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Rethinking Grading: Meaningful E 0= Standards-Based Learning in =JE
Assessment for Standards- Action: Moving From Theory to
Based Learning - Practice

by Cathy Vatterott by Tom Schimmer, Garnet Hillman, Mandy Stalets

Using standards-based grading instead of the traditional grading system is a The authors of Standards-Based Learning in Action: Moving From Theory to

culture shift. This book provides ideas on how to change this culture and create Practice guide readers through action-based steps to implement standards-based

buy-in from all constituents. It also provides eye-opening examples of why this learning. This book focuses on how assignments, assessments, and grading

change needs to be made by comparing the traditional grading system to real-life . focused on mastery of standards changes the mindset from a focus on grades

examples where assessment looks more like a stand- to a focus on learning. Each chapter provides

ards-based model. Several example rubrics for various = =t insight on how to move from rationale to action

content areas as well as tools for communication are } : Lo ) f of implementation. In each step, readers are given o,

provided, and the strengths and shortcomings are T e ) [ F AW s ol | 'l a plan for talking with learners and parents about

examined. The concluding chapter offers a very con- =5 .- e the positive impact of standards-based learning.

vincing argument about why changes need to be made ! . i WS ._ Samples and templates are also included which can

sooner rather than later in order to provide a more ‘ . T e I . "™ be used by learning teams as they discuss getting

accurate depiction of student learning over compli- L iy started with each of the actions. Each chapter ends

ance or “playing school.” e B S8 with a set of questions for teams to answer in order
to self-reflect on the implementation of the action
discussed.
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Charting a Course to Standards-

Based Grading: What to Stop, What

to Start, and Why It Matters

by Tim R. Westerberg

Those interested in beginning
standards-based grading practices in
their classrooms would find this book
both useful and eye-opening. Written
as though standards-based grading is a
trip with various destinations, readers
are taken from beginning practices
that can be used individually to ideas
and suggestions that
can be used to make
changes in grading prac-
tices on a much larger
scale. In Destination 1,

Westerberg discusses
counterproductive grad-
ing practices that are
regularly used in class-
rooms from giving zeros
and extra credit to guide-
lines about late work.
Destination 2 provides
the reader with some

steps to help plan a standards-based
unit of instruction and how to best
assess these units. Finally, Destination
3 helps those who are wanting to
implement standards-based grading
at a school or district level consider
timelines and steps that should be
taken prior to this widespread change.
Westerberg provides
suggestions on how to
communicate these
changes and how to
engage the community.
There are samples of
standards-based units
of instruction and a list
of some school districts,
along with the address
to the websites of these
districts, who are imple-
menting standards-based
grading.
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Standards-based grading undeniably asks teach-
ers and students to modify their ways of thinking
about educational evaluation, and such a paradigm
shift can be daunting. Understandably, a complete
overhaul of a grading system can be overwhelming,
especially when teachers tackle such transitions
alone.

However, teachers need not make the change to
standards-based grading (SBG) all at once in order
to be effective. In fact, teachers can make small but
significant adjustments to their daily classroom prac-
tices to more closely reflect the purpose and essence
of standards-based grading.

Before teachers begin taking steps to bring
standards-based grading into the classroom, it is
important to take a very honest look at our practices
and think first about detrimental policies to take out
of our repertoire.

1: Assigning non-standard aligned assignments

One cornerstone of SBG is that grades should
reflect a student’s mastery of specific standards;
therefore, if assignments are not created to assess
those specific standards, the results of those assign-
ments lack validity.
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Though most teachers effortlessly follow this logic,
it may be less obvious that some common practices
often found in current classrooms work in direct
opposition to this idea.

