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 Shows how to communicate with parents, students, and other stakeholders about changes 

 Illustrates how to achieve grading consistency without increasing teachers' workloads or 
violating their professional autonomy 
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 “A very well-written, well-researched work with excellent documentation. It is obvious the contributors are 
experts and have the ability to communicate their expertise well.” 

—Randy Cook, Chemistry and Physics Teacher 
Tri County High School, Morley, MI 

 
 
“The book combines research, critical issues, and creative solutions in a concise and easy-to-read manner. While 
there is little doubt that educators today face a myriad of critical issues, this book allows educators to believe that 
they can be agents of change for students and for the profession.” 

—Sammie Novack, Vice Principal 
Curran Middle School, Bakersfield, CA 

 
 
“Anyone with authority and influence over student grading policies should read this book. Educators have to be 
courageous and confront the inherent problems of traditional grading practices that are not working and that are 
harmful to students. Doing so requires a proactive approach to problem solving, which this book exemplifies.” 

—Paul Young, Science Department Coordinator 
Penn Manor High School, Millersville, PA 
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GRADING AND REPORTING QUESTIONNAIRE 
© Thomas R. Guskey 

 
Name (Optional) __________________________      Grade Level ________________ 

Years of Teaching Experience _______________       Subject(s) __________________ 
 
Directions:  Please read each question carefully, think about your response, and  

  answer each as honestly as you can. 
 

1. What do you believe are the major reasons we use report cards and assign grades to 
students’ work? 

   a. __________________________________________________________________ 
   b. __________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Ideally, what purposes do you believe report cards or grades should serve? 

   a. __________________________________________________________________ 
   b. __________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Although classes certainly differ, on average, what percent of the students in your 

classes receive the following grades: 
 
      A ____        B ____        C ____        D ____        E or F ____ 
 
4. What would you consider an ideal distribution of grades (in percent) in your classes? 
 
      A ____        B ____        C ____        D ____        E or F ____ 
 
5. The current grading system in many schools uses the following combination of letter 

grades, percentages, and/or categories: 
 
      A        100% - 90%        Excellent    Exceptional 
      B          89% - 80%          Good     Proficient 
      C          79% - 70%        Average     Basic 
      D          69% - 60%           Poor     Below Basic 
      E or F     59% -          Failing 
 
     If you could make any changes in this system, what would they be? 

 a. ______________________________________________________________ 
     ______________________________________________________________ 
 b. ______________________________________________________________ 
     ______________________________________________________________ 
 

6. Is there an established, uniform grading policy in your school or district? 

 Yes _____       No _____       I don’t know _____ 
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    How well would you say you understand those policies? 

 Not at all   Somewhat    Very well 

       1 ------------ 2 ------------ 3 ------------ 4 ------------ 5 
 
 
7. Grades and other reporting systems serve a variety of purposes.  Based on your beliefs, rank 

order the following purposes from 1 (Most important) to 6 (Least important). 
 
   ___ Communicate information to parents about students’ achievement and performance in 

school 

   ___ Provide information to students for self-evaluation 

   ___ Select, identify, or group students for certain educational programs (Honor classes, etc.) 

   ___ Provide incentives for students to learn 

   ___ Document students' performance to evaluate the effectiveness of school programs 

   ___ Provide evidence of students' lack of effort or inappropriate responsibility 
 
 
8. Teachers use a variety of elements in determining students' grades.  Among those listed 

below, please indicate those that you use and about what percent (%) each contributes to 
students’ grades. 

      ___ Major examinations       ___ Oral presentations 

      ___ Major compositions       ___ Homework completion 

      ___ Unit tests        ___ Homework quality 

      ___ Class quizzes        ___ Class participation 

      ___ Reports or projects       ___ Work habits and neatness 

      ___ Student portfolios       ___ Effort put forth 

      ___ Exhibits of students’ work      ___ Class attendance 

      ___ Laboratory projects       ___ Punctuality of assignments 

      ___ Students’ notebooks or journals     ___ Class behavior or attitude 

      ___ Classroom observations      ___ Progress made 

   ___ Other (Describe) ______________________________________ 

   ___ Other (Describe) ______________________________________ 
 
 
9. What are the most positive aspects of report cards and the process of assigning grades? 

       _____________________________________________________________________ 
       _____________________________________________________________________ 
       _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

10. What do you like least about report cards and the process of assigning grades? 

       _____________________________________________________________________ 
       _____________________________________________________________________ 
       _____________________________________________________________________ 
 



Grading Formulae:  What Grade Do Students Deserve? 
© Thomas R. Guskey 

 
    The table below shows the performance of seven students over five instructional units.  Also 
shown are the summary scores and grades for these students calculated by three different 
methods:  (1) the simple arithmetic average of unit scores, (2) the median or middle score from 
the five units, and (3) the arithmetic average, deleting the lowest unit score in the group. 
    Consider, too, the following explanations for these score patterns: 
 
 
Student 1 struggled in the early part of the 

marking period but continued to work 
hard, improved in each unit, and did 
excellently in unit 5. 

Student 2 began with excellent performance 
in unit 1 but then lost motivation, 
declined steadily during the marking 
period, and received a failing mark for 
unit 5. 

Student 3 performed steadily throughout the 
marking period, receiving three B’s and 
two C’s, all near the B – C cut-score. 

 

Student 4 began the marking period poorly, 
failing the first two units, but with 
newfound interest performed excellently 
in units 3, 4, and 5. 

Student 5 began the marking period 
excellently, but then lost interest and 
failed the last two units. 

Student 6 skipped school (unexcused 
absence) during the first unit, but 
performed excellently in every other unit. 

Student 7 performed excellently in the first 
four units, but was caught cheating on 
the assessment for unit 5, resulting in a 
score of zero for that unit. 

 
 

Summary Grades Tallied by Three Different Methods 
Student Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 Unit 4 Unit 5 Average 

Score 
Grade Median 

Score 
Grade Deleting 

Lowest 
Grade 

1 59 69 79 89 99 79.0 C 79.0 C 84.0 B 
2 99 89 79 69 59 79.0 C 79.0 C 84.0 B 
3 77 80 80 78 80 79.0 C 80.0 B 79.5 C 
4 49 49 98 99 100 79.0 C 98.0 A 86.5 B 
5 100 99 98 49 49 79.0 C 98.0 A 86.5 B 
6 0 98 98 99 100 79.0 C 98.0 A 98.8 A 
7 100 99 98 98 0 79.0 C 98.0 A 98.8 A 

 

  Grading standards:   90%  – 100%    =  A 
          80%  –   89%    =  B 
          70%  –   79%    =  C 
          60%  –   69%    =  D 
                   –   59%    =  F 
 

Questions:  Which grading method is best?  Which is fairest? 
  What grade does each student deserve? 
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judgments of students’ learning progress and culminatingjudgments of students’ learning progress and culminating
achievement in relation to the learning goals or standards.achievement in relation to the learning goals or standards.

Crucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development Questions

1.1. What is the purpose of the report card?What is the purpose of the report card?

2.2. How often will report cards be completed and sent home?How often will report cards be completed and sent home?

3.3. Will a specific report card be developed for each grade level, or will a Will a specific report card be developed for each grade level, or will a 
more general report card be used across several grade levels?more general report card be used across several grade levels?

1.1. What is the purpose of the report card?What is the purpose of the report card?

2.2. How often will report cards be completed and sent home?How often will report cards be completed and sent home?

3.3. Will a specific report card be developed for each grade level, or will a Will a specific report card be developed for each grade level, or will a 
more general report card be used across several grade levels?more general report card be used across several grade levels?more general report card be used across several grade levels?more general report card be used across several grade levels?

4.4. How many standards will be included for each subject area or course?How many standards will be included for each subject area or course?

5.5. What specific standards will be reported at each grade level or in each What specific standards will be reported at each grade level or in each 
course?course?

6.6. Will standards be set for the grade level or each marking period?Will standards be set for the grade level or each marking period?

7.7. What product, process, and progress standards should be reported?What product, process, and progress standards should be reported?

more general report card be used across several grade levels?more general report card be used across several grade levels?

4.4. How many standards will be included for each subject area or course?How many standards will be included for each subject area or course?

5.5. What specific standards will be reported at each grade level or in each What specific standards will be reported at each grade level or in each 
course?course?

6.6. Will standards be set for the grade level or each marking period?Will standards be set for the grade level or each marking period?

7.7. What product, process, and progress standards should be reported?What product, process, and progress standards should be reported?

Crucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development QuestionsCrucial Development Questions

8.8. How many levels of performance will be reported for each How many levels of performance will be reported for each 
standard?standard?

