
1

HRP 
Reformative

Development

UNGRADING
Handbook

Creative Commons CC BY-SA. The Human Restoration Project LLC.
This booklet is from our Discovery Web Series, a virtual conference for educators

.
Brought to you by our Patreon supporters: Lisa Biber | Nick Covington | Tim Fawkes | R. Steven Gumbay | Shana Shrader | Skylar L. Primm 

Synthia Jester | Victoria Rydberg-Nania | Rachel Lawrence | Whitney Payne | Paul Wann | Erin Flanagan | Erin Gaudet | Jenny Lucas  
Burton Hable | Katie Halford | Jeremiah Henderson | Michael Hyde | Stephanie Hurt | Bill Rider | Mary Walls | Carolyn Wiezorek | Dylan Wince

 
Icon credit to FlatIcon. Photo credit to Pexels.

http://patreon.com/theHumanRestorationProject


2

What are our goals as educators? What is your “why”?

“Education as the practice of freedom affirms healthy 
self-esteem in students as it promotes their capacity 
to be aware and live consciously. It teaches them to 
reflect and act in ways that further self-actualization, 
rather than conformity to the status quo.” 

bell hooks

Alfie Kohn: What do we value?
Video Link

What is the fondest hope you have for your children?

https://vimeo.com/344446819
https://vimeo.com/344446819
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THE WHY
“Like any other tool for facilitating the completion of 
a questionable task, rewards offer a “how” answer to 
what is really a “why” question.” 

Alfie Kohn

Ruth Butler | 1987 | Journal of Educational Psychology

I designed this study to test the hypothesis that the impact of information about performance on subsequent intrinsic 
motivation depends significantly on the degree to which this information promotes a task-involved or an ego-
involved motivational orientation. A total of 200 fifth- and sixth-grade students with high or low school achievement 
were given interesting divergent thinking tasks in each of three sessions. Individual comments, numerical grades, 
standardized praise, or no feedback were received after Sessions 1 and 2. Results confirmed that at Session 3 
(posttest), interest, performance, and attributions of effort, outcome, and the impact of evaluation to taskinvolved 
causes were highest at both levels of achievement after receipt of comments. Egoinvolved attributions were highest 
after receipt of grades and praise. 

These findings support the conceptualization of the feedback conditions as task involving (comments), ego involving 
(grades and praise), or neither (no feedback). The similar impact of grades and praise would not be predicted by 
cognitive evaluation theory. 

Hall P. Beck et. al. | 1991 | Teaching of Psychology

This investigation assessed the roles of learning orientation (LO) and grade orientation (GO) in academic 
performance. Most important, we found that GO was negatively correlated with grade point average (GPA) and 
General Psychology test scores. Correlations of LO scores with the academic performance measures
were not significant. The poor academic performance of students with high GO scores can be partially attributed 
to lower Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SAT) scores. Even after the effects of SAT were controlled, GO scores were 
negatively related to G PA and psychology test scores. 

Wendy Grolnick & Richard M. Ryan | 1987 | Journal of Personality & Social Psychology 

Ninety-one fifth-grade children participated in a study that assessed the effects of motivationally relevant 
conditions and individual differences on emotional experience and performance on a learning task. Two directed-
learning conditions, one controlling and one noncontrolling, were contrasted with each other and with a third 
nondirected, spontaneous-learning context. Both directed sets resulted in greater rote learning compared with 
the nondirected-learning condition. However, both the nondirected and the noncontrolling directed-learning sets 
resulted in greater interest and conceptual learning compared with the controlling set, presumably because they 
were more conducive to autonomy or an internal perceived locus of causality. Furthermore, children in the controlling 
condition experienced more pressure and evidenced a greater deterioration in rote learning over an 8-(+/- 1) day 
follow-up. Individual differences in children’s autonomy for school-related activities as measured by the Self-
Regulation Questionnaire (Connell & Ryan, 1985) also related to outcomes, with more self-determined styles 
predicting greater conceptual learning.
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Astrid Poorthuis et. al. | 2014 | Journal of Educational Psychology

Receiving report card grades is psychologically salient to most students and can elicit a range of affective reactions. 
A 3-wave longitudinal study examined how grades shape students’ (N = 375; M age at Wave 1 = 12.6 years) school 
engagement through the affective reactions they elicit. Emotional and behavioral engagement were measured at the 
start of secondary school and 6 months later. Halfway through this period, students’ positive and negative affective 
reactions to their 1st report card in secondary school were assessed. As expected, lower report card grades predicted 
lower emotional and behavioral engagement in spring, when controlling for prior levels of engagement. These links 
were mediated by students’ affective reactions. Boys and children who perceived the performance norms in their 
class to be high were more affectively reactive to their grades, which resulted in a stronger indirect effect of grades 
via negative affect on emotional engagement. Complementing the traditional view that grades are consequences of 
school engagement, the current findings suggest that grades function also as antecedents of school engagement.

