to support  
and attest to learning

Bruno’s confession: For 20 years, I gave marks 
for every summative evaluation, a practice 
I could no longer contemplate today. What 
happened to me? You could say I’ve been 
struck by alternative grading practices (AGP). 
All right, this may sound strange, and I can 
see how someone might think: "It looks like 
he’s joined a cult." From my point of view, I’d 
say I’ve come across ideas that have brought 
about a change in my approach to evaluation. 
An article in Chemical and Engineering News 
(Arnaud, 2021) that focused on specifications 
grading (Nilson, 2015) was my way into the 
world of AGPs. I then discovered a variety of 
these practices and experimented with several  
of them in the classroom. My only disappoint-
ment? Not learning about them sooner!

Bruno Voisard, Caroline Cormier  
and François Arseneault-Hubert
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The usual way of calculating a final 
grade, by adding up the marks from 
each summative evaluation, penalizes 
errors during the course of learning 
and undermines students’ intrinsic 
motivation (Koenka et al., 2021). The 
famous question "Does it count?" is a 
case in point. What’s more, the usual 
calculation of the final grade does 
not adequately reflect the degree of 
attainment of terminal objectives, 
since it penalizes errors even when 
we have evidence that learning has 
been achieved after a summative 
evaluation. In short, this calculation 
does not adequately achieve either of 
the broad goals of evaluation, which 
are to support learning throughout 
the session and to attest to student 
achievement at the end of the session 
(Crooks, 1988; CSE, 2018). By moving 
away from the summation of grades, 
AGPs aim to better achieve the broad 
goals of evaluation.

AGP features and benefits

The term alternative grading practices 
refers to the way in which work is 
graded. It’s not the same as evalua-
tion, which has a broader meaning, 
but grading has a major influence on 
the way we evaluate. Unlike conven-
tional grading, AGPs do not involve 

assigning a grade to each summative 
evaluation. As they are very distinct 
from the grading practices generally 
applied at the college level (Bélanger 
& Tremblay, 2012; CSE, 2018; Howe 
& Ménard, 1993; Leroux, 2009), they 
are referred to as alternative practices 
in the professional and research lit-
erature (see, for example, Townsley & 
Schmid, 2020). 

Alternative practice systems include 
mastery or standards-based grading, 
specifications grading, contract grad-
ing and ungrading.  

Table 1 Characteristics of three AGP families

Mastery 
grading  or  
standards-based 
grading

Approaches in which the degree to which  
objectives have been met, rather than  
performance on an evaluation, is graded,  
and in which each evaluation is clearly  
associated with one or more objectives.

Specifications 
grading or 
contract 
grading

Approaches in which bundles of assignments 
are predefined, with each bundle that students 
satisfactorily complete corresponding to a  
given final grade.

Ungrading Approaches in which qualitative feedback, 
self-assessment and peer-evaluation are  
encouraged, and as little work as possible  
is graded.
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The boundaries between these grading 
approaches are permeable, and the 
systems implemented by AGP pro-
ponents sometimes have features of 
several of these families of approaches 
simultaneously. Some teachers even 
use approaches inspired by both 
AGPs and conventional practices to 
gradually familiarize themselves with 
AGPs, to comply with certain admin-
istrative constraints, or both (see, for 
example, Mercier, 2023, for an account 
of the practice of such a hybrid grad-
ing approach).

This variety of approaches means that 
AGPs can be adapted to a wide range 
of educational contexts. What they 
have in common is:

•	 offering students several opportun-
ities to demonstrate their mastery 
of learning objectives (Clark &  
Talbert, 2023; Feldman, 2024;  
Nilson, 2015);

•	 not penalizing their errors during 
the course of learning, taking into 
account only those traces that best 
represent the learning achieved 
(Feldman, 2024; O’Connor, 2010);

•	 providing continuous, individual-
ized qualitative feedback about 
progress with respect to each 
objective (Hattie & Timperley, 
2007; Koenka et al., 2021);

•	 determining the final grade based 
on the degree of attainment of 
objectives associated with the 
competencies to be developed 
(Guskey, 2001; Townsley &  
Schmid, 2020);

•	 grading the degree of attainment 
of course objectives using a lim-
ited number of levels, typically two 
to five, which improves intra- and 
interjudge reliability (Brookhart, 
2018; Clark & Talbert, 2023;  
Nilson, 2015); 

•	 ensuring that these terminal 
objectives are clearly defined and 
transparently communicated  
to students (Feldman, 2024).

