
enough, “like a vending machine where 

you put in money and effort and get out 

a grade,” says Byron Philhour, a physics 

teacher who led the inquiry team. 

When students feel that everything they 

do is high-stakes, they resist taking intellec-

tual risks and they experience unhealthy 

levels of stress. “I sense that students feel 

torn around balancing their own love of 

learning and desire to do things outside 

their comfort zone against these external 

pressures around college admissions and 

this message coming from outside: ‘You 

can’t get any B’s,’ ” Philhour says. “There are  

elements of that which are complete-

ly false. As anybody who has lived a life 

knows, there is no straight path. Part of our 

challenge is to communicate that to stu-

dents authentically, but we are up against a 

very loud argument about this single track 

to success that’s mirrored in society. 

“Also, there is some truth to the fact that 

if you want to get into Harvard or Stanford  

and you actually believe that that is an  

important part of success for your life, 

then the track is really narrow in the sense 

that you should get really good grades. So 

I think what’s driving the committee is a 

sense that there is a lack of balance and 

that maybe we could do a better job of 

communicating to students all the differ-

ent possible paths there are to success. We 

are basically being beaten in a PR war over 

what is the goal of life.”

Many American institutions use letter grad-

ing as a way of distinguishing performance 

or product. But there’s a growing senti-

ment among educators, including many 

at University, that a system that works for 

inspecting poultry and trading bonds may 

not be ideal for measuring student prog-

ress. So this year, as a follow-up to a 2015 

faculty inquiry report, UHS is beginning 

a long-term reconsideration of its assess-

ment practices—which include traditional 

points-based letter grading—and experi-

menting with alterations that might better 

serve students and the school’s mission.

Traditional letter grades perform two 

roles, without much nuance in either case: 

They provide teacher feedback to students 

about growth and achievement, and they 

function as an evaluation tool for col-

leges. “The role that grades have in sorting  

students is of absolutely no educational  

value,” says academic dean and English 

teacher Kate Garrett, who served on the  

inquiry committee. “But you can’t ignore 

that colleges literally want to understand: 

Who is the ‘best’? They want the best student 

body for their institution. So grades have this  

crazy dual role. It’s becoming very hard to 

navigate, and it’s making our kids sick.” 

One of the takeaways from the commit-

tee’s work was a sense, based on feedback 

from students and other parties, that the 

focus on grades can make school feel too 

transactional and not transformational 

Reassessing
       Assessment
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By Kelli Anderson

What are the skills, competencies, and 
knowledge a student at UHS should 
develop? Do letter grades facilitate that 
acquisition or get in the way? Does 
assessment at UHS make the grade?
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The hope, of course, is that changes 

in assessment will positively impact stu-

dents’ experience of high school. Garrett 

hopes students will start to regard grades 

as a mechanism for feedback and growth 

“rather than a referendum on your good-

ness as a human being and your future 

chances of happiness in life.” Philhour 

would like to hear fewer students report 

that, yeah, I worked like a dog and I got 

into the college I wanted, but it was a ton 

of work and I’m totally stressed out. “That 

isn’t everybody at all, but it is a meme 

about our school,” he says. “It would be 

nice to move the needle on that.” And 

Lockett would see victory simply in  

richer exchanges between students and  

faculty.  “We’re not striving for better col- 

lege admissions, we’re not striving for 

busier students or students who are more 

involved in the world,” she says. “I think 

what we’re striving for is a calmer, more 

meaningful series of engagements every 

day, in the classroom and out.”

Diving Deeper
For readers who want to examine the  

issues around assessment in more depth, 

the California Association of Independent 

Schools has an Assessment Resource page 

on its website. You can find this page at 

caisca.org/page/224117_Assessment_Re 

sources.asp. 

Kelli Anderson is a former senior writer for 

Sports Illustrated.

a week instead of four. “That reduces 

the number of class periods you’re hav-

ing to prepare for each week,” says Alex  

Lockett, the dean of students. “In our previ-

ous schedule, all six classes met on Monday 

and Friday, which meant there were more 

opportunities for assessments to happen all 

on the same day.”

University’s pioneering mentoring 

program will be enhanced with a new at-

tendance program called “Presence.” Be-

yond recording a student’s attendance in 

a class, “Presence” measures the quality of  

that attendance with a feedback system that 

qualitatively notes things like participation, 

preparation, and engagement, all of which 

gets sent to mentors, who can filter that 

feedback for their mentees. “Why is some-

body not doing well in class?” Philhour asks. 

