REFLECTIONS ON THE 1-5 GRADING SYSYTEM

1. Introduction

Many EFL teachers in Hungary are dissatisfied with the "1-5" system normally used for grading students. The main problem seems to be that, as responsible educators, we have to consider two questions when giving grades. The first is "What does this grade MEAN, in terms of an objective assessment of a student's actual performance?" and the second is "What EFFECT will this grade have on his or her attitude, morale and future performance?". All too often, the attempt to reconcile these two aspects of grading leads to frustration on the part of the teacher and misunderstanding and bitterness on the part of 'the student. The aim of this paper is to summarise some of the weaknesses of the present system and to suggest ways in which it might be improved. I make no apology for the paper's critical, not to say polemical tone: this is a moral and political issue which cannot be ignored and will not be resolved by polite "agreements to differ". However, it is not my intention to criticise the Hungarian Educational System at large, still less the many skilled and devoted individuals who work within it. Moreover, I admit that as a relatively recent immigrant, I lack the personal experience and "inside knowledge" that would enable me to make properly informed judgements. At the same time, I hope that my status as an "experienced outsider" allows me to claim a certain degree of objectivity and wiIl enable me to make some useful suggestions without causing too much offence.

2. Common Practice

Shortly after starting to teach in Hungary I was told that giving 1-5 grades was part of the job, and was advised "to use my own judgement, but not to give too many five's ". I soon discovered the terms elégtelen", "elégséges, "közepes", "jó" and "jeIes", and realised that "1" was a "Fail". Presumably the others could be regarded as "degrees of success", but the result Iooked rather unbalanced: I felt that if a student had "failed", s/he ought to know "how badly" or "by how much", and this would require more grades at the lower end of the scale. All too soon, I found out that a "2" was almost as bad as a "1", and even a "3" was considered pretty shameful. This reminded me of Italy, where a I-10 scale is used with the same confusing disregard for the "official meanings" of the various grades. Obviously, I needed to know more about the local conventions. I also wanted to know what grades ought to apply to: effort, improvement, level, or what? So I decided to get help from my colleagues. Listening to their advice; and observing their actual practice (the two did not always seem to coincide), I realised that there are a great many different ways of giving grades. Here are some of them:

· Criterion Referencing: "I asked them to learn 25 irregular verbs. Now I'll test them; ten right answers gets a 2, fifteen gets a 3 and so on." Or "Anybody who actually did the homework gets at least 2, however bad it is ..."

· External Standards: "They aren't half as good as the class I had last year - I really ought to use the same criteria ... so nobody gets more than a 3." Or "What sort of grades would dear old Marta-néní have given them?" 

· Norm-Referencing: "I'd like to give her a 5, but I've given, six already ... she's the weakest of the "top group" so she gets a 4." Or "Oh God, I can't fail all of them ... so who are the least awful ...?

· Effort: "Okay, so she wrote the best essay in the class, but she spent six weeks in London this summer - she should have done better ... 4!" Or "Poor kid, this is really frightful, but he tries so hard ... I can't fail him ..."

· Improvement: "She's so much better than last week, and I gave her a 4 then, so ... " Or "He's still by far the worst in the class, but he has improved ... I can't just ignore that ..."

· Encouragement: "Better not give her another five, or she'll think she can relax." Or "If he gets another 1 he'll just give up..."

· Guilt: "I really was a bit harsh on them last week ... let's see who I can bump up a bit." Or·"My God, I can't have given him a 4 ... must have been drunk at the time ... let's see if I can bring him down a bit."

· Utilitarianism: "Look, she needs those points for her felvételi ... I know she's hopeless at English, but she wants to get into Physics and Maths at TTK." Or "Another parents' meeting next week, and I don't think I can handle another session with Sándor's mother ... better pass him this time ..."

· Pressure: "She hasn't done a stroke of work all term ... the other kids have, and they'll kill me if I let her pass ..." or "I don't want to interfere, . but you know his father did pay for the new school swimming pool ..."

· Affective Factors: She's so sweet, and when she looks at you with those great big eyes ..." Or "He's a smelly little beast, and he always seems to be laughing at me ..." 

3. What's Wrong?

Well, that's ten different ways of giving grades to start with ... no doubt any teacher's experience will suggest several more ... but which is the "right' one? None, I'm afraid - each of them is defensible in some ways and open to criticism in others. What is more, each student seems to "deserve" to be graded according to different "criteria'", though teachers seldom agree on which - as anybody who has ever endured an end-of-term osztály grading meeting knows. Many of the experienced teachers that I have met here admit that they have no fixed principle or system: they "feel instinctively" what grades they should give: "It comes with experience, you know ... the kids are all different; you can't treat them all the same way ... and anyway, they understand what the grades mean..." All this strikes me as terribly unsatisfactory, for various reasons:

(a) Very often the kids don't understand what their grade means - or, even worse, they misunderstand it. I have seen numerous students badly hurt or misled in this way ... and usually it is the sensitive, hardworking individuals, the ones who "take their studies and their grades seriously" who suffer the most.

