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@tguskey

+1 859-221-0077

 For help or additional information:

 Thomas  R. Guskey
     Professor Emeritus
     University of Kentucky



 

 

Available
 from 
ASCD:



 

 

Available
 from Corwin:



 
  

        

    Learning Targets
        1. Explore the history of grading and what

   purposes grading serves.

        2. Know the advantages and shortcomings of different
   grading methods.

        3. Develop guidelines for implementing fair, accurate, meaningful
  and equitable grading policies and practices at all grade levels.



                         Guiding Premise:
   
            We do not assign grades to students;
           we assign grades to performance.
   And just as performance is always temporary,
      grades, too, should always be temporary!

                                                          T. Guskey (2021)

  



What do know about 
effective

 grading and reporting?



1. We have a long history of research on grading! 

 



????

            Study 1
 
 

   Authors:  Daniel Starch & Edward Elliott
 

    Title:        “Reliability of the Grading of
                     High School Work in English”
 

    Results:    Paper #1:  64 - 98%
                         Paper #2:  50 - 97%

Published:



 



1912 !

            Study 1
 
 

 Authors:  Daniel Starch & Edward Elliott
 

    Title:        “Reliability of the Grading of
                     High School Work in English”
 

    Results:    Paper #1:  64 - 98%
                         Paper #2:  50 - 97%

Published:



2011 !

         Study 2
 
 

  Author:  Hunter Brimi
 

   Title:      “Reliability of Grading High
                    School Work in English”
 

          Teachers trained 18+ hours 
                in “Traits of Writing”
 

   Results:  Paper #1:  50 - 96%

Published:



2. Research has had little impact on practice! 

 



How did you choose
your grading methods?

 



We do what was
done to us! 

 



 3. We don’t agree on
      why or how we grade.

 



Important Questions
1. Why do we assign grades to students’ 

    work and use report cards?

2. What evidence should be used in 
    determining students' grades?
    For example, major exams, compositions, formative assessments,
       homework, class participation, etc. ) 



Educators Identify
Six Purposes for Grading

 1. Communicate achievement status to parents/families

 2. Provide information to students for self-evaluation

 3. Select, identify, or group students for instruction

 4. Provide incentives for students

 5. Evaluate the effectiveness of instructional programs

 6. Document students’ effort or responsibility 



Grading Evidence
 Major exams or

     compositions
 Formative assessments
 Reports or projects
 Student portfolios
 Exhibits of students’ work
 Laboratory projects
 Students’ notebooks or

     journals
 Classroom observations 

 Oral presentations
 Homework completion
 Homework quality
 Class participation 
 Work habits and neatness
 Effort 
 Class attendance
 Punctuality of assignments
 Class behavior or attitude
 Progress made 



 

 

What is students’ greatest concern
      about fairness in grading?
Guskey, T. R., & Link, L. J. (2019, April). Understanding different stakeholders’ views on homework and grading.
   Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Toronto, Ontario.

 Inconsistency in grading practices
   among teachers in the same school. 



The Result?

  
   

Students become strategists in the grading game!



Consistency requires agreement on purpose!

 

Disagree and
   Commit!



“Disagree and Commit”

 



Key questions in defining the
purpose of report cards:

1. What do you want to communicate?
2. Who is the primary audience?
3. How should the information be 

used?



Example:

 

   

  The primary purpose of grading is to effectively communicate 
students’ current level of achievement of specific learning goals.
A grade should reflect what a student knows and is able to do.
Students will receive separate feedback and evaluation on their
learning habits, which will not be included in the academic
achievement grades.



Example:

 

   

  The primary purpose of grading is to effectively communicate 
students’ current level of achievement of specific learning goals.
A grade should reflect what a student knows and is able to do.
Students will receive separate feedback and evaluation on their
learning habits, which will not be included in the academic
achievement grades.



4. The appropriateness
      of a grading method
        depends on the
           purpose!

 



  
Suppose our purpose is:

   

“To accurately and meaningfully
 describe students’ current level

   of performance.”



Letter Grades
(Labels attached to categories of performance)

►Positives:
        1. Describe the adequacy of performance
        2. Generally understood
 

►Shortcomings:
        1. Require integration of diverse information
        2. Arbitrary cut-offs
        3. Easily misinterpreted



Grades:  Labels attached to categories
                    of student performance

  Letters  Numerals Descriptors Label

 A 4 Exemplary

B 3 Proficient

C 2 Developing

D 1 Struggling

F 0 No Evidence

Emojis



Percentage Grades
(Numbers attached to calculations)

►Questionable Positives (???):
        1. Provide finer discrimination
        2. Increase variation in grades
 

►Shortcomings:
        1. Require integration of diverse information
        2. Increase the number of arbitrary cut-offs
        3. Accentuate the influence of subjectivity



  

    
    We must understand the difference between
        direct and indirect measures!



