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INTRODUCTION

In a perfect world there would be no grades—at least, not as we know 
them now.

—Susan M. Brookhart

Grading, as I use the term in this book, refers to the use of symbols—letters or numbers—to 

summarize student achievement over a stated period of time. It is important to note that grades 

are diff erent from “marking” or “scoring,” which refer to the symbols used to represent student 

achievement on each individual piece of assessment evidence.

Grades have been a fi xture in North American schools for over one hundred years, and despite 

many criticisms, their use continues because of state, district, and school policies and community 

expectations. Th ere have been many calls for reform, and while there has been signifi cant change in 

the early elementary grades in many schools, grading has been remarkably impervious to change in 

upper elementary and middle schools. As the quote from Brookhart (2009) suggests, grades, while 

not ideal, can be made more acceptable. Th is means that principals should look critically at the 

grading and assessment procedures used in their schools. If those procedures are not in the best 

interests of students, principals should advocate a process that leads to change. Th is, however, is 

a diffi  cult task, because as Joseph Brown (2004) has noted, “teachers are very sensitive about their 

grading practices—they regard them as sacred ground” (p. 29). Moreover, it is also important to 

take into account the views of parents and students in the grading process, so principals must 

provide avenues for their input as well.

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to have a clear explanation of the key terms and con-

cepts used in this book.

The Essential Question
In Understanding by Design, the book that describes their approach to curriculum design, Grant 

Wiggins and Jay McTighe (2005) demonstrate the huge value that essential questions have in plan-

ning curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Essential questions are those that are absolutely nec-

essary to ask. To identify and support eff ective grading in their schools, principals must frequently 

raise and seek to answer positively this essential question: How confi dent are we that the grades 

students receive and the grading procedures we use in our school are (1) supportive of learning, 
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(2) accurate, (3) meaningful, and (4) consistent? Th ese represent the essential conditions of quality 

for eff ective grading.

Grades Must Be Supportive of Learning
Above all, grades must be supportive of learning; all stakeholders need to understand that a 

school’s core mission is learning for all. Th is requires understanding, fi rst that learning is a process 

that is often initially unsuccessful, and early learning diffi  culties should not be held against stu-

dents; and second that most learning, especially at the elementary level, is cumulative and devel-

opmental, and what matters most is the more recent achievement. Th is is why not everything 

students do should be scored, and everything that is scored should not have equal weight in the 

fi nal determination of a grade. Such an approach is very diff erent from traditional grading practice, 

in which teachers put a score on almost everything that students do, and every score is part of the 

determination of grades. Principals have to lead the way, so that everyone involved understands 

and supports learning. Put another way, everyone involved must see school as a learning game, not 

a grading game.

Grades Must Be Accurate
Grades must be accurate, because very important decisions—about and by students—are made 

based on grades. Unfortunately, traditional grading has often been inaccurate as a result of three 

common practices:

1. Mixing achievement and behavior together in the determination of grades

2. Using inappropriate, often mathematically incorrect, calculations to determine grades

3. Determining grades based on assessments of varying and often low quality

Principals should assist teachers in becoming quality assessors who use their professional judg-

ment, not just calculations, to produce grades that accurately summarize achievement.

Grades Must Be Meaningful
Grades must be meaningful. Putting a letter or number symbol on a report card to summarize 

student achievement in a subject has little meaning by itself. Getting a B in history tells students 

and parents almost nothing about what a student is good at and what needs improvement. To be 

meaningful, grades need to be based on standards, outcomes, or expectations—or whatever learn-

ing goals are called in your school or district. Where standards are in place, teachers can explain 

which aspects of learning are strong and which need improvement, and they can also point to 

specifi c strategies that will help. To be truly meaningful, therefore, grades should be provided not 

for subjects but for standards—that is, students should receive a grade not for mathematics but for 

specifi c math skills and for the understanding of specifi c math concepts. Instead of a C for math, 

for example, the report card would show that a student is excelling in calculation and estimation 

and is profi cient in measurement and geometry but has limited understanding of fractions and 

problem solving. Principals should guide teachers to provide such profi les of student achievement, 

which give information that can be used to help students achieve at higher levels in the future.
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Grading That’s Accurate
Th e second critical attribute of grades is accuracy. Principals must ensure that the grades stu-

dents receive are accurate because very important decisions are made about and by students on 

the basis of those grades. If the decisions are based on inaccurate grades, then obviously they will 

not be good decisions. To be accurate, grades must measure student achievement as precisely as 

possible. Th is means that skills of independence and cooperation must be tracked and reported 

separately from achievement. Th is is done by utilizing what I call “expanded-format reporting”—

report cards that have a separate section for reporting student behaviors.

