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One to Grow On / Finding Your Grading Compass 
Carol Ann Tomlinson 

I wanted to be students' mentor; it was a difficult role reversal when I abruptly became their judge. 

I recall standing in the doorway to greet my students one morning during my third year of teaching after I 
had just completed report cards. As I made small talk with the kids entering our room, I had a profoundly 
troubling insight. I heard these words in my head: "You could fill out their report cards right now for the rest 
of the year with 90 percent accuracy." This realization that my grading practices were contributing to a self-
fulfilling prophecy marked a transition in my uneasy relationship with grades. 
Up to that point, I'd seen student assignments as a mechanism for generating grades, which I recorded 
faithfully in my grade book so that when parents came to school for conferences I could justify report card 
grades ("See—here are the 19 grades I averaged to arrive at Jason's C.") The more grades, the more 
secure I felt. 
I'd like to think that even in those days I didn't see grades as rewards or punishments, but maybe I did. 
Maybe I said to myself, "If I don't grade homework, they won't do it." 
I was worried about students who went home class after class, quarter after quarter with low grades. In a 
naïve way, I understood that such discouragement does little to motivate students to embrace the next task 
with trust or enthusiasm. I also worried about the kids who were supremely motivated to get As but had little 
interest in learning. I wanted to be my students' mentor; it was a difficult role reversal when I abruptly 
became their judge. 
 
What I've Come to Know 

That epiphany caused me to be more reflective about grading. I can't recall in which order I drew the 
following conclusions. Some of them were a long time coming. In the end, they led my grading practices to 
reflect what I believed about teaching and learning—rather than to dictate how I taught. 

• Grading itself contributes little to learning. Grading is a small part of a much bigger, more important cycle of 
instruction, assessment, and adjustment—which does lead to learning. 

• My job is to teach for success. To do that, I have to abandon "gotcha" testing and grading. 
• The better I teach, the better students' grades will be. 
• I need to have a clear set of indicators of success on each assignment and for each unit of study. My 

students also need to be clear about those indicators—and contribute to creating them. 
• If I have students who consistently make low grades, there's something lacking in my teaching or in my 

relationship with those students. 
• If I have students who consistently make very high grades with no struggle or need for support, I'm 

underestimating their capacity—and wasting their time. An A that doesn't represent personal struggle and 
growth is a lie. 

• I need to grade fewer pieces of student work. Most student work should be practice—a time for making 
errors and figuring out what didn't work. Grading too often and too soon discourages that nonnegotiable 
element of learning. 

• Consistent, specific feedback on a student's competency in essential goals is a more potent teaching tool 
than a letter or number grade will ever be. 

• I need to provide my students with models of quality a bit beyond their current reach and then scaffold their 
progress in reaching that level. Students need to see what quality looks like. 
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• No matter how hard I try to replace my judgment in grading with foolproof criteria for success, grading will 
always have some element of subjectivity in it. Being a professional means exercising professional 
judgment. 

• I should use rubrics and similar tools that define success as a guide rather than as a commitment. I cannot 
and should not promise students that if they cite four references rather than three or use varied transitions 
between paragraphs, an A is guaranteed. 

• I need to involve my students often in analyzing their own work and that of their peers according to 
specified criteria for success. Then I need to teach them how to plan to improve their performance. 

• I need to regularly—relentlessly—show students the connection between the quality of their habits of mind 
and their work, their progress toward performance goals, and their achievement of those goals—and 
beyond. In other words, I need to help them exercise their capacity to determine their own success. 

Embracing these conclusions has made me a better teacher and made my students more thoughtful, 
engaged, and self-confident learners. These principles are a compass to guide and stretch me as a teacher. 
Think about them. Question them. In the end, what matters is not that teachers have identical approaches to 
grading, but that we all have approaches that stem from and reinforce what we know about teaching and 
learning. 
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Marzano"Research"Laboratory"2014"!"marzanoresearch.com"

Learning!Goals!
A"statement"of"what"students"will"know"and"be"able"to"do."Dr."Marzano"suggests"two"formats,"

one"for"declaraKve"knowledge"or"informaKon"(represented"as:""“Students"will"understand…”"

and"one"for"procedural"knowledge"or"strategies,"skills,"and"processes"(represented"as:""

“Students"will"be"able"to…”)."
"

"DeclaraOve!Knowledge!
!InformaKonal"knowledge;"DeclaraKve"knowledge"is"developed"through"review,"

"revision,"error"analysis,"and"idenKficaKon"of"similariKes"and"differences."