Table 2 Characteristics of AGPs enabling them to 
achieve the two broad goals of evaluation

To better support  
learning

To better attest  
to achievement

AGPs do not penalize error during 
the course of learning, which 
means offering several opportun-
ities to demonstrate attainment of 
objectives.

Teachers using AGPs deter-
mine the final grade based 
on achievement of course 
objectives, rather than by 
adding up marks.

To better guide learners’ efforts, 
teachers provide precise informa-
tion about the achievement of each 
learning objective related to the 
competency to be acquired.

Course objectives are graded 
on the basis of a limited 
number of levels, usually 
between two and five, which 
are clearly and transparently 
defined.
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At the end of this article, we present 
examples of evaluation systems that 
possess these characteristics, but first, 
let’s look at what might justify the 
effort of a change in grading system.

Reconstructing the link 
between grades and  
learning targets
In their certification evaluation, a stu-
dent may clearly demonstrate that they 
have not developed the competency 
to a satisfactory level. However, the 
marks they have accumulated may 
still result in a mark of 60%. How can 
we avoid situations where there is a 
contradiction between our profes-
sional judgment and the final grade 
obtained by summation? And above 
all, how can we more clearly inform 
students during the session of the 
gap between their learning and the 
learning targets? These were two of the 
questions we were asking ourselves, 
and to which we found answers with 
the help of AGPs.

This problem of information quality 
is well highlighted by the Conseil 
supérieur de l’éducation in its report 
Evaluating So It Truly Counts: "the infor-
mational value of grades remains 
scant. A criterion-referenced scale 
would allow to more accurately impart 
what has been successfully acquired 
and what remains to be achieved" 
(CSE, 2018, p. 3). Summative grad-
ing doesn’t communicate this path 
forward with clarity and transpar-
ency, because a variety of knowledge, 
skills, behaviours, etc.—related or 
unrelated to learning objectives—are 
aggregated into a single grade, a pro-
cess that makes valuable information 
disappear (Clark & Talbert, 2023; 
Feldman, 2024).

To maintain coherence between the 
grade and learning targets, we must 
also avoid contaminating it with ele-
ments that fall outside the scope of 
learning targets, such as participa-
tion, meeting deadlines, completion 
of learning activities like homework 
or formative evaluations, etc. (Feld-
man, 2024). In fact, these attempts 
to control student behaviour through 
grades mean that the latter no longer 
accurately reflect the degree to which 
learning targets have been met, as well 
as undermining intrinsic motivation 
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Sarrazin, Tes-
sier & Trouilloud, 2006). 

Recognizing the role of error 
in learning

In contrast to the case of the student 
who obtains 60% without attaining the 
objectives associated with the course 
competency, a student may encounter 
difficulties at the beginning of the ses-
sion and obtain a final grade that does 
not adequately reflect their learning if 
they have overcome these difficulties 
later in the session. This case illus-
trates a paradox caused by certain 
grading practices commonly applied 
in college and in education in general. 
While most teachers believe that error 
is an integral part of the learning pro-
cess (Astolfi, 2015), many give marks 
on learning activities (Bélanger & 
Tremblay, 2012), which has the effect 
of penalizing errors made during the 
course of learning.

If we wish to evaluate in accordance  
with the principle that error is inher-
ent to learning, we must not penalize 
a student for an error in a summative 
evaluation in the fifth week of the 
session, especially if the incom-
plete learning has been achieved So
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subsequently. To enable us to 
validate whether this incomplete 
learning has been achieved later in 
the session, it is necessary to plan 
repeat evaluations or remedial 
activities. This evaluation practice 
is an integral part of all AGP sys-
tems. We’re not talking here about 
deferred evaluations, but rather 
about additional opportunities for 
evaluation. Limits must, of course, 
be placed on the number of such 
opportunities, or on the last possible 
moment for demonstrating achieve-
ment of learning targets, both to 
avoid procrastination and to ensure 
that management of retakes does not 
become too burdensome for teachers 
(Clark & Talbert, 2023). To ensure 
that the grade accurately reflects the 
competencies acquired at the end of 
the course, these additional oppor-
tunities should be accessible to all, 
and the grade that can be achieved 
should not be capped either (Feld-
man, 2024): it’s the achievement of 
learning targets that should be val-
ued, not the moment in the session 
when it occurs. For the final grade 
to be a fair reflection of learning, 
two people who demonstrate the 
same competency at the end of the 
session should get the same grade, 
no matter how far they’ve come to 
get there.