  

    
       Indirect measures
      require inference
       and judgment!



 

 

 

  Typical Letter Grading Scale:
 

    Passing                Failure      
 

         A          B          C          D          F
 
 

  Percentage Grading Scale:
 

            Passing                         Failure                
    

    100   90   80   70   60   50   40   30   20   10   0
 



Percentages applied to 
performance are often 

inaccurate!

  



          Does 80% mean 
              mastery?

  



It depends on the goal!

  

    Is 80% sufficient for:
 Crossing the street safely?
 Being honest?
 Landing a plane safely?
 Using machinery in shop?
 Scoring in basketball?
 Getting a hit in baseball?
 Soccer shots on goal?

  
 



  

It also depends on the assessment!

 



Percent vs. Mastery

 

   Open-Ended, Constructed Response Item
(Short Answer or Completion)

 1. Who discovered electricity?



Percent vs. Mastery

 

   
Multiple- Choice Item

(Difficult Options)
 

 2. Who discovered electricity?
A. Isaac Newton
B. William Gilbert
C. Nikola Tesla
D. Thomas Edison



Percent vs. Mastery

 

   
Multiple- Choice Item

(Easier Options)
 
  3. Who discovered electricity?

A. Tony Stark
B. William Gilbert
C. Ororo Munroe
D. Thaddeus Volt



Percent vs. Mastery

 

   
Multiple- Choice Item

(Easiest Options)
 
  4. Who discovered electricity?

A. Scientific Method
B. William Gilbert
C. Giga Watt
D. Bipolar Disorder



 

      Interrater Reliability: Degree to which equally knowledgeable
                     and skilled teachers agree on grade assigned. 



 

 

 Grading System Categories

Grading System Labels
Levels of 

Performance

Percentage Grades 100, 99, … 2, 1, 0 101

+ and – Letter Grades
 

A+, A, A-, B+, B, B-
... D, D-, F   13

Letter Grades A, B, C, D, F 5

Standards-Based Exemplary, 
Proficient, Not Yet 3

Satisfactory/Incomplete S, I 2

Reliability 
Cut-off



This Works!
From: Jung (2015) 

  Grade       Descriptor

 A            Exemplary

 B            Proficient

 C            Developing

 F            Struggling



This Works!
From: Jung (2015) 

  Grade       Descriptor

 4            Exemplary

 3            Proficient

 2            Developing

 1            Struggling



Even this Works!
  Grade       Descriptor

            Exemplary

            Proficient

            Developing

           Struggling



This Doesn’t  Work!
  Grade       Descriptor

 90-100%            Exemplary

 80-89%            Proficient

 70-79%            Developing

 0-69%            Struggling



To be consistent, we must
  use grading scales with

4-7 categories
of student performance!

 

Lozano, L. M., Garcia-Cuento, E., & Muniz, J. (2008). Effect of the number of response
   categories on the reliability and validity of rating scales. Methodology, 4(2), 73–79.

Preston, C. C., & Colman, A. M. (2000). Optimal number of response categories in
   rating scales: Reliability, validity, discriminating power, and respondent preferences. 
   Acta Psychologica, 104(1), 1–15.



Competency-Based
(Labels attached to categories of performance)

►Positives:
        1. Offers a clear description of achievement
        2. Useful for diagnosis and prescription
 

►Shortcomings:
        1. Involves extra work for teachers
        2. May not be supported by gradebooks



 

  

How many ways can you break down a subject on a
report card and have it be meaningful to students?



 

  

Students can make sense of  4-6 categories.



 Summarizing Options

 

1. Essential Comptencies?

2. Priority Competencies?

3. Power Competencies?

4. Subject Area
  Strands/Domains



 

  

Professional Teacher Organizations
have grouped standards in strands/domains!



Differences in Reporting
 
 Gradebook Standards          Report Card Strands
 

   1. Designed to describe all    1. Designed to summarize
         aspects of students’ learning               students’ performance
   2. Many in number         2. Relatively few in number
         (10-50 per subject)                (Usually 4-6 per subject)
   3. Highly specific    3. Broad & more general
   4. Complex & detailed         4. Clear & understandable
   5. Expressed in subject-specific    5. Expressed in parent-friendly
        language                  language

 
 



We must change 
the way we develop 

rubrics!