The “Igloo” assignment: In my very first pro-
fessional development as a teacher, the presenters
discouraged new teachers from assigning “Igloo”
projects. Since I was an English teacher and clearly
had no plans to teach geometry courses in my future,
I thought the advice was a bit obvious, but then she
told us the story of an elementary class who built
toy igloos in school, and when the principal came to
admire their work and asked what they learned about
igloos, the students simply responded that they wer-
en’t studying igloos; they’d just made them for fun.
Admittedly, fun should remain in the classroom,
but the truth of the matter is that gradebooks still
contain notebook checks, extra credit for bringing
supplies, completion grades, and Globe Theatre
diorama projects, even though these do not reflect
current learning standards. With only 180 days in a
school year, time is a valuable commodity - we must
use it intentionally to yield results that reflect the
value of the curriculum and our learners.
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Extra credit : More times than not, extra credit pro-
jects are assigned to help a student achieve a certain
grade; however, if that assignment does not reflect a
curriculum standard, the grade itself doesn’t match the
student’s mastery of the curriculum, and if the project
does match the standard, then the assignment would
likely already be a vital piece to the course curriculum
and therefore shouldn’t be considered extra. Naysayers
may argue that students sometimes need more than
one chance to show mastery of a subject and therefore
need more than one assessment, and we agree with that
line of thinking; re-assessing students on a standard

is encouraged to show the most accurate reflection of
a student’s knowledge, but re-assessing isn’t extra; it’s
necessary.

Make or break projects: We all remember the
project we had in high school that threatened to ruin
our lives if we scored poorly - the assignment that
counted for 70% of the course grade and had to be 25
pages long, hand-written, and professionally bound.

Though these assignments may look different today,
the underlying disparity present in these tasks remains.
We still see research papers or projects that count for
two and three summative grades in a grading period
to disproportionately inflate their weight in a course
so much that students who perform poorly on one
assignment find their grade poorly reflects their total
knowledge of the standards in the course.

This issue often brings to light questions of course
grading plans. Are some standards more important
than others? Should some assignments carry more
weight than others?

Mississippi English curriculum standards are not
currently written in a way that prioritizes one over
another. However, this becomes a topic for necessary
conversation with district and school administra-
tors. Some districts identify important standards
in pacing guides and even SBG encourages teachers
to identify “high-priority” standards (Westburg)
for the sake of teaching standards deeply, but this
should not encourage teachers to assign projects
that disproportionately and subjectively favor some
standards above others in a manner that devalues a
students’ learning of other standards in a course.

2: Combining Academic Performance with Ethics/
Citizenship

Grading Undesired Behaviors: An academic grade
should reflect a student’s mastery of an academic
standard - nothing more and nothing less; therefore,
grades that assess more than the standard lack validity.
Teachers may be tempted to award points for effort or
leadership in a group project, but those behaviors are
not reflected in the curriculum standard, and therefore,
should be left out of grading calculations.

Schimmer, Hillman, and Stalets note that the
common practice of taking points away from a grade
for behaviors like late work lowers the “validity of
academic reporting” and “penalizes students instead
of teaching them the desired skill” (18).

Abandoning this practice does not mean that
teachers should ignore the need to teach soft skills;
however, undesired behaviors (like cheating, lack of
participation, and late work) should be addressed
as a discipline issue and not be made to reflect
punitively in a student’s grades which should solely
reflect mastery of course standards.

The Zero: Using the (permanent) zero as marker for
incomplete or missing assignments fails to com-
municate mastery of a standard. Often, it seems
incomplete or missing work is a bigger problem than
it has ever been; however, not completing work is a
disciplinary issue and should be dealt with as such.
Zeros should never be used punitively and arbitrary
deadlines should never be a gate-keeper of knowl-
edge. Student learning is much more important than
the time in which the learning occurs. In addition,
the mathematical disparity of a zero on a 100-point
scale in which a 60% is passing, disproportionately
regards missing work more heavily than other con-
gruent assignments that show learning.

3: Grading during Practice

When faced with unending stacks of papers to be
graded, some teachers cry, “If I don’t grade all the
assignments, students won’t complete them.” This
reflects a system that values compliance - not learning.

In the shift to standards based grading, we must
also shift our values of what is graded. When we cut
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out unnecessary assignments and focus our time
on teaching to the depth of the standard, we show
a changing value of learning. Similarly, our grading
should reflect that value.

In order to effectively master complex stand-
ards, students need practice and feedback. In fact,
Dylan Wiliam, author of Feedback and Instructional
Correctives, says that “the unpredictability of learn-
ing makes feedback essential to effective learning
and improvement” (qtd in Schimmer 69). However,
because feedback is so essential in the learning pro-
cess, it does not always, and sometimes should not,
be accompanied by a grade.

When teachers grade practice assignments like
homework, students are essentially penalized for
making mistakes while learning; even completion
grades for such assignments value effort over learn-
ing; rather, students benefit more from the specific
(and ungraded) feedback on these assignments,
which aids in mastery of the standards.