9.9. How will the levels be labeled?How will the levels be labeled?

10.10. Will teachers’ comments be included and encouraged?Will teachers’ comments be included and encouraged?

8.8. How many levels of performance will be reported for each How many levels of performance will be reported for each 
standard?standard?

9.9. How will the levels be labeled?How will the levels be labeled?

10.10. Will teachers’ comments be included and encouraged?Will teachers’ comments be included and encouraged?10.10. Will teachers  comments be included and encouraged?Will teachers  comments be included and encouraged?

11.11. How will information be arranged on the report?How will information be arranged on the report?

12.12. What are parents expected to do with this information?What are parents expected to do with this information?

13.13. What are students expected to do with this information?What are students expected to do with this information?

14.14. What policies need to accompany the new reporting What policies need to accompany the new reporting 
procedures?procedures?

15.15. When should input of parents and/or students be sought?When should input of parents and/or students be sought?

10.10. Will teachers  comments be included and encouraged?Will teachers  comments be included and encouraged?

11.11. How will information be arranged on the report?How will information be arranged on the report?

12.12. What are parents expected to do with this information?What are parents expected to do with this information?

13.13. What are students expected to do with this information?What are students expected to do with this information?

14.14. What policies need to accompany the new reporting What policies need to accompany the new reporting 
procedures?procedures?

15.15. When should input of parents and/or students be sought?When should input of parents and/or students be sought?



Challenges in DeterminingChallenges in Determining
Graduated Levels of Student PerformanceGraduated Levels of Student Performance

Challenges in DeterminingChallenges in Determining
Graduated Levels of Student PerformanceGraduated Levels of Student Performance

1 . Levels of Understanding / Quality1 . Levels of Understanding / Quality
ModestModest BeginningBeginning NoviceNovice UnsatisfactoryUnsatisfactory
IntermediateIntermediate ProgressingProgressing ApprenticeApprentice Needs ImprovementNeeds Improvement
ProficientProficient AdequateAdequate ProficientProficient SatisfactorySatisfactory
SuperiorSuperior ExemplaryExemplary DistinguishedDistinguished OutstandingOutstanding

2.  Level of Mastery / Proficiency2.  Level of Mastery / Proficiency
Below BasicBelow Basic Below StandardBelow Standard PrePre--EmergentEmergent IncompleteIncomplete
BasicBasic Approaching StandardApproaching Standard EmergingEmerging LimitedLimited
ProficientProficient Meets StandardMeets Standard AcquiringAcquiring PartialPartial

1 . Levels of Understanding / Quality1 . Levels of Understanding / Quality
ModestModest BeginningBeginning NoviceNovice UnsatisfactoryUnsatisfactory
IntermediateIntermediate ProgressingProgressing ApprenticeApprentice Needs ImprovementNeeds Improvement
ProficientProficient AdequateAdequate ProficientProficient SatisfactorySatisfactory
SuperiorSuperior ExemplaryExemplary DistinguishedDistinguished OutstandingOutstanding

2.  Level of Mastery / Proficiency2.  Level of Mastery / Proficiency
Below BasicBelow Basic Below StandardBelow Standard PrePre--EmergentEmergent IncompleteIncomplete
BasicBasic Approaching StandardApproaching Standard EmergingEmerging LimitedLimited
ProficientProficient Meets StandardMeets Standard AcquiringAcquiring PartialPartialProficientProficient Meets Standard Meets Standard AcquiringAcquiring PartialPartial
AdvancedAdvanced Exceeds StandardExceeds Standard ExtendingExtending ThoroughThorough

3. Frequency of Display3. Frequency of Display
RarelyRarely NeverNever
OccasionallyOccasionally SeldomSeldom
FrequentlyFrequently UsuallyUsually
ConsistentlyConsistently AlwaysAlways

4. Degree of Effectiveness4. Degree of Effectiveness 5. Evidence of Accomplishment5. Evidence of Accomplishment
IneffectiveIneffective PoorPoor Little or No EvidenceLittle or No Evidence
Moderately EffectiveModerately Effective AcceptableAcceptable Partial EvidencePartial Evidence
Highly EffectiveHighly Effective ExcellentExcellent Sufficient EvidenceSufficient Evidence

Extensive EvidenceExtensive Evidence

ProficientProficient Meets Standard Meets Standard AcquiringAcquiring PartialPartial
AdvancedAdvanced Exceeds StandardExceeds Standard ExtendingExtending ThoroughThorough

3. Frequency of Display3. Frequency of Display
RarelyRarely NeverNever
OccasionallyOccasionally SeldomSeldom
FrequentlyFrequently UsuallyUsually
ConsistentlyConsistently AlwaysAlways

4. Degree of Effectiveness4. Degree of Effectiveness 5. Evidence of Accomplishment5. Evidence of Accomplishment
IneffectiveIneffective PoorPoor Little or No EvidenceLittle or No Evidence
Moderately EffectiveModerately Effective AcceptableAcceptable Partial EvidencePartial Evidence
Highly EffectiveHighly Effective ExcellentExcellent Sufficient EvidenceSufficient Evidence

Extensive EvidenceExtensive Evidence

NarrativesNarrativesNarrativesNarratives
 Advantages:Advantages:

1. Clear Description of Progress and Achievement1. Clear Description of Progress and Achievement
2 Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription2 Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription

 Advantages:Advantages:
1. Clear Description of Progress and Achievement1. Clear Description of Progress and Achievement
2 Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription2 Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription2. Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription2. Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription

 Disadvantages:Disadvantages:
1. Extremely Time1. Extremely Time--Consuming for Teachers to DevelopConsuming for Teachers to Develop
2. May Not Communicate Appropriateness of Progress2. May Not Communicate Appropriateness of Progress
3. Comments Often Become Standardized3. Comments Often Become Standardized

2. Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription2. Useful for Diagnosis and Prescription

 Disadvantages:Disadvantages:
1. Extremely Time1. Extremely Time--Consuming for Teachers to DevelopConsuming for Teachers to Develop
2. May Not Communicate Appropriateness of Progress2. May Not Communicate Appropriateness of Progress
3. Comments Often Become Standardized3. Comments Often Become Standardized

Methods can be Methods can be CombinedCombined
to Enhance their to Enhance their 

Communicative Value !Communicative Value !

Methods can be Methods can be CombinedCombined
to Enhance their to Enhance their 

Communicative Value !Communicative Value !

Grades with CommentsGrades with Comments are are 
better thanbetter than Grades AloneGrades Alone!!

Grades with CommentsGrades with Comments are are 
better thanbetter than Grades AloneGrades Alone!!

Grade  Grade  Standard CommentStandard Comment
AA Excellent ! Keep it upExcellent ! Keep it up

Grade  Grade  Standard CommentStandard Comment
AA Excellent ! Keep it upExcellent ! Keep it upAA Excellent !  Keep it up.Excellent !  Keep it up.
BB Good work.  Keep at it.Good work.  Keep at it.
CC Perhaps try to do still better?Perhaps try to do still better?
DD Let’s bring this up.Let’s bring this up.
FF Let’s raise this grade !Let’s raise this grade !

AA Excellent !  Keep it up.Excellent !  Keep it up.
BB Good work.  Keep at it.Good work.  Keep at it.
CC Perhaps try to do still better?Perhaps try to do still better?
DD Let’s bring this up.Let’s bring this up.
FF Let’s raise this grade !Let’s raise this grade !

From:  Page, E. B. (1958).  Teacher comments and student performanceFrom:  Page, E. B. (1958).  Teacher comments and student performance: A : A seventyseventy--four four 
classroom experiment in school motivation. classroom experiment in school motivation. Journal Journal of Educational Psychologyof Educational Psychology, , 4949, 173, 173--181. 181. 
From:  Page, E. B. (1958).  Teacher comments and student performanceFrom:  Page, E. B. (1958).  Teacher comments and student performance: A : A seventyseventy--four four 
classroom experiment in school motivation. classroom experiment in school motivation. Journal Journal of Educational Psychologyof Educational Psychology, , 4949, 173, 173--181. 181. 

Solution:Solution:Solution:Solution:
1.1. DetermineDetermine the Purpose of eachthe Purpose of each

Grading and Reporting Tool.Grading and Reporting Tool.
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1.1. DetermineDetermine the Purpose of eachthe Purpose of each
Grading and Reporting Tool.Grading and Reporting Tool.

22 S l tS l t th M t A i tth M t A i t2.2. Select Select the Most Appropriatethe Most Appropriate
Method for Each Tool.Method for Each Tool.

3.3. Develop a Develop a MultiMulti--Faceted,Faceted,
Comprehensive ReportingComprehensive Reporting

System!System!