  



  

Traditional Approach
  

Begin with “Proficient,” then go down and up.
  
  



University students and
  adult learners do not ask, 

    

“What must I do
 to be proficient?”
     

 



         “How do I get an ‘A’?”

 



 

New Approach
   

Begin by describing the
top level

of student performance!



 

 

Benjamin S. Bloom



 

 

              Begin with a 
“Model of Excellence”



Narratives
(Written descriptions of performance)

►Positives:
        1. Offer a clear description of achievement
        2. Useful for diagnosis and prescription
   

►Shortcomings:
 1. Time-consuming for teachers to develop
 2. May not communicate the adequacy of 

progress
 3. Comments often become standardized



The Best Comments:
1. Begin with something positive.

2. Describe what needs improved.

3. Offer guidance on how to make
       the improvements.

4. Express confidence in success!



Combine methods to enhance
communicative value!

  



Grades with comments are 
better than grades alone!
  Grade   Standard Comment
          A     Excellent !  Keep it up.

     B     Good work.  Keep at it.
     C     Perhaps try to do still better?
     D     Let’s bring this up.
     F     Let’s raise this grade!

From:  Page, E. B. (1958).  Teacher comments and student 
      performance: A seventy-four classroom experiment in school 

      motivation.  Journal of Educational Psychology, 49, 173-181. 



 

Ensure early success!
 



What have you learned
from this discussion

 of grading methods that
 will change your practice?

 



5. Grading will always
   involve some degree of
   subjectivity!

 



In general, reporting is
 more subjective with:

 More detailed or analytic reporting.

 More categories or levels in the
     grading scale.

 The more ‘effort’ or ‘behavior’
     are considered.



However, more detailed and analytic reports
are better learning tools!



 

 Challenge:
Balance reporting needs
 with instructional purposes!



6. Informed professional judgment is
better and more accurate
than mathematical algorithms!

 



      Premise:  Score and record assessment results
                          with rubrics, not percentages!

    



Arriving at Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 Comp. #1

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4

Mathematical algorithms:
       Average:    2
       Median:      1 
       Mode:         1 
       Trend:       2.7

  Professional judgment:
  To best describe the student’s
   current level of proficiency.
 

      Score:  4

 4



Arriving at Final Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Competency #2

      Add  sections  for  other  standards

Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 9/9 9/14 9/23 9/27 10/3 10/8 Comp
. #1

Comp
. #2

Comp
. #3

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4
Ralph 2 1 2 3 3 3
Alice 2 2 4 4 4 3
David 3 1 3 2 3 1
Ellen 2 3 2 4 3 4

(etc.)

4



Arriving at Final Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Competency #2

      Add  sections  for  other  standards

Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 9/9 9/14 9/23 9/27 10/3 10/8 Comp. 
#1

Comp. 
#2

Comp. 
#3

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4 4
Ralph 2 1 2 3 3 3
Alice 2 2 4 4 4 3
David 3 1 3 2 3 1
Ellen 2 3 2 4 3 4

(etc.)

3



Arriving at Final Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Competency #2

      Add  sections  for  other  standards

Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 9/9 9/14 9/23 9/27 10/3 10/8 Comp. 
#1

Comp. 
#2

Comp. 
#3

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4 4
Ralph 2 1 2 3 3 3 3
Alice 2 2 4 4 4 3
David 3 1 3 2 3 1
Ellen 2 3 2 4 3 4

(etc.)

4



Arriving at Final Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Competency #2

      Add  sections  for  other  standards

Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 9/9 9/14 9/23 9/27 10/3 10/8 Comp. 
#1

Comp. 
#2

Comp. 
#3

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4 4
Ralph 2 1 2 3 3 3 3
Alice 2 2 4 4 4 3 4
David 3 1 3 2 3 1
Ellen 2 3 2 4 3 4

(etc.)

2/3



Arriving at Final Grades on Competencies

Student
Competency #1 Competency #2

      Add  sections  for  other  standards

Summary

9/9 9/14 9/22 9/27 10/3 10/6 9/9 9/14 9/23 9/27 10/3 10/8 Comp. 
#1

Comp. 
#2

Comp. 
#3

Gloria 1 1 1 1 4 4 4
Ralph 2 1 2 3 3 3 3
Alice 2 2 4 4 4 3 4
David 3 1 3 2 3 1 2/3
Ellen 2 3 2 4 3 4

(etc.)

