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A lack of consistency, terminology, and messaging has
added to the diff iculty of reforming a flawed grading
qystem. A clear foundation to build on is needed.
ByThomas R. Cuskey

Although the authors of these recent books
offer well-intentioned proposals for reforming
grading policies and practices, they share little
agreement on what changes should be made or
where reform efforts should begin. I(ey terms Iike
"standards-based,"'tompetency-based," and "stan-
dards-referenced" grading are defrned in mark-
edly different ways. In addition, few authors offer
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ver the last decade, interest in grading
and reporting student learning has
exploded. Of the 129 books released
onthis topic over the past six decades,

more than fivo-thirds were published in just the last
15 years (Guskey, Frey, and Fisher,2024). This surge
has been accompanied by a signi6cant increase in
research on the topic (Guskey & Brookhart,2019).
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reliable evidence to con6.rm that their recommendations
enhance communication betlveen schools and families or
improve student outcomes (Link & Guskey, 2022). The only
point on whichmost seem to agree is that traditional grading
practices are deeply flawed.

This lack of coherence leaves school leaders uncertain
about who to trust and what to believe. Confronted with
conflicting messages, mosi struggle to implement grading
reforms, often encoufltering unexpected controversy and
resistance. In many cases,leaders frnd themselves managing
problems their reform efforts inadvertently created (Larson
et al., 2024) andfrequently are forced to substantially revise
their plans or abandon reform efforts altogether.

To implement effective, sustainable grading reforms that
benefit students, parents, teachers, and school leaders alike,
we must establish shared terminology and recognize the
crucial prerequisites to successful reform initiatives

AT A CLANCE

. Authors and researchers define standards-
based grading (SBC) and associated terms in
a variety ofways, creating misu ndersta ndings
and making grading reform difficult.

. According to research, SBC can be defined as
a system in which students' achievement and
learning progress are evaluated and reported
according to how wellthey have met clearly
a rticu lated lea rn ing goals.

. Retakes can be part of SBO systems, but they
are best implemented as part of a mastery
lea rn ing system.

. Transitioning to SBC requires schools to
establish a purpose for grading, use grading
sca es with four to seven categories, and
report academic and non academic aspects of
students' performance separately.

What is standards-based grading?
Standards-based grading (SBG) is a system inwhich students'
achievement and learning progress are evaluated and
reported according to how well they have met dearly articu-
lated learning goals (Tomlinson & McTighe,2005). Although
some authors differentiate between "standards" and "compl-
tencies" (Hess, Colby, & |oseph,2020), most SBG advocaies
follow the guidance of Ralph Tyler (1949), who mainrained
that while educators must be explicit about what srudents are
expected to leam and be able to do, the specific label attached
to those learning goals - be it standards, competencies,
outcomes, proficiencies, targets, or objectives - is largely
inconsequential.

The defiaing features ofSBG were first articulated by Megan
Welsh and GeraldD Agostino (see DAgostino &Welsh,20b7;
Welsh & D Agostinq 2009; Welsh & Eastwood, 2011; Welsh,
D'Agostino, & Kaniskan,2013) and later reflned by Welsh
(2019). These features are:

1. Student achievement is reported in relation to key
gradeJevel orcourse standaids ratherthan as a singlJ,
aggregated subiect-area grade.

2. Student achievement is communicated using a limited
set ofperformance categodes, typically four to seven,
that describe students' progress toward mastery of
specific learning goals.

3. Student academic achievement grades are reported
separately fiom nonacademic or behavionl factors such
as effort, homework completion, and dass participation.

Fletakes and SBG
Some proponents of SBG add a fourth feature of allow-
ing students multiple opportunities to demonstrate their
proficiency (see Beatty,2013; Townsley & Buckmiller,
2015; Townsley &Wilcox,2024). However, this practice
relates more to assessment policies than it does to grading
and reporting. lt derives fr'om the instructional piactice!

associated with mastery learning in which teachers use
regular formative assessments to offer students feedback
and guide the correction of learning difficulties (see
Bloom, 1 958; Guskey, 2023 a).

Problems inevitably arise when retakes are incorporated
into grading without the instructionaI components empha-
sized in mastery learning (Guskey, 2023b). For instance,
when srudenrs are given the chance ro retake assessments
without participating in the teacherJed corrective or
enrichment activities that are central to mastery learning,
teachers often have difficulty motivating studerlrs to put
forth their best effort on the initial attempt (Coffey & Tyner,
2024; Nijenkamp et al.,2022).

Some school districts attempt to address this problem by
placing a cap on the maximum score students can earn on
a retake. In other words, they may stipulate that students
who require a retake can receive no grade higher than a B
(see Fairfax Public Schools, 2025). But this approach sends
a troubling message to students. Think of it this way:

The learning goal is to clear a one-meter hurdle.
Students who do not succeed on their first attemDt are
allowed to practice and try again. Yet even ifthey clear
the one-meterhurdle on their second attempt, they will
be credited only for clearing a 90-centimeter hurdle.