Thus, in a course where AGPs have 
been implemented, summative 
evaluation can retroactively become 
formative: it no longer "counts" in 
the sense that it no longer enters 
into the composition of the final 
grade, but it counts a great deal in 
the sense that it has become valuable 
feedback for the student. In other 
words, all evaluation is formative 
until the learning target is reached. 
This optimizes the effectiveness of 
feedback by specifically informing 

students about the gap between 
their understanding or performance 
and the learning targets (Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007).

This approach to corrective feed-
back is consistent with research in 
the psychology of learning. Indeed, 
testing oneself or being tested is 
more effective in promoting learning 
than studying (Karpicke & Roediger, 
2008; Roediger & Karpicke, 2006). 
This is known as the testing effect. 
What’s more, the testing effect is even 
stronger in the presence of corrective 
feedback (Roediger & Butler, 2011). 
Repeat evaluations thus make it pos-
sible to use the learning levers of the 
testing effect and corrective feedback, 
specifically for learning targets that 
have not yet been reached.

Impact on motivation

Another reason for using AGPs is 
that evaluation during the course is 
not accompanied by a grade that can 
directly influence the final grade: the 
grade itself has a negative effect on 
motivation. Of course, to comply with 
the College Education Regulations 
(CER) and the colleges’ Institutional 
Policies on the Evaluation of Student 
Achievement (IPESA), students must 
be awarded a final grade, and the pass-
ing grade must correspond to 60%.1

But is it useful or necessary to give a 
definitive, quantitative grade on each 
summative evaluation? Some people 
would say that a grade is a form of feed-
back, a way of situating the student in 
relation to what they have learned. 
However, qualitative written feed-
back alone is preferable to feedback 
accompanied by a grade: the pres-
ence of a grade does not enhance 
learning, and is detrimental to 

intrinsic motivation (Koenka et 
al., 2021), especially for learners in 
difficulty. The case of students who 
consult the grade without bothering 
about the accompanying feedback is 
a good illustration of this phenom-
enon. It is therefore preferable not 
to give a grade when it is not neces-
sary (for example, by evaluating as 
often as possible formatively rather 
than summatively) and, when it is, 
to give feedback first and only give a 
grade later. An approach where the 
only grade is a mention of whether 
or not the learning target has been 
reached, and where the feedback 
then clearly becomes an invitation 
to carry out learning with a view  
to the next opportunity for  
revision or retake, is compatible with  
these recommendations.

1   �One of the aims of our research project is 
to identify local constraints (institutional, 
departmental or cultural) that may limit the 
implementation of AGPs in certain colleges, 
and to propose adaptations to AGPs to take 
these constraints into account.
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Implementing change

Implementing AGPs may seem like 
a considerable undertaking, but it 
can be done on at least two fronts: 
establishing clear standards (what 
does the demonstration of mastery 
of my course content look like?) and 
evaluation methods (what forms of 
evaluation and retakes can I envisage 
to observe this demonstration of mas-
tery?). Without changing everything 
at once, it’s possible to implement 
AGPs in small bites, for example:

•	 transforming a summative  
evaluation with low weighting into 
a genuine formative evaluation, 
intended to give qualitative feedback 
to students (a form of denotation 
[Blum, 2020]), a formative evaluation 
that can be done by peers;

•	 evaluating a written assignment on 
the basis of a list of characteristics 
that correspond to a satisfactory 
production, in which case the 
learning target is considered to 
have been reached (this can be 
described as dichotomous evaluation) 
rather than giving a percentage 
grade, and giving students the 
chance to rework this assignment 
without penalty if it does not reach 
the desired level;

•	 building our course’s grading 
rubric around learning targets 
(objective 1, objective 2, etc.) rather 
than types of evaluations (exam 1, 
homework 1, etc.), and communi-
cating the results accordingly, so as 
to highlight what has been learned 
and what remains to be learned by  
each student.

For teachers who, like us, dare to 
embark on the complete conversion 
of a course to incorporate AGPs, 
here is an approach inspired by 
those proposed by several authors 
(Cilli-Turner et al., 2020; Clark &  
Talbert, 2023; Nilson, 2015; Townsley  
& Schmid, 2020).

1.	 What learning objectives do I 
want to measure?

First, we need to decide, in line with 
the program-based approach and 
the ministerial devis, and in agree-
ment with our department, what the 
specific learning objectives are for our 
course. To be able to communicate 
them clearly to students, the object-
ives written in the general course 
outline, where it exists, may have to be 
reworded. In addition, depending on 
the degree of precision of the general 
course outline, the objectives often 
need to be clarified so that they can 
be used as a basis for constructing the 
evaluations administered throughout 
the session.