(b) I suspect that very often "instinct" is really a disguise for lazy thinking, or even for prejudice and arbitrary subjectivity, in teachers who do not want (or dare!) to analyse their motives. To go further (and this may be unfair of me, but I'll say it anyway), it reminds me of the "WE know what's best for you - trust us and don't ask questions, OK?" attitude which characterises "benevolent totalitarian" systems of the sort that prevailed in Hungary until recently.

(c) Because they are subjective and do not represent generally agreed standards or criteria, these grades are not really open to criticism - a student who feels s/he has been unfairly treated cannot appeal to any objective external authorities, because there aren't any - only senior teachers with equally subjective sets of standards ...

(d) For the same reason, these grades have no meaning outside the classroom or school in which they are given. The result is that "a 5 from teacher X means the same as a 4 from teacher Y, if you've got good legs and wear a short enough skirt ..." or "Yes, she got straight 5's last year, but only from the ZZ Gimnázium ..." This is bad enough within a school, but when grades are used as if they did have some objective value, for example in university entrance procedures, the results are monstrously unjust.

The only possible defence for the present system lies in the assumption that all teachers somehow develop the same values: that in some mysterious way the same sets of standards and criteria permeate the entire profession. This is obviously not true, but it would be very unfair to blame individual teachers for the results. The fact is that the 1-5 grade cannot possibly carry all the different messages that we expect it to transmit to our students. We want to say "Thank you. This is a good essay; not as good as the last one you wrote, but still better than most of the rest of the class. The basic plan is fine, and you make some interesting points, but paragraph three needs expanding and the conclusion isn't really logical. Spelling and punctuation are fine, but there are one or two careless bits of syntax. Check your verb tenses more carefully next time." And instead, we say "4".

4. OK, wise guy, any solutions?

We can't just refuse to give grades: they are (unfortunately) part of the system that we work in: head-teachers, osztály-fönöks and parents demand them; students, apparently, need them. Indeed, I am familiar with at least one case in which a whole group of enlightened teachers decided to do away with I-5 grades altogether, only to be forced back into the traditional system by pressure from colleagues, parents and above all the students themselves. "Yes, yes," was the typical response to attempts at profiled assessments, "that's all very interesting, but what does it really mean? Am I a "5" in English or not?"

So, what can we do? Well, here are some suggestions:

(a) Change the whole system - No, I'm not crazy: sooner or later the subjective single grade will be replaced by objective standards and some sort of profile-based system, but it won't happen unless we start it off - not by violent revolution, but by showing that profiled assessment can work and by creating a "critical mass" of sensible people within our profession who want change and are prepared to push (or even fight, a little) to get it. Which will take years, if not generations, so meanwhile ...

(b) Try to make the present system as meaningful as possible. Establish (or, better still, negotiate with your students, if they can handle it) a series of "sub-grades", decide how they are going to be weighted and how you are going to convert them into a final "super-grade" for the whole term. If the idea of creating a complete profiled assessment system from scratch alarms you (as it certainly alarms me!), then try it out in one particular area first. Written compositions are a good place to start: get your students (and yourself) used to the idea that each essay will receive three grades, one for "Accuracy" (of syntax, spelling etc.), one for "Breadth" (of vocabulary, appropriately complex sentence structure etc.) and one for "Content" (relevance, completeness, organisation etc.). Modify the system, altering or adding categories, until it seems to work, then move on to another area.

(c) Keep it all public and accountable: once you have established a system, apply it consistently and fairly, so that your students know where they stand. Make sure that they (and, if possible, their parents) understand your system: why you invented it, what it means and how it works. And always give your students all their sub-grades, not just the final sums.

(d) Don't work alone: get colleagues (including teachers of other languages and subjects) interested in the idea. Ask them to try out your system in their classes, to tell you how it works and to suggest improvements. Try to standardise your judgements by double-marking some written assignments and comparing the results, or by sitting in on each others' classes and discussing oral grades for individual students. With a little luck (and quite a lot of hard work) you could reach a common grading policy for the whole school.

(e) Supplement grades with more information where necessary. If you use a sub-grade system, you will already be giving students regular feedback in several areas; but numbers are always a bit "cold"': written comments (like the "essay remarks" above) are sometimes kinder and more helpful, and can include or lead to a genuine exchange of opinions - real Communicative Language Teaching!

GOOD LUCK!
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