2.2. Select Select the Most Appropriatethe Most Appropriate
Method for Each Tool.Method for Each Tool.

3.3. Develop a Develop a MultiMulti--Faceted,Faceted,
Comprehensive ReportingComprehensive Reporting

System!System!

#3 #3 Grading andGrading and
Reporting WillReporting Will

Always Always InvolveInvolve

#3 #3 Grading andGrading and
Reporting WillReporting Will

Always Always InvolveInvolveAlways Always InvolveInvolve
Some Degree ofSome Degree of
Subjectivity !Subjectivity !

Always Always InvolveInvolve
Some Degree ofSome Degree of
Subjectivity !Subjectivity !



In General, In General, 
Reporting is Reporting is MoreMore

Subjective:Subjective:

In General, In General, 
Reporting is Reporting is MoreMore

Subjective:Subjective:
 The More The More DetailedDetailed the Reporting Method.the Reporting Method.
 The More The More AnalyticAnalytic the Reporting Process.the Reporting Process.
 The More The More ‘Effort’  ‘Effort’  is Considered.is Considered.
 The More The More ‘Behavior’  ‘Behavior’  Influences Judgments. Influences Judgments. 

 The More The More DetailedDetailed the Reporting Method.the Reporting Method.
 The More The More AnalyticAnalytic the Reporting Process.the Reporting Process.
 The More The More ‘Effort’  ‘Effort’  is Considered.is Considered.
 The More The More ‘Behavior’  ‘Behavior’  Influences Judgments. Influences Judgments. 

However,  However,  More More 
DetailedDetailed and  and  AnalyticAnalytic

R t B ttR t B tt

However,  However,  More More 
DetailedDetailed and  and  AnalyticAnalytic

R t B ttR t B ttReports are BetterReports are Better
Learning Tools !Learning Tools !
Reports are BetterReports are Better
Learning Tools !Learning Tools !

Challenge:Challenge:Challenge:Challenge:

To BalanceTo BalanceTo BalanceTo Balance
Reporting Needs Reporting Needs 

with  with  Instructional Instructional 
PurposesPurposes

Reporting Needs Reporting Needs 
with  with  Instructional Instructional 

PurposesPurposes

#4 #4 MathematicMathematic
PrecisionPrecision

Does Does NOTNOT YieldYield

#4 #4 MathematicMathematic
PrecisionPrecision

Does Does NOTNOT YieldYield
FairerFairer or or MoreMore

ObjectiveObjective
Grading!Grading!

FairerFairer or or MoreMore
ObjectiveObjective
Grading!Grading!

Student Achievement Profiles:Student Achievement Profiles:Student Achievement Profiles:Student Achievement Profiles:
Student 1Student 1 struggled in the early part of the marking period but continued to work struggled in the early part of the marking period but continued to work 

hard, improved in each unit, and did excellently in unit 5.hard, improved in each unit, and did excellently in unit 5.

Student 2Student 2 began with excellent performance in unit 1 but then lost motivation, began with excellent performance in unit 1 but then lost motivation, 
declined steadily during the marking period, and received a failing mark for unit 5.declined steadily during the marking period, and received a failing mark for unit 5.

Student 3Student 3 performed steadily throughout the marking period, receiving three performed steadily throughout the marking period, receiving three BB’s and ’s and 
two two CC’s, all near the ’s, all near the BB –– CC cutcut--score.score.

Student 1Student 1 struggled in the early part of the marking period but continued to work struggled in the early part of the marking period but continued to work 
hard, improved in each unit, and did excellently in unit 5.hard, improved in each unit, and did excellently in unit 5.

Student 2Student 2 began with excellent performance in unit 1 but then lost motivation, began with excellent performance in unit 1 but then lost motivation, 
declined steadily during the marking period, and received a failing mark for unit 5.declined steadily during the marking period, and received a failing mark for unit 5.

Student 3Student 3 performed steadily throughout the marking period, receiving three performed steadily throughout the marking period, receiving three BB’s and ’s and 
two two CC’s, all near the ’s, all near the BB –– CC cutcut--score.score.

Student 4Student 4 began the marking period poorly, failing the first two units, but with began the marking period poorly, failing the first two units, but with 
newfound interest performed excellently in units 3, 4, and 5.newfound interest performed excellently in units 3, 4, and 5.

Student 5Student 5 began the marking period excellently, but then lost interest and failed the began the marking period excellently, but then lost interest and failed the 
last two units.last two units.

Student 6Student 6 skipped school (unexcused absence) during the first unit, but performed skipped school (unexcused absence) during the first unit, but performed 
excellently in every other unit.excellently in every other unit.

Student 7Student 7 performed excellently in the first four units, but was caught cheating on the performed excellently in the first four units, but was caught cheating on the 
assessment for unit 5, resulting in a score of zero for that unit.assessment for unit 5, resulting in a score of zero for that unit.

Student 4Student 4 began the marking period poorly, failing the first two units, but with began the marking period poorly, failing the first two units, but with 
newfound interest performed excellently in units 3, 4, and 5.newfound interest performed excellently in units 3, 4, and 5.

Student 5Student 5 began the marking period excellently, but then lost interest and failed the began the marking period excellently, but then lost interest and failed the 
last two units.last two units.

Student 6Student 6 skipped school (unexcused absence) during the first unit, but performed skipped school (unexcused absence) during the first unit, but performed 
excellently in every other unit.excellently in every other unit.

Student 7Student 7 performed excellently in the first four units, but was caught cheating on the performed excellently in the first four units, but was caught cheating on the 
assessment for unit 5, resulting in a score of zero for that unit.assessment for unit 5, resulting in a score of zero for that unit.

Grading FormulaeGrading FormulaeGrading FormulaeGrading Formulae

Student    Unit    Unit    Unit    Unit    Unit    Average    Grade    Median    Grade    Deleting    Grade
1         2         3        4          5       Score                       Score                    Lowest 

1         59     69     79     89     99      79.0        C 79.0        C 84.0         B

2         99     89     79     69     59      79.0        C 79.0        C 84.0         B

3 77 80 80 78 80 79 0 C 80 0 B 79 5 C3         77     80     80     78     80      79.0        C 80.0        B 79.5         C

4         49     49     98     99   100      79.0        C 98.0        A 86.5         B

5       100     99     98     49     49      79.0        C 98.0        A 86.5         B

6           0     98     98     99   100      79.0        C 98.0        A 98.8         A

7       100     99     98     98       0      79.0        C 98.0        A 98.8         A



Questionable Questionable 
Practices:Practices:

Questionable Questionable 
Practices:Practices:

 Averaging to Obtain Averaging to Obtain 
a Course Gradea Course Grade

 Averaging to Obtain Averaging to Obtain 
a Course Gradea Course Grade

 Giving Zeros for WorkGiving Zeros for Work
Missed or Turned in LateMissed or Turned in Late

 Taking Credit Away fromTaking Credit Away from
Students for Infractions Students for Infractions 

 Giving Zeros for WorkGiving Zeros for Work
Missed or Turned in LateMissed or Turned in Late

 Taking Credit Away fromTaking Credit Away from
Students for Infractions Students for Infractions 

Alternatives to Alternatives to AveragingAveraging
Inconsistent Evidence on Inconsistent Evidence on 

Student Learning:Student Learning:

Alternatives to Alternatives to AveragingAveraging
Inconsistent Evidence on Inconsistent Evidence on 

Student Learning:Student Learning:

 Give priority to the most recent evidenceGive priority to the most recent evidence Give priority to the most recent evidenceGive priority to the most recent evidence Give priority to the most recent evidence.Give priority to the most recent evidence.

 Give priority to the most comprehensiveGive priority to the most comprehensive
evidence.evidence.

 Give priority to evidence related to the mostGive priority to evidence related to the most
important learning goals or standards.important learning goals or standards.

 Give priority to the most recent evidence.Give priority to the most recent evidence.

 Give priority to the most comprehensiveGive priority to the most comprehensive
evidence.evidence.

 Give priority to evidence related to the mostGive priority to evidence related to the most
important learning goals or standards.important learning goals or standards.

Alternatives to Giving Alternatives to Giving Zeros Zeros ::Alternatives to Giving Alternatives to Giving Zeros Zeros ::

 Assign “I” or “Incomplete” Grades.Assign “I” or “Incomplete” Grades.
Include specific and immediate consequences. Include specific and immediate consequences. 



 Assign “I” or “Incomplete” Grades.Assign “I” or “Incomplete” Grades.
Include specific and immediate consequences. Include specific and immediate consequences. 

 Report Behavioral Aspects Separately.Report Behavioral Aspects Separately.
Separate “Product” (Achievement) from “Process” and “Progress.”Separate “Product” (Achievement) from “Process” and “Progress.”