4



Summary Grades Determined by Different Algorithms
 and Teachers’ Professional Judgment

 
Student

Algorithm Professional 
Judgment

Mean
(Average) Median Mode Trend Most 

Recent
Competency 

#1

Gloria 2 1 1 2.7 4 4
Ralph 2 2.5 3 2.7 3 3
Alice 3 3.5 4 3.5 3 4
David 2 2.5 3 2.3 1 2/3
Ellen 3 3 ? 3.2 4 4



Teachers are
thoughtful and informed 

professionals!
 



 

 Trust your mind 
instead of 

your machine!



 7. We must always base
 grades on learning criteria,  
 
   not “norm-based” criteria.

 

 



Results from
 Norm-Based Grading

(Grading “On the Curve” )

1. Tells nothing about learning
2. Makes learning highly competitive.
3. Discourages student collaboration.

4. Diminishes relationships between
   students and teachers. 

 



Ideal Distribution of Achievement with 
Norm-Based Grading

 

B
A

D
F

Achievement

F D B A

C



      

   Essential Question:
 

    Is my purpose as an educator
           to select talent, or
           to develop talent? 

 



Results from 
Criterion-Based Grading

1. Accurately describes student 
  learning.

2. Students compete against the
  curriculum; not each other.

3. Encourages student collaboration.
4. Puts teachers & students on the

  same side to master learning goals. 
 



 
 

1. Product
2. Process
3. Progress

Grading Criteria 



Three Types of Grading Criteria

 1. Product   (Achievement of learning goals)

 2. Process  (Behaviors that enable learning)

 3. Progress  (Improvement or learning gain)
      



  Combining everything
 into a single

 “hodgepodge” grade
 makes it impossible

to interpret!
  



8. We must use Multiple Grades to
       report different learning goals!

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

  

   

   Process Goals
   

     1. Learning enablers
     2. Social and emotional
             learning
     3. Compliance



 

 

Compliance
Behavior in class
Class attendance
Conduct
Neatness of work
Punctuality in assignments
Punctuality to class

Learning Enablers
Attitude in class
Class attendance/participation
Class quizzes or “Spot-Checks”
Daily class work
Effort
Engagement
Formative assessments
Goal setting
Homework (Completion & Quality)
Notebook/journal completion
Planning & organization
Study skills
Time Management
Work habits

Academic
Communication
Creativity / Innovation
Critical Thinking / Problem solving
Application / Transference

Social and Emotional Learning
Citizenship
Collaboration/Teamwork
Compassion
Cooperation with classmates
Empathy/Perspective taking
Ethics
Flexibility/Adaptability
Grit
Growth mindset
Habits of mind
Help seeking & providing
Initiative/Self direction
Integrity
Leadership

Motivation
Persistence/Perseverance
Reflection
Resilience
Respect
Responsibility/Accountability
Self-advocacy
Self-awareness
Self-efficacy
Self-discipline/motivation
Self-regulation
Social skills
Tenacity
Tolerance



To Succeed in Reporting on
  Non-Cognitive Competencies

 

1. Limit the number to 4-5 competencies

2. Develop clear and concise rubrics
 

3. Ensure developmental consistency
 

4. Describe these in the Purpose Statement  



Example:

 

   

  The primary purpose of grading is to effectively communicate 
students’ current level of achievement of specific learning goals.
A grade should reflect what a student knows and is able to do.
Students will receive separate feedback and evaluation on their
learning habits, which will not be included in the academic
achievement grades.



 

 

State of College Admission Survey (2023)
National Association for College Admission Counseling

  Considerable 
Importance 

Moderate 
Importance 

Limited 
Importance 

No 
Importance 

High school grades in college prep courses 76.8 15.1 4.9 3.2 

Total high school grades (all courses) 74.1 18.9 5.4 1.6 

Strength of high school curriculum 63.8 22.7 10.3 3.2 

Positive character attributes 28.3 37.5 18.5 15.8 

Essay or writing sample 18.9 37.3 26.5 17.3 

Student’s interest in attending 15.7 27.6 25.4 31.4 

Counselor recommendation 11.9 40.0 27.6 20.5 

Teacher recommendation 10.8 40.5 28.1 20.5 

Extracurricular activities 6.5 44.3 30.8 18.4 

High school class rank 5.5 22.4 43.2 29.0 

Admission test scores (ACT, SAT) 4.9 25.4 38.9 30.8 

Portfolio 4.9 10.8 24.3 60.0 

Interview 4.3 8.6 32.4 54.6 

Work 2.2 30.8 40.0 27.0 

State graduation exam scores 1.6 6.5 18.4 73.5 

Subject test scores (AP, IB) 1.1 22.2 25.9 50.8 

   

   



 
From College Admissions Officers:

“The competency-based movement has the potential to enable 
admissions officers to evaluate students on a deeper level.
It might be even a more efficient way than we currently have to 
assess elements of a student’s character, whether it’s moral 
character or performance character.”
   