Such a grading policy is not only inequitable; it also
misrepresents students' actual learning and undermines
the [undamen tal purpose ofgrading.

Crucial prerequisites to grading reform
When parents and families are asked about their greatest
concern regarding fairness in grading, they most frequently
identi$r inconsistencies in grading practices among teachers
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within the same school (Guskey & Link,2019). As students
move from one class to another, they often encounter differ-
ent grading rules. What counts toward a grade, what does
not, and how various aspects ofperformance are weighted
can vary widely from teacher to teacher (Guskey, 2024a).
These inconsistencies cause many students to Perceive grad-
ing as a game they must learn to play to succeed. As a result,
students become strategists, focusing on point accumulation
and calculatingthe minimum scores needed to achieve their
desired grade (Guskey, 2024b).

For standards-based grading reforms to be implemented
effectively, this lack of consistency must be addressed.
Resolving it does not limit teachers' professional autonomy.
Rather, it requires meeting three essential conditions that
promote consistent grading policies and practices within a

school (Guskey, 2021):

1. Establish a clear and concise purpose for grading.

2.Use grading scales with four to seven performance
categories.

3. Report academic achievement and nonacademic factors

sepantely.

Two ofthese conditions align direcdy withWelshs (2019)
defining criteria of standards-based grading.

Estoblish d cleor ond concrbe purpose
for groding
Successful grading reform begins with intentional conver-
sations about the purpose of grades and report cards
(Brookhart, 201 1). These discussions focus on three essen-

tial questions:

1. What information should grades communicate?

2. Who is the intended audience?

3. What is the ultimate goal ofreporting student performance?

Reaching agreement on these questions establishes the
foundation for evaluating grading policies and practices.
It also guides decisions about the most effective structure
and format ofthe report card. When the purpose of grad-
ing is dearly defined, teachers focus more deliberately on
curriculum standards and align instructional practices and
classroom assessments in terms of contetrt, format, and
difiiculty (Gogerry 2016).

An excellent example ofa purpose statement was devel-
oped by the faculty and school leaders at the American
School of Paris, an international school that has imple-
mented successful grading reforms:

The primary purpose ofgrading is to effectively commu-
nicate student achievement toward specific standards, at
this point in time. A grade should reflect what a student
knows and is able to do. Students will receive separate
feedback and evaluation on their learnirg habits, which
will not be induded in the academic achievement grades.

Two parts of this purpose statement have special
significance.

First, the phrase "at this Point in time" makes clear that
teachers do not determine students' grades by averaging
scores from the entire grading period. Instead, they assign
grades based on the most current evidence they have about
what students currently know and can do. In other words,
grades reflect where students are now in their learning, not
where theywere weeks or months before.

Second, the statement "students will receive separate
feedback and evaluation on their learning habits" empha-
sizes that achievement grades represent students' perfor-
mance on specific academic learning goals. Other aspects
of students' behavior related to learning habits, such as

homework completion, class participation, and punctuality
in turning in assignments, are reported separately.

Standards-based g rading (SBG)

is a system in which students'
achievement and learning
progress are evaluated and
reported according to how
wellthey have met clearly
articulated learning goals

Llse grading scsres with four to seven
perforrnonce cotegories
Consistency in grading requires that when teachers with
comparable knowledge and experience are presented
with the same evidence of a student's performance, they
agree on the grade. Researchers describe this agreemert
as inter-rater reliability (Gwel,202l; Hallgren, 2012). One
important factor influencing inter-rater reliability is the
number of performance levels included in the grading
scale.In this context, the percentage grading scale, which
contains 101 discrete levels ofperformance, with nearly
two-tlirds typically representing failure, poses a significant
challenge.

Some educators argue that the large number oflevels in
the percentage scale makes it more precise than systems
with fewer categories, such as the five-level letter-grade
scale (A, B, C, D, and F). In practice, however, greater
complexity does not necessarily lead to greater accuracy.
In the absence of a truly precise measuring instrument,
adding more levels to a scale creates only the illusion
of precision. In fact, the fine distinctions required by
the percentage scale often increase subjectiviry reduce
reliability, and introduce greater measurement error.
Researchers have documented these problems for more
than a century (Starch & Elliot, 1912, 1913).
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In defense of the percentage grade scale, some educa-
tors maintain that the propoftion of questions answered
correctly on an assessment provides a direct measure of
student achievement. In short, they assume that answedng
80o/o ofthe questions correctly indicates mastery of 800/o of
the content. While this interpretation may seem straight-
forward, it overlooks important complexities. The format,
difRculry and instructional alignment ofassessment ques-
tions, as well as other contextual factors, can significantly
influence the accuracy and reliability of percentage-based
scores (Guskey, 2013).

Extensive research shows that grading scales with four to
seven performance levels yield optimal discrimination, ralidity,
and reliability (Lozano, Garcia-Cuento, & Muniz, 2008; Preston

& Colman, 2000). Teachers are far more likely to agree when
dist rguishing between anAandaB level ofperformance than
when attempting to differentiate betlveen a score of 90 and
89 on a percentage scale. Using a limited number of clearly
defined grading categories, supported by explicit scoring crite-
ria, promotes shared understanding among educators and leads

to more consistent and reliable grading practices.