 Change Grading Scales.Change Grading Scales.
Use Integers (A=4, B=3, C=2, …) instead of Percentages.Use Integers (A=4, B=3, C=2, …) instead of Percentages.

 Report Behavioral Aspects Separately.Report Behavioral Aspects Separately.
Separate “Product” (Achievement) from “Process” and “Progress.”Separate “Product” (Achievement) from “Process” and “Progress.”

 Change Grading Scales.Change Grading Scales.
Use Integers (A=4, B=3, C=2, …) instead of Percentages.Use Integers (A=4, B=3, C=2, …) instead of Percentages.

Grading requiresGrading requires
ThoughtfulThoughtful andand

InformedInformed

Grading requiresGrading requires
ThoughtfulThoughtful andand

InformedInformed
Professional Professional 
Judgment!Judgment!

Professional Professional 
Judgment!Judgment!

#5#5 Grades have SomeGrades have Some
Value as Value as RewardsRewards,,

NONO

#5#5 Grades have SomeGrades have Some
Value as Value as RewardsRewards,,

NONObut but NONO Value asValue as
Punishments Punishments !!

but but NONO Value asValue as
Punishments Punishments !!

Message:Message:Message:Message:

Do Not UseDo Not UseDo Not UseDo Not Use
Grades as Grades as 
Weapons !Weapons !
Grades as Grades as 
Weapons !Weapons !



#6 #6 Grading and ReportingGrading and Reporting
sshouldhould AlwaysAlways bbe donee done

iin reference ton reference to

#6 #6 Grading and ReportingGrading and Reporting
sshouldhould AlwaysAlways bbe donee done

iin reference ton reference toiin reference ton reference to
Learning CriteriaLearning Criteria ,,

Never “On The Curve”Never “On The Curve”

iin reference ton reference to
Learning CriteriaLearning Criteria ,,

Never “On The Curve”Never “On The Curve”

Grading CriteriaGrading CriteriaGrading CriteriaGrading Criteria
1. 1. ProductProduct CriteriaCriteria1. 1. ProductProduct CriteriaCriteria
2. 2. ProcessProcess CriteriaCriteria
3. 3. ProgressProgress CriteriaCriteria
2. 2. ProcessProcess CriteriaCriteria
3. 3. ProgressProgress CriteriaCriteria

1. Establish Clear Standards for Student Learning
Distinguish Product, Process, & Progress Goals

2. Does the Standard Need Adaptation? No. The student has the ability to 
achieve this standard with no changes 

Yes. The student will likely need 
adaptations to achie e this standard No change in reporting is required

Standards-Based Grading in Inclusive Classrooms
(Jung, 2009)

adaptations to achieve this standard.

3. What type of adaptation is needed?

No change in reporting is required

Accommodation
The change needed does not alter 

the grade level standard.
Modification

The standard needs to be altered.

No change in reporting is required

4. Develop Modified Standards
Write IEP goals that address the appropriate

level standards.

5. Grade on Modified Standards
Assign grades based on the modified standards
and note which standards are modified.

#7#7 Grade Distributions Reflect Grade Distributions Reflect BothBoth::#7#7 Grade Distributions Reflect Grade Distributions Reflect BothBoth::

Students’ Level ofStudents’ Level of
PerformancePerformance

Students’ Level ofStudents’ Level of
PerformancePerformance

The Quality of theThe Quality of the
TeachingTeaching

The Quality of theThe Quality of the
TeachingTeaching

#8#8 High PercentagesHigh Percentages
areare NOTNOT the same asthe same as

#8#8 High PercentagesHigh Percentages
areare NOTNOT the same asthe same asareare NOTNOT the same asthe same as

High Standards!High Standards!
areare NOTNOT the same asthe same as

High Standards!High Standards!

#9#9 Report Report 
Cards are butCards are but
One WayOne Way ofof

#9#9 Report Report 
Cards are butCards are but
One WayOne Way ofofOne WayOne Way of     of     

Communicating Communicating 
with Parents ! with Parents ! 

One WayOne Way of     of     
Communicating Communicating 
with Parents ! with Parents ! 



Forms of ReportingForms of Reporting
to Parents Include:to Parents Include:
Forms of ReportingForms of Reporting
to Parents Include:to Parents Include:

 Report CardsReport Cards
 Notes with Report CardsNotes with Report Cards
 Standardized AssessmentStandardized Assessment

 Report CardsReport Cards
 Notes with Report CardsNotes with Report Cards
 Standardized AssessmentStandardized Assessment

 Personal LettersPersonal Letters
 HomeworkHomework


 Personal LettersPersonal Letters
 HomeworkHomework
 Standardized AssessmentStandardized Assessment

ReportsReports
Weekly / MonthlyWeekly / Monthly

Progress ReportsProgress Reports
 Phone CallsPhone Calls
 School Open HousesSchool Open Houses
 NewslettersNewsletters
 EE--mailmail

 Standardized AssessmentStandardized Assessment
ReportsReports

Weekly / MonthlyWeekly / Monthly
Progress ReportsProgress Reports

 Phone CallsPhone Calls
 School Open HousesSchool Open Houses
 NewslettersNewsletters
 EE--mailmail

 Evaluated AssignmentsEvaluated Assignments
or Projectsor Projects

 Portfolios or ExhibitsPortfolios or Exhibits
 School Web PagesSchool Web Pages
 Homework HotlinesHomework Hotlines
 ParentParent--Teacher ConferencesTeacher Conferences
 StudentStudent--Led ConferencesLed Conferences

 Evaluated AssignmentsEvaluated Assignments
or Projectsor Projects

 Portfolios or ExhibitsPortfolios or Exhibits
 School Web PagesSchool Web Pages
 Homework HotlinesHomework Hotlines
 ParentParent--Teacher ConferencesTeacher Conferences
 StudentStudent--Led ConferencesLed Conferences

In Reporting to Parents:In Reporting to Parents:In Reporting to Parents:In Reporting to Parents:

1.1. Include Include Positive CommentsPositive Comments..

2.2. Describe Describe Learning Goals Learning Goals or or ExpectationsExpectations
(Incl de Samples of the St dent’s Work)(Incl de Samples of the St dent’s Work)

1.1. Include Include Positive CommentsPositive Comments..

2.2. Describe Describe Learning Goals Learning Goals or or ExpectationsExpectations
(Incl de Samples of the St dent’s Work)(Incl de Samples of the St dent’s Work)(Include Samples of the Student’s Work).(Include Samples of the Student’s Work).

3.3. Provide Provide Suggestions Suggestions on What Parentson What Parents
Can Do To Help.Can Do To Help.

4.4. Stress Stress Parents’ Role as Partners Parents’ Role as Partners in thein the
Learning Process. Learning Process. 

(Include Samples of the Student’s Work).(Include Samples of the Student’s Work).

3.3. Provide Provide Suggestions Suggestions on What Parentson What Parents
Can Do To Help.Can Do To Help.

4.4. Stress Stress Parents’ Role as Partners Parents’ Role as Partners in thein the
Learning Process. Learning Process. 

GuidelinesGuidelines
forfor

GuidelinesGuidelines
forfor

BetterBetter
PracticePractice

BetterBetter
PracticePractice

#1 #1 Begin with aBegin with a
Clear StatementClear Statement

of Purposeof Purpose

#1 #1 Begin with aBegin with a
Clear StatementClear Statement

of Purposeof Purpose
 Why Use Grading and Reporting?Why Use Grading and Reporting?

 For Whom is the InformationFor Whom is the Information
Intended?Intended?

 What are the Desired Results?What are the Desired Results?

 Why Use Grading and Reporting?Why Use Grading and Reporting?

 For Whom is the InformationFor Whom is the Information
Intended?Intended?

 What are the Desired Results?What are the Desired Results?

#2 #2 Provide Provide AccurateAccurate
and and UnderstandableUnderstandable

Descriptions ofDescriptions of
Student LearningStudent Learning

#2 #2 Provide Provide AccurateAccurate
and and UnderstandableUnderstandable

Descriptions ofDescriptions of
Student LearningStudent LearningStudent LearningStudent LearningStudent LearningStudent Learning
MoreMore a Challenge ina Challenge in

Effective CommunicationEffective Communication

 LessLess an Exercise inan Exercise in
Quantifying AchievementQuantifying Achievement

MoreMore a Challenge ina Challenge in
Effective CommunicationEffective Communication

 LessLess an Exercise inan Exercise in
Quantifying AchievementQuantifying Achievement

#3 #3 Use Grading andUse Grading and
Reporting to Reporting to EnhanceEnhance
Teaching and LearningTeaching and Learning

#3 #3 Use Grading andUse Grading and
Reporting to Reporting to EnhanceEnhance
Teaching and LearningTeaching and Learning

 Facilitate CommunicationFacilitate Communication
 Improve Efforts to Help StudentsImprove Efforts to Help Students
 Facilitate CommunicationFacilitate Communication
 Improve Efforts to Help StudentsImprove Efforts to Help Students



An Important An Important 
Distinction:Distinction:

An Important An Important 
Distinction:Distinction:

Managers know 
how to do 

Managers know 
how to do 

things right.