Perhaps an even more concerning effect of grading
practice is the death of student creativity and risk
taking. “When all grades are permanent, students
have one chance to get it right. That system creates
a perception that learning is supposed to be error-
free” (Vatterot 30). When students are not given the
opportunity to experiment without the threat of a
grade, teachers often cheat students of the chance to
imaginatively problem solve and creatively develop
solutions. More often, students become concerned
with producing cookie-cutter products proven to
earn proficient marks rather than taking risks that
potentially reflect a deeper level of understanding of
the standard.

4: Not allowing students to re-do work

Policies Impeding Growth: As noted earlier, reas-
sessment of standards is encouraged to accurately
reflect student learning and growth; however, some
teachers still adamantly refuse to allow reassess-
ment in the classroom, noting that extra chances

are somehow less than fair to those students who
performed well the first time. However, when we
consider the ideas of equity and mastery, and leave
undesired behaviors (like a failure to study) out of
the graded equation, we must come to the conclusion
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that students should be allowed the opportunity to
show growth in their understanding of a standard.
After all, the inevitable growth is more important
than the number of attempts the student makes to
achieve mastery.

Argument Against Averaging Assessments:
Policies for grading reassessments vary infinitely - from
points added, averages, to total grade replacement. One
popular policy allows students to earn points back to an
original grade with revisions. Another common prac-
tice averages the two (or more) grades when students
reassess. These practices are often heralded as the best
way to allow students to grow while still keeping them
accountable, but we must ask ourselves, what is gained
by ensuring the student keeps the original grade that
reflects a lack of learning even after he or she has mas-
tered the objective? Schimmer notes that “averaging
scores, especially over time, undermines accuracy. Even
teachers who embrace the practice of reassessment can
inadvertently distort achievement levels by averaging
old and new demonstrations of learning” (150).

A standards based approach to reassessment
suggests that students be awarded full credit for
mastered skill or objectives on reassessments since
the new evidence is the most accurate reflection of
current mastery.

The idea of a full implementation of a new grading
system can seem overwhelming and even impossi-
ble, but teachers can gradually enter the realm of
standards-based-grading with these small but not
insignificant changes that more accurately reflect
our primary goal of student learning.
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Rhonda: What led your team to decide to try stand-
ards-based grading?

I did the modified version during my student teach-
ing. I really liked it for Algebra I because it is state tested.
Using this model makes it easier for teachers and stu-
dents to identify areas of struggle. We did it at Northwest
Rankin High School when I taught Algebra I, and we tried
it with Geometry but it never really took off. We think
that part of the reason for the lack of success was because
of changes that were necessary over the last few school
years.

Rhonda: Briefly describe what you all did to plan and
prepare.

We planned like we normally planned. The only
thing that changed was how the grades looked. For exam-
ple, instead of a 100 point assessment on Unit 2, 50 points
might be on solving equations, 20 points might be on sim-
plifying expressions, and 30 points might be on writing
equations from real-world problems. The “total” possible
points are still 100. Since these were separated into stand-
ards, students could see what they actually struggled with
- probably not the entire unit.

We taught and did everything in the class the same, but
we just took a closer look at our assessments. We were
able to identify if we were asking too many or too few
questions around a particular standard.

Rhonda: How did you communicate what you were doing?

Because the grading was all that looked different,
we didn’t really use the term “standards-based” grading.
We weren’t implementing true “standards-based grading”
so we were hoping to avoid confusion. We told students
that the grades would be given by topic, but they still
struggled to understand how we were calculating their
grades. Students were confused because it looked like
they had so many grades. We tried to explain the differ-
ence, but some students never really understood.

Rhonda: Are you still doing this? If not, why?

We are not currently using this because there
have been so many changes during the past two years

Laurel Reeves is a math teacher at Northwest
Rankin High School. She has been with their

team for four years and has taught several

- both COVID and non-COVID related. Several of us are
teaching different classes, we have some new teachers,
and we are really spending time on planning using what
we learned about instruction and assessment during the
pandemic.

Rhonda: If you were/are doing it, what would you do differ-
ently? The same?