“Is the student conscientious? Is the student someone who 
commits to civic responsibility? Is it someone who engages in 
school activities and leadership roles, is it someone who brings 
different kinds of students together in conversation and in 
learning? Is it someone who’s not just comfortable with but learns 
from different cultures? If there are ways to get that in a really 
readable form, wow, we want to know about this.”

       Jerome Lucido, Executive Director, Center for Enrollment
                           Research, University of Southern California



 

 

 9. What skills contribute most to students’
 success in school and in their lives after?

   



Adult Skills Needed for 
College Success

 

   

Time Management: Planning, organizing, & prioritization.

Stress Management & Self-Care: Sleep, nutrition, exercise.

Money Management: Banking services and budgeting.

Communication, Collaboration, & Cultural Competency:
        Professional communication, dealing with different opinions,
          appreciate & emphasize with other cultures.

General Domestic Skills: Basic cooking, cleaning, & laundry.

From: CollegeData.com



Predictors of college graduation:

 

Beattie, G., Laliberté, J. P., & Oreopoulos, P. (2018). Thrivers and divers: Using 
non-academic measures to predict college success and failure. Economics of 
Education Review, 62, 170-182.

1. Regular class attendance
2. Purpose-driven
3. More study hours



The Millionaire Mind
          by Thomas J. Stanley
             (Andrews McMeel Publishing, 2001)

 

1. Average college GPA of the millionaire?

2. They found no statistical correlation
     between academic performance and
     economic productivity! 

2.85



Profiles of
 U.S. Universities

 



U.S. Universities with the Wealthiest Alumni

                  University



U.S. Universities with the Wealthiest Students
                  University



 Wealthiest Students                 Wealthiest Alumni



U.S. Universities Rated “BEST”
(U.S. News & World Report)



U.S. Universities Rated Wealthiest & Best
(U.S. News & World Report)



U.S. Universities with the Most Creative Alumni
(Highly Experimental, Creative in Ideas, and Happy for Others to Create Ideas)

                             University



U.S. Universities with the Happiest & Most Successful Alumni

70% with Student 
Enrollment <2500



 

 



Advantages of Small Colleges

 

Students have:
  1. Higher quality instruction

  2. More individualized assistance

  3. More friends

  4. More diverse friends

  5. More opportunities outside of their major

  6. More leadership opportunities

  7. More likely to graduate on time
  8. Accepted to first choice graduate school



10. Report cards are but one way of
       communicating student learning! 

  



Forms of reporting
 to students include:

 Report cards
 Notes with report cards
 Standardized assessment

    reports
 Interim progress reports
 Phone calls
 Text messages
 Newsletters

Email
 Homework assignments
 Evaluated assignments

    or projects
 Portfolios or exhibits
 Class web pages
 Study hotlines
 Student-teacher conferences



In conversations
  with students:

1. Begin with positive comments.

2. Describe the learning goals and
       where improvement may be needed.

3. Provide specific suggestions for 
       making improvements.

4. Express confidence in the
          student’s success. 



Three “Prerequisites” to 
Competency-Based Grading

1. Establish a clear and concise
       purpose statement.

2. Use 4-7 grade categories
       (Labels don’t matter!)

3. Report multiple grades for product,
       process, and progress criteria. 



 

  

Questions?



Guidelines for
 Better Practice

 



1. Begin with a clear
       statement of 
         purpose.
Why use grading and reporting?

For whom is the information
        intended?

What are the desired results?



2. Provide accurate and
   meaningful descriptions
        of student learning.

More a challenge in
       effective communication

Less an exercise in
       quantifying achievement



3. Use grading and
   reporting to enhance 
   teaching and learning.
Facilitate communication
Improve efforts to help students



          For help or additional information:

       Thomas  R. Guskey
                  Professor Emeritus
                    University of Kentucky
      
                      

tguskey.com
guskey@uky.edu

@tguskey +1 859-221-0077
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