2.	What does mastering these 
objectives look like?

This step of the process can be more 
or less complex, depending on the 
tools we already have: if the general 
course outline is well written, or if we 
have quality grading rubrics, we may 
already have the answer to this ques-
tion. In other cases, such as when we 
start with a course in which success 
is determined by the sum of grades 
corresponding to at least 60%, rather 
than the achievement of learning 
objectives, this step may require more 
work. It is then relevant to specify the 
behaviours observable on the part of a 
student who has achieved the objec-
tives at a level judged satisfactory for 
passing the course. A number of AGP So
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models suggest high expectations, 
especially when evaluation is dichot-
omous and a single demonstration of 
mastery is enough for an objective to 
be considered achieved.

It is crucial to ask ourselves what our 
students should be able to do by con-
sidering the next step in their academic 
or professional careers. This is the time 
to think about the types of evaluations, 
and the criteria for each one, that can 
be used to evaluate the achievement 
of mastery. The use of grading rubrics 
will help to improve the fairness of our 
evaluations and precisely define our 
expectations of students, which can 
improve their learning (Brookhart, 
2018; Panadero et al., 2012).

3.	 How will we determine the  
final grade in the course?

Different methods can be used to  
convert qualitative or dichotomous 
grades into a percentage grade at 
the end of a session. To do this, it 
is important to determine how to 
aggregate the information gathered 
throughout the session, in a way that 
makes sense in terms of the level of 
achievement of the course objectives. 
Ultimately, AGPs open the door to 
many possibilities for composing the 
final grade, as opposed to the usual 
grading practices that are limited to a 
single way of doing things, i.e. adding 
up the grades of all summative evalu-
ations. In this article, to give an idea 
of this variety, we will illustrate two 
different methods in the case studies 
presented below.

4.	When and how will students  
be able to demonstrate  
their mastery?

Since AGPs rely on students being 
able to demonstrate their mastery as 

their learning is completed, we need 
to design a system that gives them 
the chance to do so, at the right time, 
without overloading the process. How 
many opportunities do we want to 
offer? Will we offer repeat evaluations 
or review opportunities? Will we ask 
students to complete a revision activ-
ity before being entitled to a retake? 
Here again, the cases presented below 
present different avenues.

Two cases of AGP  
implementation at  
the college level
François adopts AGPs to better  
support his Nursing students: an 
example of specifications grading

The Chemistry for Nursing I and II 
courses are mandatory (and often 
considered unpleasant) for Nursing 
students who haven’t taken the Sec-
ondary 5 chemistry course. In the fall 
of 2022, returning from paternity 
leave during which I had had the 
opportunity to reflect extensively 
on the subject, I was determined to 
implement specifications grading 
(Nilson, 2015) in this course to offer 
retakes of evaluations or assignments 
with transparent objectives.

I planned for four possible grades at 
the end of the course: 50, 60, 80 and 
100%. The relatively small number of 
final grades made it possible to estab-
lish and communicate significant 
differences in the level of achievement 
of the course objectives. This gave 
each student the chance to plan the 
extent of their engagement in the 
course in full knowledge of the facts. 
Indeed, each grade was matched 
by an increasing number of assign-
ments and tests (hereafter referred 
to as "productions"), each of which 

could be retaken or revised. Aiming 
for a higher grade therefore meant 
agreeing to work harder. Finally, 
each production was considered 
"accepted" or "not yet accepted" 
according to a list of specifications, 
i.e. quality indicators sufficiently 
detailed for their presence or absence 
to be unequivocally established. 

As I was teaching Chemistry for Nursing 
I in the fall of 2022 and its sequel in the 
winter session, I had the opportunity 
to adjust. I realized that retakes had 
to be carefully planned and, above all, 
limited. Indeed, the absence of limits, 
or blurred limits, is an invitation not 
only to procrastination, but also to a 
lack of seriousness when it comes to 
evaluations. In the following session, 
in Chemistry for Nursing II, I reduced 
the number of required productions 
and limited the retakes to one per pro-
duction. At the same time, I improved 
the frequency and consistency of feed-
back. Once the evaluation process had 
been clarified in this way, no one was 
surprised by their grade or even failure 
at the end of the session.

