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EDI BENEFITS OF ALTERNATIVE GRADING SYSTEMS IN
UNDERGRADUATE LINGUISTICS COURSES

Our classes aren't the only things going on in our students' lives, and their other
obligations are not always perfectly compatible with the structure, the schedule, and
the hidden curriculum of higher education. However, the routine of students asking
for exceptions and extensions can wear down both student and instructor. A system
which removes this stressor would certainly be welcomed by many, but comes with
many questions. How can you incentivize students to keep up with the material
without enforcing deadlines? How can difficult assignments be made less stressful
without sacrificing learning? Is there a way to let students get a second chance at a
concept if they couldn’t complete their first attempt, especially if their progress has
been disrupted by things out of their control? This talk will discuss some emerging
alternative grading systems which tackle some of these questions in the context of
core Linguistics courses (e.g., semantics, syntax). We will focus primarily on two
variations of Skills-Based Grading – a system which centers the course and the final
grade around students mastering the “skills” taught in the course. Importantly,
students are allowed to demonstrate mastery over those skills any time before the
end of the course, and every assignment merely offers an opportunity to
demonstrate one or more skills. There is no penalty for missing or underperforming
on assignments due to external setbacks, such as illness, grief, global pandemics, or
familial obligations, because, until the final exam, there is always another chance to
try again. This leniency is particularly beneficial to students facing structural and
institutional disadvantages, such as first generation students, transfer students,
students with disabilities, and minority groups, who may be more likely to
experience external stressors that lead to temporary setbacks.
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