Leaders know
the right things 

to do!

things right.

Leaders know
the right things 

to do!

For Help or Additional Information:For Help or Additional Information:

Thomas R. Thomas R. GuskeyGuskey
College of EducationCollege of Education

For Help or Additional Information:For Help or Additional Information:

Thomas R. Thomas R. GuskeyGuskey
College of EducationCollege of Education

University of KentuckyUniversity of Kentucky
Lexington, KY  40506Lexington, KY  40506

Phone:  Phone:  859859--257257--57485748
EE--mail:  mail:  GuskeyGuskey @ uky.edu@ uky.edu

University of KentuckyUniversity of Kentucky
Lexington, KY  40506Lexington, KY  40506

Phone:  Phone:  859859--257257--57485748
EE--mail:  mail:  GuskeyGuskey @ uky.edu@ uky.edu
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Five Obstacles to Grading Reform  

Thomas R. Guskey 

Education leaders must recognize obstacles to grading reform that are rooted in 

tradition—and then meet them head on. 

Education improvement efforts over the past two decades have focused primarily on 

articulating standards for student learning, refining the way we assess students' proficiency 

on those standards, and tying results to accountability. The one element still unaligned with 

these reforms is grading and reporting. Student report cards today look much like they 

looked a century ago, listing a single grade for each subject area or course. 

Educators seeking to reform grading must combat five long-held traditions that stand as 

formidable obstacles to change. Although these traditions stem largely from 

misunderstandings about the goals of education and the purposes of grading, they remain 

ingrained in the social fabric of our society. 

Obstacle 1: Grades should provide the basis for differentiating students. 

This is one of our oldest traditions in grading. It comes from the belief that grades should 

serve to differentiate students on the basis of demonstrated talent. Students who show 

superior talent receive high grades, whereas those who display lesser talent receive lower 

grades. 

Although seemingly innocent, the implications of this belief are significant and troubling. 

Those who enter the profession of education must answer one basic, philosophical 

question: Is my purpose to select talent or develop it? The answer must be one or the other 

because there's no in-between. 

If your purpose as an educator is to select talent, then you must work to maximize the 

differences among students. In other words, on any measure of learning, you must try to 

achieve the greatest possible variation in students' scores. If students' scores on any 

measure of learning are clustered closely together, discriminating among them becomes 

difficult, perhaps even impossible. Unfortunately for students, the best means of 

maximizing differences in learning is poor teaching. Nothing does it better. 
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Assessments also play a role. Assessments used for selection purposes, such as college 

entrance examinations like the ACT and SAT, are designed to be instructionally insensitive 

(Popham, 2007). That is, if a particular concept is taught well and, as a result, most students 

answer an assessment item related to that concept correctly, it no longer discriminates 

among students and is therefore eliminated from the assessment. These types of 

assessments maximize differences among students, thus facilitating the selection process. 

If, on the other hand, your purpose as an educator is to develop talent, then you go about 

your work differently. First, you clarify what you want students to learn and be able to do. 

Then you do everything possible to ensure that all students learn those things well. If you 

succeed, there should be little or no variation in measures of student learning. All students 

are likely to attain high scores on measures of achievement, and all might receive high 

grades. If your purpose is to develop talent, this is what you strive to accomplish. 

Obstacle 2: Grade distributions should resemble a normal bell-shaped 

curve. 

The reasoning behind this belief goes as follows: If scores on intelligence tests tend to 

resemble a normal bell-shaped curve—and intelligence is clearly related to achievement—

then grade distributions should be similar. 

A true understanding of normal curve distributions, however, shows the error in this kind of 

reasoning. The normal bell-shaped curve describes the distribution of randomly occurring 

events when nothing intervenes. If we conducted an experiment on crop yield in 

agriculture, for example, we would expect the results to resemble a normal curve. A few 

fertile fields would produce a high yield; a few infertile fields would produce a low yield; 

and most would produce an average yield, clustering around the center of the distribution. 

But if we intervene in that process—say we add a fertilizer—we would hope to attain a 

very different distribution of results. Specifically, we would hope to have all fields, or 

nearly all, produce a high yield. The ideal result would be for all fields to move to the high 

end of the distribution. In fact, if the distribution of crop yield after our intervention still 

resembled a normal bell-shaped curve, that would show that our intervention had failed 

because it made no difference. 

Teaching is a similar intervention. It's a purposeful and intentional act. We engage in 

teaching to attain a specific result—that is, to have all students, or nearly all, learn well the 

things we set out to teach. And just like adding a fertilizer, if the distribution of student 

learning after teaching resembles a normal bell-shaped curve, that, too, shows the degree to 

which our intervention failed. It made no difference. 

Further, research has shown that the seemingly direct relationship between aptitude or 

intelligence and school achievement depends on instructional conditions, not a normal 

distribution curve (Hanushek, 2004; Hershberg, 2005). When the instructional quality is 

high and well matched to students' learning needs, the magnitude of the relationship 

between aptitude/intelligence and school achievement diminishes drastically and 

approaches zero (Bloom, 1976; Bloom, Madaus, & Hastings, 1981). 
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Obstacle 3: Grades should be based on students' standing among 

classmates. 

Most parents grew up in classrooms where their performance was judged against that of 

their peers. A grade of C didn't mean you had reached Step 3 in a five-step process to 

mastery or proficiency. It meant "average" or "in the middle of the class." Similarly, a high 

grade did not necessarily represent excellent learning. It simply meant that you did better 

than most of your classmates. Because most parents experienced such norm-based grading 

procedures as children, they see little reason to change them. 

But there's a problem with this approach: Grades based on students' standing among 

classmates tell us nothing about how well students have learned. In such a system, all 

students might have performed miserably, but some simply performed less miserably than 

others. 

In addition, basing grades on students' standing among classmates makes learning highly 

competitive. Students must compete with one another for the few scarce rewards (high 

grades) to be awarded by teachers. Doing well does not mean learning excellently; it means 

outdoing your classmates. Such competition damages relationships in school (Krumboltz & 

Yeh, 1996). Students are discouraged from cooperating or helping one another because 

doing so might hurt the helper's chance at success. Similarly, teachers may refrain from 

helping individual students because some students might construe this as showing 

favoritism and biasing the competition (Gray, 1993). 

Grades must always be based on clearly specified learning criteria. Those criteria should be 

rigorous, challenging, and transparent. Curriculum leaders who are working to align 

instructional programs with the newly developed common core state standards move us in 

that direction. Grades based on specific learning criteria have direct meaning; they 

communicate what they were intended to communicate. 

Obstacle 4: Poor grades prompt students to try harder. 

Although educators would prefer that motivation to learn be entirely intrinsic, evidence 

indicates that grades and other reporting methods affect student motivation and the effort 

students put forth (Cameron & Pierce, 1996). Studies show that most students view high 

grades as positive recognition of their success, and some work hard to avoid the 

consequences of low grades (Haladyna, 1999). 

At the same time, no research supports the idea that low grades prompt students to try 

harder. More often, low grades prompt students to withdraw from learning. To protect their 

self-images, many students regard the low grade as irrelevant or meaningless. Others may 

blame themselves for the low grade but feel helpless to improve (Selby & Murphy, 1992). 

Recognizing the effects on students of low grades, some schools have initiated policies that 

eliminate the use of failing grades altogether. Instead of assigning a low or failing grade, 

teachers assign an I, or incomplete, with immediate consequences. Students who receive an 

I may be required to attend a special study session that day to bring their performance up to 

an acceptable level—and no excuses are accepted. Some schools hold this session after 

regular school hours whereas others conduct it during lunchtime. 
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Such a policy typically requires additional funding for the necessary support mechanisms, 

of course. But in the long run, the investment can save money. Because this regular and 

ongoing support helps students remedy their learning difficulties before they become major 

problems, schools tend to spend less time and fewer resources in major remediation efforts 

later on (see Roderick & Camburn, 1999). 

Obstacle 5: Students should receive one grade for each subject or course. 

If someone proposed combining measures of height, weight, diet, and exercise into a single 

number or mark to represent a person's physical condition, we would consider it laughable. 

