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WHY STANDARDS BASED GRADING?

For the past 20+ years, I have been in the
professional business of consulting on issues
related to communicating student achievement —
especially grading and reporting. Of particular
interest to me is the topic of standards-based
grading; I developed eight guidelines for
standards-based grading and eleven guidelines
for standards-based reporting and am acknowledged to be one of a small group of leading
experts on how to grade and report eﬀectively.
In the following white paper, I explain a scenario
from my personal experience that helped inspire
me to research, write, and consult on this topic.
In 1995, about ﬁve weeks into my son’s ﬁrst semester

Parent-teacher conferences were limited to seven

as a high school junior, I attended a parent-teacher

minutes, and about ﬁve and a half minutes were

conference with his science teacher. I was handed a

spent talking about the subject grade. I suggested

computer grading printout as an interim report card,

that the overall grade should be much higher as

which included the following information:

most of the scores were 80%-90% — with two at
100% — but the teacher stood behind the precise

Task
Tests 50%
Symbols
Matter
Reactions
Daily Work 25%
Assignment
Homework
Homework
Atom quiz
Moles quiz
Homework
Lab Work 25%
MP/BP
Separation
Reactions
Periodicity Check
Science Grade

Total Possible

Percentage

calculation of the grade at 68.2%. Our conversation
was not productive, and, in the end, we agreed to
disagree. We then spent a minute and a half talking

16/20
0/68
35/50

80%
0%
70%

about what the details showed about my son’s
strengths and weaknesses in the class. This was a
more productive discussion as we identiﬁed that his

10/10
9/10
9/10
9/10
5/8
9/10

18/20
20/24
7/10
10/10

100%
90%
90%
90%
62.5%
90%

90%
83.3%
70%
100%
68.2%

daily work was very good (except for one quiz), his
labs were strong, and his variable test performance
pointed to a need for better preparation (and attendance) for tests.

Now — twenty-two years later in a standards-based classroom — this scenario
plays out much diﬀerently. We use data/
evidence of student achievement to more
eﬀectively communicate student learning.
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The teacher’s grade book would be organized by standards, and practice/learning activities would be separated from assessments of learning. For this example, I have included three labs as summative assessments, although labs are
often learning activities and not assessments of learning.

“If I had been
handed this
grade book,
I would have
a much
richer picture
of my son’s
learning”

If I had been handed this grade book, I would have a much richer picture of my
son’s learning in Science. I would know that:
1. He was excelling in three standards (Separation, Moles and Scientiﬁc
Inquiry) although he had diﬃculty with two of them at the beginning and
was inconsistent in the third
2. He was approaching proﬁciency in Reactions
3. His understanding of Symbols was inconsistent, but the teacher may not
have provided enough summative assessment opportunities to make a
summary judgment
4. His understanding of Matter was also inconsistent, and the teacher could
not make an accurate summary judgment because he had missed a
critical summative assessment
5. If a subject grade were required, his current grade would be an “I” for
Incomplete because he had provided insuﬃcient evidence for one standard
The teacher would also have told me that he was doing well with daily work
(including homework), but formative assessments were not included in his grade
as they received only descriptive feedback, not scores.
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“...the focus
is on what
the student
is learning
rather than
how much
the student
is doing”

A standards-based reporting approach, such as I’ve described, oﬀers a more
comprehensive assessment of a student’s actual learning. Danielle L. Iamarino
sums up its eﬀectiveness, noting that standards-based grading “takes aim both at
mediocrity in the classroom and inaccurateness in the grade book, attempting to
reinvigorate education by encouraging teachers to implement more accurate
methods of evaluation—methods that hold students accountable not for earning
points, which often do not represent learning achievements so much as students’
ability to follow a set of rules, but for actual mastery of the subjects taught to
them.”1
As further evidence of the superiority of standards-based grading in terms of
focusing on learning, Jeanetta Jones Miller explains in “A Better Grading System:
Standards-Based, Student-Centered Assessment,” that “when the goal is mastery
of standards, it doesn’t matter that students might not complete exactly the same
assignments or exactly the same number of assignments because the focus is on
what the student is learning rather than how much the student is doing.”2