Jo Boaler | 1998 | Journal for Research in Mathematics Education

This paper reports on 3-year case studies of 2 schools with alternative mathematical teaching approaches. One 
school used a traditional, textbook approach; the other used open-ended activities at all times. Using various forms 
of case study data, including observations, questionnaires, interviews, and quantitative assessments, I will show 
the ways in which the 2 approaches encouraged different forms of knowledge. Students who followed a traditional 
approach developed a procedural knowledge that was of limited use to them in unfamiliar situations. Students who 
learned mathematics in an open, project-based environment developed a conceptual understanding that provided 
them with advantages in a range of assessments and situations. The project students had been “apprenticed” into a 
system of thinking and using mathematics that helped them in both school and nonschool settings. 

Mary Ellen Flannery | 2018 | Publication, neaToday

In 2016, nearly two-thirds of college students reported “overwhelming anxiety,” up from 50 percent just five years 
earlier, according to the National College Health Assessment. For seven straight years it has been the top complaint 
among college students seeking mental-health services, notes the Chronicle of Higher Education. Nearly a quarter 
say their anxiety affects their academic performance. Common symptoms include persistent feelings of dread and 
jumpiness, frequent panic attacks, as well as headaches, stomach problems, shortness of breath, and fatigue.

Doris Santoro, Interviewed by Tim Walker | 2018 | Publication, neaToday

For the teachers I talked to, the discussion was always around a bigger concern about the well-being of the 
profession, the integrity of the profession, the well-being of the students and whether they are caring for students in 
the way that they deserve to be treated.

But we’re totally deaf to the moral concerns of teachers. The ways teacher dissatisfaction is captured, like in the IES 
staffing surveys, is mostly from a self-interested position, rather than giving them the space to express concern 
for students or about being stewards of the profession. Instead, it’s all about, for example, ‘This interferes with my 
family life,’ ‘I don’t like the school leadership,’ ‘I don’t have autonomy,’ and so on.

So when a teacher says, ‘I can’t be creative in the classroom anymore,”  what she may mean is ‘I can’t be more 
responsive to my students’ needs, and I can’t take something that they are interested in and connect it to the lesson.’
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What’s familiar in this research?
Does it affirm what you already know?

Does this research match up to your experiences in the classroom?

What do these grades mean? What do they leave out?

What does it mean to achieve this? What does it 
feel like to achieve this?

What’s missing?

A (4)
B (3)
C (2)

D (1)

F

If Knowledge guides our judgement, 
how can we make GRADELESS HAPPEN?
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THE HOW
“I’ve spent a lot of my career waiting for my 
supervisor, leader, or coach to tell me what to do or 
to give me the answers. My greatest professional 
heartbreaks typically occur when I discover that for 
whatever new challenge I am facing, there is no single 
best answer or solution or approach other than to 
research quickly, try courageously, fail reflectively, 
stand up, and try again.”

Cornelius Minor

What are the barriers between your “why” and the actual implementation of 
gradeless learning in your classroom?

Can gradeless learning work in any classroom? Are there any limitations we should 
be aware of?

Jo Boaler: “Start a Math Revolution”
Video Clip

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDSOvySHuBg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDSOvySHuBg
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Creative Noncompliance
How far can we push our practice before someone notices and/or cares?

Policy 
(e.g. mandatory grade 

reporting, extracurricular 
requirements, culture of 

building, peer judgment)

Whose policy is this?
(e.g. the State, principal, 
board, superintendent, 

tradition)

Is this a perceived threat or 
a real one? As in, what are 
the ramifications if you are 
“caught” teaching this way?

Is there a way to reconcile 
these differences? What 
changes can be made to 

“make it work”, if any?