How could the combination of such diverse measures yield anything meaningful? Yet 

every day, teachers combine aspects of students' achievement, attitude, responsibility, 

effort, and behavior into a single grade that's recorded on a report card—and no one 

questions it. 

In determining students' grades, teachers typically merge scores from major exams, 

compositions, quizzes, projects, and reports, along with evidence from homework, 

punctuality in turning in assignments, class participation, work habits, and effort. 

Computerized grading programs help teachers apply different weights to each of these 

categories (Guskey, 2002a) that then are combined in idiosyncratic ways (see McMillan, 

2001; McMillan, Myran, & Workman, 2002). The result is a "hodgepodge grade" that is 

just as confounded and impossible to interpret as a "physical condition" grade that 

combined height, weight, diet, and exercise would be (Brookhart & Nitko, 2008; Cross & 

Frary, 1996). 

Recognizing that merging these diverse sources of evidence distorts the meaning of any 

grade, educators in many parts of the world today assign multiple grades. This idea 

provides the foundation for standards-based approaches to grading. In particular, educators 

distinguish product, process, and progress learning criteria (Guskey & Bailey, 2010). 

Product criteria are favored by educators who believe that the primary purpose of grading 

is to communicate summative evaluations of students' achievement and performance 

(O'Connor, 2002). In other words, they focus on what students know and are able to do at a 

particular point in time. Teachers who use product criteria typically base grades exclusively 

on final examination scores; final products (reports, projects, or exhibits); overall 

assessments; and other culminating demonstrations of learning. 

Process criteria are emphasized by educators who believe that product criteria do not 

provide a complete picture of student learning. From their perspective, grades should 

reflect not only the final results, but also how students got there. Teachers who consider 

responsibility, effort, or work habits when assigning grades use process criteria. So do 

teachers who count classroom quizzes, formative assessments, homework, punctuality of 

assignments, class participation, or attendance. 

Progress criteria are used by educators who believe that the most important aspect of 

grading is how much students gain from their learning experiences. Other names for 

progress criteria include learning gain, improvement scoring, value-added learning, and 

educational growth. Teachers who use progress criteria look at how much improvement 

students have made over a particular period of time, rather than just where they are at a 

given moment. As a result, scoring criteria may be highly individualized among students. 
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Grades might be based, for example, on the number of skills or standards in a learning 

continuum that students mastered and on the adequacy of that level of progress for each 

student. Most of the research evidence on progress criteria comes from studies of 

individualized instruction (Esty & Teppo, 1992) and special education programs (Gersten, 

Vaughn, & Brengelman, 1996; Jung & Guskey, 2010). 

After establishing explicit indicators of product, process, and progress learning criteria, 

teachers in countries that differentiate among these indicators assign separate grades to 

each indicator. In this way, they keep grades for responsibility, learning skills, effort, work 

habits, or learning progress distinct from assessments of achievement and performance 

(Guskey, 2002b; Stiggins, 2008). The intent is to provide a more accurate and 

comprehensive picture of what students accomplish in school. 

Although schools in the United States are just beginning to catch on to the idea of separate 

grades for product, process, and progress criteria, many Canadian educators have used the 

practice for years (Bailey & McTighe, 1996). Each marking period, teachers in these 

schools assign an achievement grade on the basis of the student's performance on projects, 

assessments, and other demonstrations of learning. Often expressed as a letter grade or 

percentage (A = advanced, B = proficient, C = basic, D = needs improvement, F = 

unsatisfactory), this achievement grade represents the teacher's judgment of the student's 

level of performance relative to explicit learning goals established for the subject area or 

course. Computations of grade-point averages and class ranks are based solely on these 

achievement or "product" grades. 

In addition, teachers assign separate grades for homework, class participation, punctuality 

of assignments, effort, learning progress, and the like. Because these factors usually relate 

to specific student behaviors, most teachers record numerical marks for each (4 = 

consistently; 3 = usually; 2 = sometimes; and 1 = rarely). To clarify a mark's meaning, 

teachers often identify specific behavioral indicators. For example, these might be the 

indicators for a homework mark:  

 4 = All homework assignments are completed and turned in on time. 

 3 = There are one or two missing or incomplete homework assignments. 

 2 = There are three to five missing or incomplete homework assignments. 

 1 = There are numerous missing or incomplete homework assignments. 

Teachers sometimes think that reporting multiple grades will increase their grading 

workload. But those who use the procedure claim that it actually makes grading easier and 

less work (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011a). Teachers gather the same evidence on student 

learning that they did before, but they no longer worry about how to weigh or combine that 

evidence in calculating an overall grade. As a result, they avoid irresolvable arguments 

about the appropriateness or fairness of various weighting strategies. 

Reporting separate grades for product, process, and progress criteria also makes grading 

more meaningful. Grades for academic achievement reflect precisely that—academic 

achievement—and not some confusing amalgamation that's impossible to interpret and that 

rarely presents a true picture of students' proficiency (Guskey, 2002a). Teachers also 

indicate that students take homework more seriously when it's reported separately. Parents 

favor the practice because it provides a more comprehensive profile of their child's 

performance in school (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011b). 
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The key to success in reporting multiple grades, however, rests in the clear specification of 

indicators related to product, process, and progress criteria. Teachers must be able to 

describe how they plan to evaluate students' achievement, attitude, effort, behavior, and 

progress. Then they must clearly communicate these criteria to students, parents, and 

others. 

No More "We've Always Done It That Way" 

Challenging these traditions will not be easy. They've been a part of our education 

experiences for so long that they usually go unquestioned, despite the fact that they are 

ineffective and potentially harmful to students. 

Education leaders who challenge these traditions must be armed with thoughtful, research-

based alternatives. You can't go forward with only passionately argued opinions. To 

succeed in tearing down old traditions, you must have new traditions to take their place. 

This means that education leaders must be familiar with the research on grading and what 

works best for students so they can propose more meaningful policies and practices that 

support learning and enhance students' perceptions of themselves as learners. Leaders who 

have the courage to challenge the traditional approach and the conviction to press for 

thoughtful, positive reforms are likely to see remarkable results. 
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from the lack of formal training teachers receive 
on grading and reporting. Most teachers have scant 
knowledge of various grading methods, the advan-
tages and shortcomings of each, or the effects of dif-
ferent grading policies on students. As a result, most 
simply replicate what they experienced as students. 
Because the nature of these experiences widely vary, 
so do the grading practices and policies teachers em-
ploy. Rarely do these policies and practices refl ect 
those recommended by researchers and aligned with 
a standards-based approach.

Standards-based approaches to grading and re-
porting address these grading dilemmas in two im-
portant ways. First, they require teachers to base 
grades on explicit criteria derived from the articu-
lated learning standards. To assign grades, teachers 
must analyze the meaning of each standard and de-
cide what evidence best refl ects achievement of that 
specifi c standard. Second, they compel teachers to 
distinguish product, process, and progress criteria in 
assigning grades (Guskey, 2006, 2009).

THE KENTUCKY INITIATIVE

We began our standards-based grading initiative 
in Kentucky by bringing together educators from 
three diverse school districts 
who had been working to de-
velop standards-based report 
cards, unaware of each other’s 
efforts. District and school lead-
ers, along with teacher leaders 
from each district were invited 
to a three-day, summer work-
shop on standards-based report 
cards led by researchers with ex-
pertise in grading and reporting 
policies and practices.

The fi rst part of the work-
shop focused on the unique 
challenges of standards-based 
grading, recommended prac-
tices in grading and reporting, 
and methods of applying these 
practices to students with disabilities and English 
learners. The second part featured school leaders 
and teachers working to create two standards-based 
reporting forms: one for grades K-5, and another for 
grades 6-12. Both report cards included guidelines 
for reporting on the achievement of students with 
disabilities and English learners in a standards-based 
environment (Jung, 2009; Jung & Guskey, 2010). 

DEVELOPMENT PROCEDURES

Kentucky has adopted the Common Core State 
Standards Initiative (CCSSO, 2010). So, the fi rst 
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Schools can 
implement more effective 
ways of communicating 
student learning with 
little additional work by 
teachers; parents and 
community members can 
be strong supporters of 
such reforms.

N
early all states today have standards 
for student learning that describe what 
students should learn and be able to do. 
Nearly all states also have large-scale 
accountability assessment programs 

designed to measure students’ profi ciency on those 
standards. Despite these commonalities, schools in 
each state are left to develop their own standards-
based student report cards as the primary means of 
communicating information about students’ perfor-
mance on state standards. 