“Usually it’s because they don’t organize 

their stuff, and they’re not turning to peo-

ple for support. So this is also a way to train 

teachers in understanding the causes of per-

formance issues in class. You can’t just say, 

‘This kid is lazy.’ It’s very unlikely that this is 

actually the case. Once mentors see all this 

teacher feedback, they can discuss with the 

student: ‘Hey, I’m hearing from your teach-

ers that you’re not organized in class. It’s not 

that they hate you and it’s not that you’re 

unintelligent, it’s just that we need to work 

on organization.’ ”

Likewise, regular teacher-to-mentor 

feedback can help students recognize their 

strengths. Lockett, who co-founded the 

mentoring program four years ago, gives 

an example: “A mentor might say to a kid, 

‘You know what’s amazing? Four of your 

teachers said you are incredible at helping 

your peers learn.’ As a student you think, 

‘I am?’ and then you start paying attention 

to that and you realize you’re a leader in 

the classroom. I think it’s really important 

that we spend a lot of time with students 

to help them invent and sustain their own 

vision of success.”

Given University’s tradition of teacher 

autonomy, it’s likely that different kinds 

of assessment tinkering are already hap-

pening all over campus. For the last three 

years, Garrett has been delivering her feed-

back on papers via audio file. “The students 

put on their headphones, read their paper, 

and listen to me talk to them about it,”  

Garrett says. “It’s stunning to me how much 

they love it. It has a number of different  

effects I didn’t anticipate. Chief among 

them is they don’t feel so bad about the 

feedback. It’s my tone of voice—it makes 

them feel like they aren’t losers. It doesn’t 

end up taking me less time, but it’s way 

more fun and way less painful.”

Neither Philhour nor Garrett worry 

that changes in UHS assessment practices 

will negatively impact college admissions. 

“When schools first started moving away 

from AP courses, there was a lot of worry 

about how that was going to affect college 

admissions,” Garrett says. “It had zero ef-

fect, because every high school has main-

tained an ability to indicate to colleges the 

students who are doing advanced work.”

 Another challenge is making sure  

assessments measure and develop the 

things the school wants to measure and  

develop in students. “To oversimplify, 

there’s a big part of taking a test that is 

about how quickly can you do problems,” 

Garrett says. “That’s a good skill, but it’s 

probably not the only skill we want our 

kids to develop. We have to do some deep 

thinking about what are the skills, compe-

tencies, and knowledge we are trying to 

produce as a school, as a department, as a 

class. And how do you assess whether that 

has happened or not? And then how do you 

express that assessment in a way that really 

cultivates what you’re trying to cultivate?”

Going forward, the UHS faculty will 

have to grapple with a number of other 

philosophical questions around assess-

ment, including this: How does the school 

create a culture that embraces setbacks 

and even failure as necessary steps in the 

learning process without causing students 

and parents to fret about the future?

 One alternative form of evaluation that 

has been around for a while is standards- 

based grading, which shifts the assess-

ment focus from achievement [i.e., test 

scores] to learning. It hasn’t been used 

much at UHS, but this year a form of it 

will be used in the newly launched ninth-

grade physics classes. Unlike the tradition-

al grade book that consists of a number of 

assignments or exams with scores on each,  

a standards-based grade book consists of a  

number of learning goals. Philhour’s grade 

book is a hybrid between traditional and 

standards-based grading in that he still uses 

letter grades, though those grades don’t 

merely represent accumulated points. 

“In physics, one of the learning goals 

would be: ‘I understand and can apply  

Newton’s third law of motion,’ and I would 

give a grade for that,” Philhour says. “How 

does a student show me that they under-

stand the third law? That could come in a 

variety of ways, including a quiz or exam. 

What shifting to that mode of thinking does 

is make the learning goal the center of the 

grade book and not the artifact. Ultimately 

it probably won’t change the grades deliv-

ered; it’s more about reframing assessment 

and learning and how we communicate it to 

students. So rather than, ‘Oh, I got another 

bad grade on a quiz,’ the discussion is, ‘In 

this quiz you showed me you’ve mastered 

this topic but not this one.’ ”

 Aside from ninth-grade physics assess-

ment, there are a few other concrete changes 

that students and faculty are experiencing  

this year: 

The daily schedule is different. In what 

is a one-year experiment, school is start- 

ing later with the goal of students getting 

more sleep and faculty having time to col-

laborate on curricular development (see 

story page 14). Also, in an effort to address 

the sheer volume of schoolwork, which 

students report as a significant source of 

stress, classes will meet just three days 

Let’s shift to 
make the learning 
goal the center of 
the grade book 
and not the artifact.
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