It is also necessary to note that if my son had provided one more piece of evidence
for Matter, a letter grade for science could be determined using a logic rule. If, as a
result of that evidence, the grade for Matter was a 3 or a 4, the science grade
should be a B. If, as a result of that evidence, the grade for Matter was a 2, the
science grade should be a C. If, as a result of that evidence, the grade for Matter
was a 1, the science grade should be an F.
T.R. Guskey argues for eliminating percentage grades and instead using an integer
system of 0-4. “In such a system,” he says, “improving from a failing grade to a
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passing grade means moving from 0 to 1, not from 0 to 60 or 65. An integer
system makes a recovery possible for students. It also helps make grades more
accurate reﬂections of what students have learned and accomplished in school.”3
If my son’s school had used PowerSchool, this information would be readily
available – in real time – to students and parents. PowerSchool’s PowerTeacher
Pro web-based grade book is the gold standard in standards-based grading, and it
is also optimized for traditional grading, so you never have to struggle to align
grading methods. Teachers can seamlessly manage all tasks in the classroom
including grading, attendance, assignments, and measuring student achievement
with student data easily available.

For further
explanation
of these four
conditions of
eﬀective grades,
see
Ken O’Connor’s

The School
Leader’s Guide
to Grading4.

To communicate student learning eﬀectively to those who have a right to know
about a student’s achievement, the information needs to be:

ACCURATE
because important decisions are based on grades and if they are going to
be good decisions accuracy is essential

CONSISTENT
because it should not be a matter of chance whether a student is in
teacher x or teacher Y's class

MEANINGFUL
because grades need to be based on and give information about the
standards/learning goals

SUPPORTIVE OF LEARNING
because school needs to be about learning not just the accumulation
of points
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In the standards-based approach shown here, the grades are accurate because they:
• Are only from achievement with no behaviors mixed in and no extra credit or penalties
• Aren’t determined by calculation that goes against what is taught in grade ﬁve math classes with regard
to averaging and the use of zeros
• Are based on a limited number of high-quality summative assessments
• Are criterion-referenced and the more recent evidence is emphasized in determining the grade

The grades are consistent because they are based on:
• Clearly described and understood performance standards that have a limited number of levels
• Public, published transparent procedures that require teachers to used shared practices

The grades are meaningful because they:
• Are based on the standards/learning goals
• Provide a proﬁle of each student’s strengths and areas for improvement
• Provide grades for standards with (hopefully) limited use of grades for subjects

The grades are supportive of learning because:
• Grades are de-emphasized, and instead, descriptive feedback and self-assessment are what matters
most in the standards-based class room
• Grades are determined primarily from a limited number of high-quality summative assessments
• Students are allowed to not ‘get it’ and make mistakes or take risks early in the learning process as the
formative assessments are not included in the determination of grades
• The more recent evidence is emphasized in determining the grade
• Students are involved and invested in all aspects of the assessment and learning process, including
communicating about their learning through student-involved or student-led conferences

5 of 7

PowerSchool.com | 877-873-1550

WHY STANDARDS BASED GRADING?

CONCLUSION
Standards-based grading uses data/evidence of student achievement to
eﬀectively communicate student learning by providing more than a single
letter grade for each subject. Subject grades do not enhance communication,
but instead actually reduce its eﬀectiveness because the focus is inevitably on
the subject grade and not the rich body of evidence that provides a comprehensive picture of the child as a learner.

When grades are based on standards (not assessment
methods as in the ﬁrst example), they provide a proﬁle of
each student’s strengths and weaknesses, and this can be
used to plan the next steps in learning far more eﬀectively
than single subject letter grades.

Ken O'Connor, a.k.a. The Grade Doctor
Ken O’Connor is widely recognized as an industry expert in grading practices
in K-12 education and specializes in issues related to the communication of
student achievement, especially grading and reporting. Ken enjoyed a 23-year
teaching career and was the Curriculum Coordinator responsible for Student
Assessment and Evaluation and Geography for the Scarborough (Ontario)
Board of Education. Through books, articles, presentations and working with
small groups Ken helps individuals, schools, and school districts to improve
communication about student achievement. Ken has an M.Ed. from the
University of Toronto as well as a B.A. (Hon) and a Diploma of Education from
the University of Melbourne.

Opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and not necessarily those of PowerSchool.
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