Although school leaders would undoubtedly like 
to align their reporting procedures with the same 
standards and assessments that guide instructional 
programs, most lack the time and resources to do 
so. Those few leaders who take up the challenge 
rarely have expertise in developing effective stan-
dards-based reporting forms and inevitably encoun-
ter signifi cant design and implementation problems 
(Guskey & Bailey, 2010).

To help Kentucky educators address this chal-
lenge, we worked with a group of teachers and school 
leaders to develop a common, statewide, standards-
based student report card for all grade levels. While 
some Canadian provinces have used standards-based 
report cards for many years, Kentucky educators 
are the fi rst in the U.S. to attempt such a statewide 
reform. Data from the early implementation dem-
onstrate that schools can implement more effective 
ways of communicating student learning with little 
additional work by teachers and that parents and 
community members can be strong supporters of 
such reforms. This shows great promise for revolu-
tionizing reporting systems in Kentucky and else-
where.

STANDARDS-BASED GRADING

Grades have long been identifi ed by those in the 
measurement community as prime examples of un-
reliable measurement. Huge differences exist among 
teachers in the criteria they use when assigning 
grades. Even in schools where established policies 
offer guidelines for grading, signifi cant variation re-
mains in individual teachers’ grading practices. The 
unique adaptations teachers use in assigning grades 
to students with disabilities and English learners 
make that variation wider still.

These varying grading practices result in part 
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step was reducing the long lists of student learn-
ing standards in language arts and mathematics out-
lined in the Core to between four and six clear and 
precisely worded “reporting standards” expressed 
in parent-friendly language. That’s because teach-
ers find it burdensome to keep detailed records for 
every student on large numbers of distinct standards 
in each subject area, and parent surveys revealed that 
more than six standards in a given subject area would 
only overwhelm them with information (Guskey & 
Bailey, 2001).

The final “reporting standards” for language arts 
and mathematics closely resembled the “strands” or 
“domains” under which the curriculum standards are 
grouped in the Core. We began with the language 
arts subdomains of Reading, Writing, Speaking/Lis-
tening, and Language. In each of these areas, there 
can be as many as five individual reporting standards. 

In Reading, for example, the possible options for re-
porting standards include Foundational Skills, Key 
Ideas and Details, Craft and Structure, Integration 
of Knowledge and Ideas, and Range of Reading, and 
Level of Text Complexity. The mathematics strands 
included Operations and Algebraic Thinking, Num-
ber and Operations — Base Ten, Number and Op-
erations — Fractions, Measurement and Data, Ge-
ometry, and Mathematical Practices.

Reporting standards for other subjects were de-
veloped through a similar process, based on the stan-
dard strands set forth by leading national organiza-
tions. Specifically, we used standards developed by 
the National Science Teachers Association (1996), 
National Council for the Social Studies (2010), 
Consortium of National Arts Education Associa-
tions (1994), National Association for Music Educa-
tion (1994), and National Association for Sport and 
Physical Education (2004). Using the broad strands 

described by these national organizations to de-
velop our reporting standards also meant that mi-
nor revisions in particular curriculum standards 
would not necessitate significant change in the 
content or format of the report cards.

Another important development step was of-
fering separate grades or marks for “product” cri-
teria related to academic performance, “process” 
criteria associated with work habits, study skills, 
responsibility,and behavior, and “progress” crite-
ria that describe learning gain. The report cards 
also included sections for teacher, parent, and stu-
dent comments.

We then built an Internet-based application 
where teachers could record information on stu-
dent performance, tally that information to deter-
mine grades and marks, and print and distribute 
report cards. We used open source software that 
can run on the most basic web infrastructure. 

Finally, we made plans to provide all partici-
pating schools with face-to-face, online, and tele-
phone support. We scheduled follow-up sessions 
for each school and provided specific technical 
support when requested by a school leader or 
staff member. We also made several presenta-
tions to schools’ site-based councils comprising 
the school principal, teachers and parents.

REPORT CARD STRUCTURE, FORMAT

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate portions of draft forms 
of our elementary and secondary Kentucky Stan-
dards-based Report Cards. The first page of the 
each report card includes the student’s photograph, 
name, address, and grade level, along with infor-
mation about the school and a statement of the 
report card’s purpose. The pages in the figures fol-
low and provide the standards-based information 

FIG. 1. 

Example of an Elementary Report from the Standards-
based Report Pilot

Grade 2 Language Arts – Ms. Bausch

Description/Comments:
Students have been very busy during the 3rd reporting period working on the following topics: consonants, 
vowels, and their corresponding sounds; identifying syllables in words; stressed and unstressed syllables; closed 
syllables, vocabulary development; compound words, antonyms; homophones; synonyms, multiple meaning 
words; idioms; comprehension skills; main ideas and supporting details; fluency; and reading strategies such as 
sequencing, cause and effect, and facts and opinions. We also worked on how to answer open-response questions.

Chris is improving with the articulation difficulties that we recently observed. We are coordinating efforts with 
the speech therapist to continue the progress we’ve made into the next marking period.

Grade 2 Mathematics – Mr. Reedy

Description/Comments:
Over the past nine weeks students have been learning about measurement, probability, and data analysis. They 
explored their world with the concepts of measurement and used tools and units to measure objects in the 
classroom and at home. They learned that probability can be fun by using Skittles candies to predict the chance 
of an event. We also learned about numbers on a spinner and how to describe probability using words such as 
“impossible,” “likely,” and “not likely.” Students learned when and why to use different types of graphs. They 
created graphs for specific situations and learned that graphs must have titles, labels, x-axis, y-axis, and scale. We 
even made a classroom grid to identify ordered pairs.

Chris has had a pretty successful marking period, although homework and preparation continue to be issues. 
Most of the problems Chris is experiencing with measurement and fractions stem from not practicing enough to 
build a level of fluency. We will begin the next reporting period with supervised study to see if we can help Chris 
develop better out-of-class study habits.

StandardS BaSed report
Elementary Report Card

Student: Chris Lipup
Reporting Period: 3

Standard Marks
Exemplary
Proficient
Progressing
Struggling
Not Assessed

*Based on modified standard(s). See Progress Report

4
3
2
1

N/A

Process Marks
Consistently
Moderately
Rarely
Not Assessed

++
+
–

N/A

Reading
Writing
Speaking
Listening
Language

4
3
2
3
4

Operations and Algebraic Thinking
Numbers and Operations — Base 10
Numbers and Operations — Fractions
Measurement and Data
Geometry
Mathematical Practices

3
3
2
2

N/A
3

Process Goals
Preparation
Participation
Homework
Cooperation
Respect

+
++
+
+

++

Process Goals
Preparation
Participation
Homework
Cooperation
Respect

–
++

–
++
+
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about a student’s school performance.
We included the names and photographs 

of each student’s teachers to personalize the 
report cards, and to familiarize families with 
each child’s teachers. The underlying struc-
ture of the report card is based on course ros-
ters exported digitally from each school’s in-
formation system. 

ELEMENTARY REPORT CARDS

The elementary report card figure shows 
the section devoted to language arts and 
mathematics. Each subject has specific con-
tent strands so teachers can offer separate 
grades or marks for each. Although this re-
quires teachers to keep more detailed records 
of student performance, families get more 
explicit information about a student’s learn-
ing strengths and areas where a student may 
be struggling.

To provide more precise information about 
each reporting standard, teachers and school 
leaders are working with content-area special-
ists to develop an online curriculum resource 
that identifies specific content and skills pro-
moted by the standard and can be accessed 
anytime by families. This will allow families 
to learn, for example, which writing skills in 
language arts were addressed during the first 
marking period of 2nd grade or what aspects 
of measurement and data were the focus of 
math instruction during the second marking 
period of 4th grade.

Teachers also record marks for Process 
Goals related to preparation, participation, 
homework, cooperation, and respect. Fami-
lies have online access to information about 
each goal, along with rubrics for determin-
ing the marks. For example, the homework 
rubric states:

Consistently: All homework assignments 
were completed during the marking period 
with a high level of accuracy.

Moderately: Most homework assign-
ments were completed during the marking 
period with a fair level of accuracy.

Rarely: Numerous homework assign-
ments were missing during the marking period and/
or the work was often inaccurate.

These represent the process goals that the devel-
opment team considered most important at the el-
ementary level. Team members debated long and hard 
about including “effort” as a process goal, for example, 
but abandoned it when they could not reach consensus 
on appropriate criteria for judging “effort.”

Many elementary report cards include process 

FIG. 2. 