I do want to try to do this again, but there are
some things that I would definitely do differently. I would
create clearer learning goals that would be shared and
discussed with students. I would want them to under-
stand everything, both skill and concept, that are needed
for mastery of a standard. I would also spend more time
being sure that lessons are closely aligned with the topics
and the way these would be assessed. I would also want to
spend more time being sure that the topics align with the
standards and not just teaching it because it is a part of a
topic in a resource.

There are some things that I would want to do the same.
By breaking assessments down by standards and the skills
and concepts within the standard, students only had to
retest on the portion of the assessment where they were
not successful. If they were successful on a portion, they
didn’t have to spend time relearning or reviewing this
before their retest or redo.

Rhonda: What were some challenges?

Getting buy-in was a challenge. It was hard to get
students to understand that it looked different but it was
really the same. It was also a challenge to help parents
understand. As for teachers, grading does take longer
when you start grading like this because you have to look
at each part instead of just giving one grade for the entire
assessment. However, organization is a key component
when it comes to grading. Once you have a system that
helps you organize the grades, the grading time is not
significantly longer.

Rhonda: What advice would you give to someone or a team
on getting started?

I would say start with one specific assessment, and
try it. Don’t try to do the entire course at first.

classes during her time there.
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HOWTO
INCORPORATE
ELEMENTS OF
STANDARDS-
BASED
GRADING

IN YOUR
CLASSROOM

you’re thinking about incorporating some elements of

standards-based grading into your own classroom, but

you don’t know where to start, Tim R. Westerberg’s
Charting a Course to Standards-Based Grading outlines some steps
you can take to move in that direction. Although our district is not
currently implementing the standards-based system of grading, a
lot of the methods and guiding principles of this grading system
would be beneficial to incorporate in any classroom. I've summa-
rized Westerberg’s suggested steps in this article and included
what he calls the five “guiding principles” for a standards-based
classroom.

In this step, Westerberg suggests that teachers
look through their state standards for the course
and determine which ones are essential, which
ones could be combined, and which ones need to
be eliminated. Westerberg suggests giving priority
to standards that give knowledge and skills that
will last beyond your course and will cross over
into other domains of learning.

In this step, teachers should simply go through
any units of instruction they have already developed
in their career and identify which standards are
addressed in that unit. They should then modify the
units to include any standards that were left out.

According to Westerberg, a measurement
topic “should consist of standards or elements of
standards that are related.” These standards are
covariant to each other, which means one cannot
be learned fully without the other. Westerberg
states these standards should be taught and
assessed together. For example, in Biology, meiosis
cannot be fully understood without also learning
mitosis. Together, these would be a measurement
topic about cell division; these standards would
be taught during the same unit and test items
pertaining to them would appear on the same
summative assessment.

Westerberg suggests starting the design of a

scoring scale for each measurement topic by
“identifying what students are expected to demon-
strate that they know and can do at Level 3 of
the template.” Level 3 is the proficient score; this
demonstrates that the student is hitting expec-
tations for their grade-level. Level 2 is a basic
understanding, Level 1 is a partial understand-
ing, and Level 4 is an advanced understanding
that exceeds grade-level expectations of a given
concept. These scores can be used instead of the
traditional percentage grade — you can assign

a score from o - 4 on each standard you assess
throughout the year.

The final step is to develop assessment tasks,
both formative and summative, that evaluate
achievement from level 2 to 4. Westerberg’s book
gives a detailed example of a scoring scale for an
Ecology measurement topic in a biology class. He
also includes examples of assessment tasks at lev-
els 2, 3, and 4 for a variety of high school courses.
Westerberg states that for every single standard,
assessment tasks must be developed for each
level of each topic. Although this seems time-con-
suming, having tasks at each level would give an
instructor the clearest picture of student achieve-
ment on every standard.

Westerberg points out that in this assessment
model feedback to both teachers and students
during the learning process is essential to growth
and allows teachers to address any deficiencies
students are experiencing for a given standard
before progressing to the next. He includes in his
book five “guiding principles” that will lead to the
most effective feedback possible.

The five “guiding principles” are as follows:

1. Feedback is targeted at key “subskills” and building blocks
during in the learning progression. Teachers should not
move on to the next subskill before formative assessment
feedback proves the mastery the current one.

