
How I grade regular math assignments … 
 

I expect you to do every problem on every assignment before you get to class. If you should come 

across a problem on which you are absolutely unable to make a valid attempt (and that means every part 

of problems which have more than one part), you can instead write an explanation. 

 

That explanation must include 

1. a description of what you do and do not understand about that problem and other problems of that 

type, and 

2. particular questions you need answered so that you can do the problem. 

 

Here’s an example. I got it from an SAT review book. 

A solution is made by mixing a quarts of pure salt with b quarts of water. What is the percent 

solution of the salt? 

 

You have no clue. Here’s what you write: 

I know how to find a percentage — if there were 12 quarts of salt and 100 quarts of 
water, that’s 12% salt, right? But how do you do that with variables? And in my example, 
I’m not sure whether I should really do 12 divided by 100, or maybe 12 divided by 112 — whether 
I’m supposed to put the amounts together or not. Am I supposed to total up the salt and 
the water? How do you do the division with variables? 

 

You’ll notice that this explanation is longer than just working the problem if you knew what to do. You 

also might have noticed that the example given is not worked quite right. But the explanation restates the 

idea of the problem and tells both what the student does and does not understand. 

 

So why am I making you do this? By the time you’ve written an explanation like that, you know pretty 

much what to ask about, and have thought about how to use that information to get an answer. You ask 

me, you ask another student, you ask your older sister … and it also shows me where your lack of 

understanding is, which helps me both address your problems in comprehension and to assess overall 

what I might need to make clearer to the class. 

 

In the past, most (maybe all) of you have turned in a math assignment in some class in which next to one 

of the problem numbers, you have written a big ? and moved on. But that doesn’t let the teacher see 

into your thought processes. 

 

So, now that I’ve settled how to do the assignments, on to the part you really care about — the grading. 

Each of these ordinary assignments will be worth 10 points. Yes, I know that makes the longer ones 

count the same as the shorter ones. And I don’t care. Think of it as a gift that occasionally the 

assignments are shorter. To earn those 10 points, you have to get the problems completed on time. 

 

At the very beginning of class, as soon as the bell rings, and before I stop to take roll or answer your 

questions or even walk over to turn off the music, you’ll have your assignment on top of your desk for 

me to look at. That means not in your notebook or in your textbook or at the bottom of your book bag. 

On your desk. On TOP. Where I can see it. 

 



I’ll walk around with my thumbs up rubber stamp, in an order that will change from day to day. If you 

have attempted all of the assigned problems, you get two thumbs up stamps. If you have done at least 

half of the assignment, but have not completed it, you get one thumb up, and one thumb down. (After 

much thought, I have figured out how to do this without purchasing a second stamp.) And if you have 

less than half done, you get no stamps. I won’t wait for you to dig out the work. It’s your responsibility 

to be ready to go. 

 

Each thumbs up on the assignment is worth 3 points. Two stamps is already 6/10. The other four points 

are based on whether you get correct answers to problems that I spot check. Does this mean that you 

might lose a point if you wrote an explanation of what you didn’t understand? Yep. But you’d lose three 

points if you didn’t do the explanation, because you’d be one thumb down. And what if you get the 

work in late without an assignment pass? No stamps for you — your maximum possible score is 4/10. 

 

After I’ve checked for completion, we can discuss some of the problems before you turn in the 

assignments (provided there’s time for that, which is almost always). But the completion check is 

FIRST, and it’s RIGHT AWAY. 

 

Note that the point values above are only for ordinary homework assignments. Those do not apply to IB 

internal assessment assignments or longer worksheets worth more points. On those, I will probably still 

use the thumb to indicate whether you have completed the work before you get to class. You’ll know 

when it’s an assignment that works differently. 