Example of a Secondary Report from the Standards-based 
Report Pilot

Algebra 1 – Mathematics 200: Mr. Parker

Description/Comments:
This reporting period we studied probability, statistics, and the beginning units of Algebra I. We completed units 
on solving one-variable equations and applying one-variable equations to real world situations. Our next major unit 
of study will be linear functions. We included the following mathematics standards: measures of central tendency, 
choosing appropriate graphs, interpreting graphs, misleading statistics, polygons, lines and angles. We will conclude 
the geometry unit at the beginning of the next quarter. Taylor needs to work on focus and attention during class.

Taylor also had several low assessment scores but chose not to retake them. With improved attention and retaking low 
assessments, I am sure Taylor’s grades will improve rapidly.

Biology 1 – Science 205: Mrs. Krall

Description/Comments:
During this quarter we worked on the chemistry foundations for understanding biology. This included the following 
standards: properties of matter, the Periodic Table, chemical bonding, and balancing chemical equations.

Taylor has done an outstanding job this reporting period. Independent work was very thorough and extremely well 
done. Taylor grasps ideas very quickly and sometimes moves on without understanding it thoroughly. I was very happy 
to see Taylor break that habit and really keep on top of the material.

Physical Education – Team Sports 200: Mrs. Sandidge

Description/Comments:
In this reporting period students were introduced to the basic skills and techniques of basketball. They practiced 
dribbling, passing, shooting, footwork, rebounding, defense, and combining individual offensive and defensive 
techniques into play patterns.

Taylor excelled in footwork and defensive positioning, and felt much more comfortable playing defense. Offense was 
more of a struggle for Taylor, mostly because of a lack of confidence in individual ball-handing skills. We will revisit 
basketball in the next reporting period. I have given Taylor a set of drills to help develop basic scoring moves that 
should help enhance that offensive confidence.

StandardS BaSed report
Elementary Report Card

Student: T. Neduts
Reporting Period: 1

Achievement Grades Standard Marks
Exemplary Exemplary
Proficient Proficient
Progressing Progressing
Struggling Struggling
Unsatisfactory Not Assessed

*Based on modified standard(s). See Progress Report

A 4
B 3
C 2
D 1
U N/A

Process Marks
Consistently
Moderately
Rarely
Not Assessed

++
+
–

N/A

Academic Achievement
Operations with real numbers
Linear equations and inequalities
Relations and functions
Polynomials
Quadratic, cubic, and radical equations
Mathematical reasoning and problem solving

C
4
3
2
2
1
2

Academic Achievement
Demonstrates competency in motor skills and movement patterns
Demonstrates understanding of movement concepts, principles, 
strategies and tactics
Engages regularly in physical activity
Achieves and maintains a health-enhancing level of physical fitness
Exhibits responsible personal and social behavior that respects self 
and others
Values physical activity for health, enjoyment, challenge, self-
expression, and/or social interaction

B
2

3

2
2

3

3

Process Goals
Participation
Homework
Cooperation
Punctuality

++
–

++
+

Academic Achievement
Basis of scientific inquiry
Physical, chemical, and cellular basis of life
Continuity of life and the changes of organisms over time
Unity and diversity of life
Ecological relationships among organisms

A
4
3
2
3
4

Process Goals
Participation
Homework
Cooperation
Punctuality

+
++
+
–

Process Goals
Participation
Homework
Cooperation
Punctuality

++
–
+
+

goals in sections labeled Work Habits, Study Skills, 
or Citizenship, and mark these only once on the 
reporting form. The teachers and school leaders 
who developed our form strongly believed, how-
ever, that families need to know if students behave 
differently during instruction in different subject 
areas.

In the final section for Description/Comments, 
the reporting platform allows for two types of com-
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that marking period. The descriptions include gen-
eral statements for the class and individual comments 
about each student’s performance.

Both elementary and secondary report cards al-
low the teacher to attach custom-scoring criteria for 
students who may be working on modified standards. 
The specific strategies developed to support those 
modifications can then be described in the Individ-
ual Education Program (IEP), English Learner (EL) 
plan, or intervention plans provided to families. 

PILOT IMPLEMENTATION

Following the summer workshop, the educa-
tors returned to their schools and encouraged other 
teachers to pilot the new report cards. Participat-
ing teachers distributed two report cards to families 
of 2,093 students for each of the first two quarterly 
(nine-week) marking periods. One was the tradi-
tional report card that had been used in previous 
years; the other was the newly developed standards-
based report card.

At mid-year, after the second distribution of the 
new report cards, we did an online survey with all par-
ticipating teachers to learn about their experiences, 
specifically the time and effort required to gather in-
formation, complete, and distribute the report cards. 
At the same time, we surveyed families of all students 
who received the new report card to learn their im-
pressions. Both surveys included several common 
items so that we could compare teachers’ and parents’ 
perceptions of the quality and clarity of the informa-
tion included in the report cards.

Overall, 59% of participating teachers and 45% of 
families completed and returned our surveys. Teachers 
were nearly unanimous in agreeing that the standards-
based reports provided better and clearer informa-
tion, and that families found them easy to understand. 
Although they said completing the standards-based 
report cards required more time, most teachers indi-
cated that the quality of information they could pro-
vide made the extra effort worthwhile.

Parents’ and guardians’ perceptions mirrored 
those of the teachers. And by a wide margin, fami-
lies favored the standards-based form over the tra-
ditional form.

In their written comments, the parents of a few 
secondary students said they were concerned about 
not having a percentage grade to go along with 
achievement grade and standards marks. One par-
ent said, “I’m not sure what ‘Exemplary,’ etc. means 
in terms of where they stand with the rest of the class. 
I know what a 97% means.” Another parent wrote, 
“I would still like to see a number or percentage (like 
97%, 98%, etc.), not just an A, B, or C.” Interest-
ingly, every example of a percentage grade offered 
by a parent was above 95%. No one mentioned, for 

ments. The first part consists of two or three sen-
tences explaining more precisely the emphasis of in-
struction during the marking period, adding detail 
to the online description. The report card of every 
student in the class includes these sentences. Then 
teachers can access individual student’s records, and 
add a sentence or two about a particular student’s 
performance. Frequently, teachers offer specific sug-
gestions for helping students. 

SECONDARY REPORT CARDS

The secondary report card in Figure 2 also in-
cludes the names and photographs of each student’s 
teachers. We also merged the class schedule program 
with our reporting program so that courses shown on 
the report card correspond with student schedules. 

Because teachers and parents were 
reluctant to abandon traditional 
letter grades completely, the sec-
ondary report card includes an aca-
demic achievement (product) grade 
for each subject area or course. This 
grade is used to determine course 
credit and to calculate grade point 
averages (GPA) when necessary. We 
did not give teachers specific direc-
tions about how to construct this 
achievement grade except to say 
that it should reflect only academic 
factors and provide an accurate and 
defensible representation of what 

students learned in relation to the established learn-
ing standards at that point in the school year. We 
stressed that the achievement grade must be based 
on the most current evidence of a student’s academic 
performance and can’t include nonacademic factors 
related to work habits or class behavior.

Below the overall achievement grade are Standard 
Marks for individual standards established for each 
course. Similar to the elementary report card, these 
were derived from standard strands established by 
leading national organizations in each content area. 
Families eventually will have online access to the 
performance rubrics for individual Standard Marks. 
Our plan is to include examples based on student 
work with many of the rubrics.

Beside the Standard Marks are Process Goals 
related to Participation, Cooperation, Homework, 
and Punctuality. Like the elementary form, the ru-
brics for determining these marks are available on-
line. Team members were particularly insistent on a 
separate mark for homework to ensure that teachers 
don’t include it as part of the achievement grade.

Below the grade and marks lies the Description/
Comments section where teachers enter descriptions 
of the specific concepts and skills addressed during 

By a wide 
 margin,
families favored the 
standards-based form 
over the traditional form.
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implementation within three to five years.
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example, the importance of knowing the difference 
between a 75% and 78%.

FUTURE PLANS

Based on feedback from teachers and parents, 
we’re revising the reporting forms, and enhancing 
the professional development assistance and techni-
cal support offered as we expand implementation. 
This scaling-up process will take place on three lev-
els. First, several schools in the three pilot districts 
are using the standards-based report cards school-
wide during the 2011-12 school year in place of the 
traditional report card. Both online support and 
follow-up sessions will be provided for the staffs of 
these schools. Second, staff members from other 
schools in these districts will take part in brief, 
three-hour training sessions on the new forms, led 
by teachers already using the forms. These sessions 
will explain how the new forms were developed, the 
rationale behind their structure and format, record-
keeping procedures, and the available technical sup-
port and follow-up assistance. Third, the revised 
forms will be presented to leadership teams from as 
many as 20 other Kentucky school districts to solicit 
their participation in a larger scale, piloting effort. 
We hope this will provide the basis for statewide 
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