2. Feedback targets the skills that students find the most diffi-
cult or have the most misconceptions about.

3. Feedback from formative assessments is aligned with the
content in the related summative assessment.

4. Feedback from formative assessments reflect the
same level of cognitive rigor in the related summative
assessment.

S. Feedback from formative assessment mirrors the format
of the test items on the related summative assessment.

By following the five steps above, you can begin
to incorporate many of the elements of stand-
ards-based grading in your own classroom. You do
not have to include all five elements listed - you
could simply start by making sure every unit you
teach is matched to state standards and all your
assessment items accurately demonstrate mastery
of those standards. If nothing else, I encourage
you to develop your feedback processes to include
the five guiding principles that will allow your
assessments to give you the clearest picture of
how your students are mastering each standard for
your course.
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WHAT IS STANDARDS-
BASED GRADING?

Above all else, SBG is a system of assessment
in which students are ONLY assessed on their
performance toward mastery of a set of national
or state standards.

This requires a massive paradigm shift in most
teachers’ established beliefs and practices for
grading. It first requires overcoming the deeply
entrenched belief that grades should reflect a
student’s effort. In SBG, grades are strictly about
measuring a student’s mastery of the skills and
content taught.

WHY IS IT NEEDED?

Ask yourself what grades really mean in most classes acknowledging the varying degrees of unfair grading prac-
today... tices that are deeply rooted in the years of use.

There is little to no consistency between different teachers’ Too often students are ending up with grades that would
grade book practices. Furthermore, there is a large range of seem to indicate great success in a class, but have not truly
subjectivity in how teachers assign points to a student/s grade. learned the content. SBG intentionally works to correct all of

If parents truly pressed the issue, they could back these shortcomings of traditional grading cycles.

most teachers and administrators into a position of

SO PVE BOUGHT IN...NOW WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE?

Standards-aligned End in mind Aligned to standards
Rigorous Instruction & formatives Builds toward assessment
Valid build toward assessment Driven by formative data

Review after each Paced to students’ needs
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Collected with each assessment » Only for students not meeting » Convert proficiency scale to
Drives & paces instruction proficiency/mastery traditional grade

including reteaching » Requires reteaching/practice

Indicates preparedness for » REPLACES original grade

summative
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4 (advanced) Complete mastery of with possible sophisticated application of skill.

3 (proficient) Firm understanding of skill at a level that generally meets all aspects of the standard.
2 (basic) Approaching understanding of skill independently, and can achieve it with teacher support.
1 (minimal) Lacks indication of mastery. Requires extensive support and guidance to complete work.

DO NOT ENTER ZEROS AND ALLOW (within reason)
LATE WORK! If that sentence didn’t cause you to lose your
lunch, you are probably more open-minded than the average
teacher. If a grade shows what a student has mastered, zeros
give a false indicator of their mastery. Zeros also destroy
student motivation. Yes, some do panic and get the work
complete; however, too many others either get so far behind
they see no hope, or they view it as final which frees them
from ever doing the work.

Instead, get innovative with establishing classroom proce-
dures & expectations that put the burden on the students to
be mindful of due dates. Not turning in work is a behavior,
so why not counter it with behavioral consequences? Below
is a possible missing work policy to use as a model for devel-
oping your own:

Mark missing work in the grade book.

Allow three school days for students to come to zero block to
submit the work in person.

After three days without the work, assign a detention.
During the parent phone call to schedule it, explain the
reason and how the student had three days.

Limit students to no more than three late assignments per
grading period to avoid developing bad habits or gaming the
system for more time on work.

Students cannot take summative assessments until ALL
formative work to prepare for it has been completed. Have
them complete the formative work while the class completes
the summative.

Average score of all standards

3.0-4.0 (with no scores of 2 or below)

2.5-2.99 (with no scores of 1 or below)

2.0-2.49 (with no scores of 1 or below)

1.5-1.99

1.49 and below

Average Proficiency Grade
3.26-4 A
3.00-3.25 A-
2.84-2.99 B+
2.67-2.83 B
2.50-2.66 B-
2.34-2.49 C+
2.17-2.33 C
2.00-2.16 C-
1.76-1.99 D+
1.26-1.75 D
1.00-1.25 D-
Below 1.00 F

Letter Grade Conversion

A

Score

95-100

90-94

87-89

84-86

80-83

77-79

74-76

70-73

67-69

64-66

60-63

50
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