In cases where the planned retake led 
me to conclude that the competency 
was still not developed to a sufficient 
level, I would invite the students to 
review the content and come and see 
me to discuss what they had learned. 
Almost invariably, at the end of 
one of these informal visits, I could 
testify favourably to their acquired 
competency. For me, offering these 
multiple and varied opportunities 
to demonstrate the achievement of 
objectives, while limiting them, meant 
reconciling the two purposes of evalu-
ation with each other, and with my 
work capacity.
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Bruno’s AGP model  
for Science: an example  
of mastery grading
In the winter of 2022, I converted 
a course to include AGPs for all 
evaluations for the first time: the 
General Chemistry course, the first 
chemistry course in the Science 
program. In this experiment with 
AGPs, I broke down the learning 
targets defined in the general course 
outline into 16 specific objectives, 9 
of which were considered essential 
and the other 7 complementary. 
Most objectives were evaluated by 
means of dichotomous graded tests 
("mastered" or "learning"). For each 
objective, a grading rubric detailed 
the characteristics of a satisfactory 

degree of mastery, which was quite 
demanding. These one-page tests 
were given at the start of class, dur-
ing most weeks of the session. The 
three "exams" were an opportunity 
for students to repeat objectives 
they had not yet mastered: they did 
not therefore have to answer ques-
tions relating to objectives they had 
already mastered. To avoid fragmen-
tation of knowledge and encourage 
retention, we took care in the depart-
ment to ensure that the objectives 
were interrelated, especially since a 
single demonstration of mastery for 
a given objective was sufficient. For 
objectives relating to laboratories 
and scientific writing, students were 
given the opportunity to revise their 
work rather than repeat it.

Figure 1  Statement of five interrelated objectives of my General Chemistry course

Predict the most likely Lewis structure of a molecule, ion or ionic 
compound using formal charge theory and the octet rule.

Deduce the molecular geometry of molecular compounds and 
polyatomic ions and the polarity of molecular compounds (projective, 
names of geometries and angles) using the Lewis structure.

Identify and evaluate the intensity of cohesive forces present 
in pure substances, with particular reference to polarity.

Predict the physical properties of substances using their cohesive 
forces (Tm and Tb , physical state and phase changes, solubility).

Autonomously apply separation techniques, taking into account 
their field of application and relying on the physical properties 
of substances.

Interrelated learning objectives promote integration and retention:
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The final grade was simply calculated 
based on the number of objectives 
mastered, provided that the objectives 
considered essential had been mas-
tered. If this was not the case, the final 
grade was capped at 55%, in line with 
an approach proposed by Robert Howe 
(2006). These essential objectives had 
been chosen based on the skills that we 
in the department considered essential 
for further progress in the chemistry 
courses. In fact, this was one of my 
motivations for adopting this system: 
I was always amazed at the extent to 
which, in the past, students who found 
themselves in later courses were in dif-
ficulty because they had not mastered 
the basic skills taught in the General 
Chemistry course, even though they 
had passed this course. By defining 
essential objectives along with a dual 
pass threshold, I was sending students 
a clearer message: they had to focus  
on acquiring these skills first, until 
they had mastered them, even if  
it  meant setting aside the  
complementary objectives.

Implementing this model within the 
administrative constraints imposed 
by my college required a great deal 
of concerted effort. First, the depart-
ment agreed to derogate from the 
general course outline on the grounds 
of pedagogical experimentation. I 
was also careful to have my model 
approved at a departmental meeting 
before the start of the session. Since 
then, we’ve chosen to write our gen-
eral course outlines clearly specifying 
the tasks that students should be able 
to do at the end of the course, rather 
than specifying the evaluation meth-
ods. This gives us greater latitude in 
the choice of grading practices, while 
ensuring equitable evaluation and 
program coherence. 

Conclusion

Alternative grading practices have 
enabled us to align our practices  
with ideas and values we consider  
fundamental in education, such as 
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justice, equity and caring. They also 
operationalize recommendations made 
by the Conseil supérieur de l’éducation 
in 2018 that we feel have found too little 
resonance in the college environment, 
by enabling us to reconcile grading with 
the two broad goals of evaluation, 
namely, to support learning and attest 
to achievement.

After a first AGP implementation 
in Winter 2022 with the support of 
our CEGEP, we have now started a 
research project on the subject thanks 
to PAREA funding (2023-2026). We 
aim to shed light on the effects of AGPs 
on learning and on various motiva-
tional variables. We are also seeking to 
describe ways of implementing AGPs 
in various college contexts. 

The world of AGPs is little known in 
Quebec. Although we’ve only touched 
on it in the few pages of this article, 
we hope we’ve piqued your curiosity 
about the possibilities they offer!    

mailto:caroline.cormier@claurendeau.qc.ca
mailto:françois.arseneault-hubert@claurendeau.qc.ca
mailto:bruno.voisard@claurendeau.qc.ca
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