Fleport academic and nonacademic
aspects of students' performance
sepa rately
During each markhg period, teachers collect multiple forms
ofevidence ofstudent performance that reflect three distinct
types of grading criteria: product, progress, and process
(Guskey, 1994, 1995).

. Product criteriaindicate how well students have
achieved specific academic learning goals and are
typically demonstrated through major assessments
such as tests, quizzes, writirg assignments, proiects,
reports, and other culminating tasks.

. Progress criteria, sometimes referred to as gronth
or development, show the extent to which students
have improved in their learning over time. A student
may mate significant progress yet still perform below
grade )evel, while another may meet achievement

. Process criteria describe behaviors and dispositions f
that support learning, including formative :
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assessments, homework completion, and dass partic-
ipation, as well as social-emotional competencies
such as collaboration, perseverance, goal setting,
habits of mind, and citizenship.

When the marking period ends, most teachers merge
these varied sources of evidence into a single grade for
the report card (Sun & Cheng, 2013). Researchers describe
this as a "hodgepodge' grade (Brookhart, 1991) because
it blends academic achievement with factors such as

behavior, attitude, effort, and improvement. As a result,
the report card grade cannot be interpreted clearly or accu-
rately (Guskey, 2020). An A might indicate that a student
entered the course already having mastered the content
(product), failed to meet the learning goals but showed
substantial growth (progress), or simply put forth excep-
tional effort (process).

Recognizing these issues, some grading reform advocates
recommend that teachers base students' grades solely on
product criteria. They contend that including progress and
process criteria makes grades more subjective, biased, and
inequitable (Feldman, 2023). Alter all, how can a teacher
accurately judge how much effort the student puts forth
in completing a task? Many teachers point out, however,
thit if process elements like homework completion or
punctuality in turning in assignments do not count
toward grades, students will lose motivation to engage in
these learning-supportive behaviors - and evidence from
schools that have adopted such policies supports these
concerns (Griffith & Tryner, 2025; R and,azzo,2023).

A more effective approach is not to remove progress or
process criteria from grading, but to report them sepa-
rately. Teachers can collect evidence on key nonacademic
aspects of student performance and report those in their
own section ofthe report card and transcript.

While relatively new in most U.S. schools, this prac-
tice has a long-established history in other countries. In
Ontario, Canada, for example, teachers have reported
multiple grades for students from 1st grade through high
school for decades. Every marking period, in addition to
academic grades, teachers record grades for responsibility,
independent work, initiative, organization, collaboration,
and self-regulation using a four-level scale with the catego-
ries Excellent, Good, Satisfactory, ar'd Needs Improuement
(Ontario Ministry ofEducation, 2023). Reporting multiple
grades also aligns with programs currently underway in
many states to develop "portraits ofa graduate" (Atwell &
Tucker,2024).

Teachers who use multiple grades report that when
students know these different aspects ofperformance will
appear on both the report card and transcript, they tend
to act more responsibly. Parents also benefit because the
report card offers a more detailed, comprehensive picture
of their child's performance. In addition, separating behav-
ior- and compliance-related evidence ftom product grades

results in achievement grades that more accurately reflect
content mastery and align better with external measures
such as standardized test scores - an outcome valued by
college and university admissions officers (Buckmiller &
Peters, 2018;Welsh & D'Agostino, 2009).

Reporting multiple grades does not add work for teach-
ers; it often reduces it. Teachers already collect evidence
related to product, progress, and process. By reporting
these elements separately, teachers avoid the challenge
of deciding how to weigh each factor when calculating a
single, cornposite grade.

Start with the foundation
These two foundational steps - clarifying terminology
and aligning practices to promote consistency - lay the
groundwork for meaningful grading reform.When educa-
tors establish a clear purpose for grading, use a perfor-
mance scale with four to seven levels, and report academic
achievement separately from nonacademic behaviors, the
transition to SBG becomes a natural evolution rather than
a disruptive change.

Establishing clear de{initions and greater consistency in
grading policies does not require al1 teachers to grade in
exactly the same way. Iust as assessment methods vary to
align with the learning goals ofdifferent subjects, grading
practices should be flexible enough to accurately reflect
how well students meet those goals. Equally important,
these changes do not increase teachers' workload. Instead,
they address common concerns from parents and families,
strengthen communication between home and school,
and promote greater honesry accuracy, and fairness in
grading practices.

Once this foundation is in place, most teachers find the
transition to SBG relatively straightforward. They quicldy
see how a single overall grade can be disaggregated into
specific standards, resulting in more precise and informa-
tjve communication. For many educators, this transition
feels like a logical extension of their ongoing efforts to
provide clearer, more actionable feedback. Furthermore, it
addresses common concerns from parents and families
about grading; strengthens communication between home
and school; and promotes greater honesty, accuracy, and
fairness in grading practices. r
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