*Does professional civil disobedience have a place within a classroom? 
Will teaching students to question authority serve any purpose?

“Early in my teaching career, my colleagues taught me the art of “creative noncompliance”, a form 
of resistance that involved deflection and, yes, a level of dishonesty in which I always regretted 
having to engage. But I argue that teaching without exercising judgment is not truly teaching, 
and it is impossible to exercise sound, responsive judgment while also, for example, obediently 

following a canned curriculum, a mandated pacing guide, or a prescribed model of instruction.”
Deborah Meier
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?

Our goal is to find frameworks that ignite intrinsic motivation, while still meeting district 
guidelines. Later, we’ll talk about changing those rules! Here’s a list of what we’re currently 
using for students to tell their story of learning:
• Evidence Journals
• Economic Engagement Project
• Portfolio (US Government)
• Portfolio (9th Grade) Draft - Based off Aaron Blackwelder’s Portfolio System

These aren’t radical nor complex ideas. Our classrooms feature large-scale projects that 
enable learners to showcase learning in different ways. As a result, students demonstrate 
ideas in myriad ways and at various paces.

Will ungrading work in a classroom that remains otherwise virtually unchanged?

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1eFE8KRQuqZqZmaYeGr16gAjmlUzjXPce
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1k2gIwNhpr97Aw9foD5mfaBmalWQ-m3uW
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1y3cgW5lbvt3qQypblI1QhySBbM2dJTJ-3nHdEApjBlg/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rYRSkvtMPRWE3xUm_mJ24hltOZe4NJGzW9QOaIUY9pw/edit?usp=sharing
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“I am profoundly suspect of prevailing claims of 
education progress measured only by test scores, 
but I am equally hungry for  deep accountability 
framework that speaks ethically and honestly about 
he challenges and accomplishments of schools.”

Michelle Fine

Gradeless Learning
How can we connect what we’re currently doing to 

an ungraded model?

What I am currently doing (Feel free to 
use more than one example.) Element of Ungrading How can my current system be 

morphed?

An emphasis on feedback.

A focus on competence, a drive for 
excellence.

Self-paced. People learn at different 
rates.

The opportunity to redo and recalibrate 
work.

Student voice and choice in the 
curriculum.

A supportive, non-evaluative learning 
community.

EL Education: “Students Share Work That Matters”
Video Clip

https://vimeo.com/48803088
https://vimeo.com/48803088
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Implementation

If we place these ideas into our classroom tomorrow, what will students think?

Will our classroom look different than our neighbor’s? May this lead to 
difficulties?

“One of the great missteps of education has been the 
idea that only some kids are intellectuals, or want to 
be. That only some students can grapple with com-
plex ideas, and the others should be given the boiled-
down version of those ideas.” 

Susan Engel
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“Deprogramming”
How can we bring students onboard to our practice?

Running a progressive classroom is similar to managing a brand: we need everyone to understand the 
mission and vision. And to do this, we need to repeat what our mission and vision is constantly. Students 
should know something is different in your room from the start, and that we’re doing to promote learning.

Discussion questions are a good place to start framing our practice with students:

• What is “competence”? Would you trust a doctor who achieved all A’s? What about if they barely passed 
their licensure examination?

• What is excellence? How does it differ from competence? What is our goal in the classroom?

• What is “success”? What does success mean in school?

• What does a grade imply? Do you wish that grading was different? (We could potentially use the activity 
from page 5.)

• What is the end goal of taking a class in high school? (Highlighting the debate between “college 
readiness”, achieving high grades, and/or actually learning content.)

Media can be used to exemplify these points. 
This clip from Most Likely to Succeed pinpoints 

the tension of learning and schooling.

How can we structure our class for student buy-in to ungrading?

https://vimeo.com/344864556
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SPREADING THE IDEA
How can we take these ideas back to your school for more educators to 

understand?

For those who perceive higher barriers, how can we enact change at a 
systemic level to realize our “why”?

“[New teachers who look at the 1970s “free school movement”] often make 
a serious mistake in failing to respect the real concern of many parents that 
their children may no longer have the means to manage and to cope within a 
technologically complex society. If a teacher can possibly convey to parents from 
the start that he or she is solid, sober...from that point on we can begin to win the 
loyalty of very large numbers of the parents of our pupils - and we can do so in a 
relatively short time.”