Th e story that follows provides an example of common practice that results in inaccurate grades 

and clearly illustrates the need for expanded-format reporting:

When Vicki Madden of New York City saw her son Sam’s fi fth-grade report 
card, she was dismayed—and more than a little confused. Last year Sam had 
received 3’s and 4’s (on a scale of 1 to 4) in social studies, which was one of 
his favorite classes. But this time, despite getting 3’s in the subcategories for 
knowledge and analytic skills, Sam’s overall grade was a 1. “I asked myself 
how he could master the material and still fail,” says Vicki, 51, a social studies 
teacher at a school for 6th- to 12th-graders. “It didn’t make sense.”

After talking with Sam, who was equally perplexed, Vicki arranged a meeting 
with his teacher, who explained that he was doing fi ne on tests, but perform-
ing poorly when it came to completing take-home assignments. “She made 
it clear she was grading him for his work habits—not on what he knew about 
the subject,” says Vicki. She and husband Jim, 48, a painter, started planning 
how to help Sam turn things around. A weekly homework checklist—what 
was assigned, what was completed and when—was e-mailed back and forth 
between the Maddens and Sam’s teacher. Vicki and Jim agreed to monitor 
their son more closely, and question him if something was turned in late or 
incomplete—or not at all.

Their eff orts paid off : On his next report card, Sam’s overall social studies 
grade was a 3. “It was a huge relief,” says Vicki. Still, she wishes that his 
school’s grading system was diff erent. “Teachers have so many students and 
so little time to communicate. It would be better if report cards were more 
direct and clear about kids’ academic progress,” she says. “The way it is now 
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•  5.NBT.4. Use place value understanding to round decimals to any place.

Perform operations with multi-digit whole numbers and with decimals to hundredths.

•  5.NBT.5. Fluently multiply multi-digit whole numbers using the standard algorithm.

•  5.NBT.6. Find whole-number quotients of whole numbers with up to four-digit dividends and 
two-digit divisors, using strategies based on place value, the properties of operations, and/or 
the relationship between multiplication and division. Illustrate and explain the calculation by 
using equations, rectangular arrays, and/or area models.

•  5.NBT.7. Add, subtract, multiply, and divide decimals to hundredths, using concrete models or 
drawings and strategies based on place value, properties of operations, and/or the relation-
ship between addition and subtraction; relate the strategy to a written method and explain the 
reasoning used.

Source: National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Washington, D.C., Council of Chief State School 

Offi  cers. (2010). Common Core State Standards: Mathematics.

Figure 3.3: Mathematics grade 5 number and operations in base ten.

The curriculum standards are numerous (there are twenty-six of them), very specific, very 

detailed, somewhat complicated, and expressed in teacher language, so it would be inappropriate 

to use them all for grading and reporting. However, if greater detail than the domain level is seen 

as desirable, there are two alternatives. Th e fi rst is to use the categorization provided within the 

standards, that is, the clusters, and the second would be to choose up to ten of the most important 

standards and express them in parent-friendly language.

Using the clusters for each domain in fi gure 3.3, eleven standards can be identifi ed for reporting, 

as shown in table 3.2.

Table 3.2: Clusters for Each Domain of Grade 5 Mathematics Reporting Standards

Domains Clusters Used as Reporting Standards
Operations and Algebraic Thinking (5.OA) Write and interpret numerical expressions.

Analyze patterns and relationships.

Number and Operations in Base Ten (5.NBT)

Number and Operations—Fractions (5.NF)

Understand the place value system.

Perform operations with multidigit whole numbers and 
decimals to hundredths.

Use equivalent fractions to add and subtract fractions.

Multiply and divide fractions.

Measurement and Data (5.MD) Convert like measurement units.

Represent and interpret data.

Geometry (5.G) Understand the concept of volume.

Graph points on the coordinate plane.

Classify two-dimensional fi gures.

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n