Jonathan Kozol
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Radical Education
What can we do to influence systemic change?

A “radical action.” (e.g. writing a letter to 
the school board, adopting a site-wide or 
subject-matter ungrading policy, fighting 

for community resources)

What are the risks? What tools would you need to make this 
happen?

Richard Wilkinson: Economic Inequality
Video Clip

https://vimeo.com/344606355
https://vimeo.com/344606355
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Resources
Below we’ve compiled a short list of materials to arm yourself with more tools on 
ungrading. None of these would be required to start the practice, but may prove useful for 
further fortitude or influencing peers:

BOOKS

• Teaching to Transgress by bell hooks
• Punished by Rewards by Alfie Kohn
• These Schools Belong to You and Me by Deborah Meier & Emily Gasoi
• The Inner Level by Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson
• The Book of Learning and Forgetting by Frank Smith
• Why They Can’t Write by John Warner

ARTICLES

• Reflecting on Ungrading for the 4th Time by Maha Bali
• Ungrading by Susan Blum
• “In your opinion, what matters?” by Nick Covington
• From Degrading to De-grading by Alfie Kohn
• Competitive Grading Sacrifices Good Teaching by John Krumboltz and Christine Yeh
• The Secret to Surviving Teacher Burnout by Chris McNutt
• Failing Grades for Retention by Gary Natriello
• Abolishing Grading is the First Step to Better Assessment in Mathematics by Sunil Singh
• Why I Don’t Grade by Jesse Stommel
• Going Gradeless: Student Self-Assessment in PBL by Matt Weyers

WEBSITES

• Human Restoration Project
• Greater Good Magazine
• Self Determination Theory
• Teachers Going Gradeless

MATERIALS

• HRP’s Gradeless Learning “Why Sheet”
• HRP’s Infographic of Ruth Butler’s Motivation Study (1987)
• HRP’s “Grades =/ Assessment” Teacher Workbook

Contact: chris@humanrestorationproject.org | nicholas.covington@staff.ankenychools.org

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/27091.Teaching_to_Transgress
https://www.alfiekohn.org/punished-rewards/
http://www.beacon.org/These-Schools-Belong-to-You-and-Me-P1294.aspx
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/188/188607/the-inner-level/9780141975399.html
https://www.goodreads.com/en/book/show/236318.The_Book_of_Learning_and_Forgetting
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/why-they-cant-write
https://blog.mahabali.me/pedagogy/reflections-on-ungrading-for-the-4th-time/
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2017/11/14/significant-learning-benefits-getting-rid-grades-essay
https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/blog-archives/in-your-opinion-what-matters-nick-covington
https://www.alfiekohn.org/article/degrading-de-grading/
http://cultureofpeace.ernestojunsantos.com/uploads/6/4/8/7/6487837/competitive_grading_sabotages_good_teaching.pdf
https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/blog-archives/the-secret-to-surviving-teacher-burnout-a-framework-shift-not-productivity-tips-and-tricks-chris-mcnutt
http://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministratorArticle.aspx?id=15028
https://medium.com/@sunilsingh_42118/abolishing-grading-is-the-first-step-to-better-assessment-in-mathematics-acb7fb936a19
https://www.jessestommel.com/why-i-dont-grade/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/going-gradeless-student-self-assessment-matt-weyers
http://humanrestorationproject.org
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/application-education/
http://teachersgoinggradeless.com
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad8fe065b409b07609cb7ae/t/5cd87423f9619ad864fea4c3/1557689381867/GradelessWhySheet.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad8fe065b409b07609cb7ae/t/5cfa76c499b49d0001cd069f/1559918277136/1+Motivation+HRP.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad8fe065b409b07609cb7ae/t/5cd875f0ae45060001e9cdaa/1557689842228/Grading+is+Not+Equal+to+Assessmentv5.pdf


15

My Ungrading Journey
This is my “why.” I went into education because of this.
And it’s not just my idea, there’s research to support it.

Here’s what’s holding me back.
I may be able to mitigate these problems by...

These elements of ungrading are more than possible within my classroom:
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This will have such a positive impact 
on my classroom. Here’s how I’ll 

convince students to join in:

I’m pumped up and ready for 
change. Here’s what I’m going to do.
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