"
"Procedural!Knowledge!
!Knowledge"that"is"oriented"towards"skills,"strategies,"or"processes;"over"Kme,"this"

"knowledge"is"shaped"by"the"learner."When"fully"developed,"it"can"be"performed"at"

"the"level"of"automaKcity"or"controlled"processing."This"is"developed"through"

"pracKce"over"Kme."

Small%Group%Activity%
%

( (((((((((((Directions:((Please(work(collaboratively(to(list:((
"  2(examples(of(declarative(knowledge(
"  2(examples(of(procedural(knowledge(

(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(
(

Assessment'Process'
'

o  First,'priori*ze'essen*al'learning'goals'from'exis*ng'work'or'
Common'Core'State'Standards.'

o  Then,'develop'a'proficiency'scale'for'each'essen*al'learning'
goal.'

o  Next,'create'common'assessments'aligned'to'one'or'more'
proficiency'scales.'

o  Finally,'design'and'adopt'a'standardsAbased'repor*ng'
system.'

o  Throughout'the'process,'make'sure'there'is'horizontal'and'
ver*cal'alignment.'

'

•  A'system'of'individual'clear'learning'goals'connected'to'student'
feedback'and'evalua7on'at'the'classroom,'school,'and'district'levels.'

•  Ensuring'effec*ve'teaching'in'every'classroom.'
•  Building'background'knowledge'for'all'students.'

Three'Cri7cal'Interven7ons''
'(COMMITMENTS)'
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Steps&in&Common&Assessment&Development&
&

1.  Iden'fy*the*learning*goal(s)*to*be*assessed.*
2.  Determine*the*number*and*type*of*items*for*each*target.*
3.  Write*the*assessment*items.*
4.  Administer*the*assessment*and*discuss*the*results.*
5.  Revise*the*assessment*based*on*the*data.*

*

!!!Scale!Worksheet!
!

Score!4.0!–!more!complex!
Demonstrations!of!learning!that!go!above!and!beyond!what!was!explicitly!taught!

!
The!student!will:!
• Solve!realBworld!problems!involving!elapsed!time!
• Write!correct!digital!time!from!an!analog!clock!and!the!
reverse!
!

Score!3.0!–!the!learning!goal!or!expectation!
!

The!student!will:!
• Tell!and!write!time!from!analog!and!digital!clocks!to!the!
nearest!five!minutes,!using!a.m.!and!p.m.!
!

Score!2.0!–!the!simpler!stuff!
Foundational!knowledge,!simpler!procedures,!isolated!details,!vocabulary!

!

The!student!will:!
• Define!analog,!digital,!a.m.,!p.m.!
• Identify!the!hands!on!an!analog!clock!
• Count!by!5s!to!60!
• Tell!time!to!the!hour,!halfBhour,!and!quarterBhour!
• Write!time!using!the!correct!format!

!
Score!1.0!

With!help,!the!student!can!perform!Score!2.0!and!3.0!expectations!
!

Score!0.0!
Even!with!help,!the!student!cannot!perform!expectations!

!

!

1*



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

13	
  

	
  
	
  
 
 

 

Hoback,(Marzano(Research,(
2015(



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

14	
  

	
  



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

15	
  



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

16	
  



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

17	
  

	
  



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

18	
  

	
  



	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

19	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  

Three%types%of%assessment%items%to%measure%
the%knowledge%and%skills%defined…%%

! Level%2%items:%Simpler(details(and(processes(that(
have(been(explicitly(taught(

! Level%3%items:(Complex(ideas(and(processes(that(
have(been(explicitly(taught(

! Level%4%items:(Inferences(and(applica:ons(that(go(
beyond(what(was(taught(

Handout%page%9%

Sample'5th+Grade'Numeration'Assessment'
!
M.5.1:!! Students!will!solve!addition!and!subtraction!problems!using!whole!numbers!that!apply!! to!real7world!situations.!
!

Complete'the'definition:'
1. A!sum!is!_______________________________________________________________.!
!

2. A!difference!is!__________________________________________________________.!!
!

Write'the'word'form'of'each'number.!
3. 5,673,210!
! !

Write'the'standard'form'for'each.'
4. 7,000,000!+!40,000!+!3,000!+!20!+!7!

!
!
!

5. 6,342,984!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!6,432,984!
!
!

Order'the'set'of'numbers'from'least'to'greatest.'
6. !!!5,342,752!!!!!!!!!!!!5,384,982,762!!!!!!!!!!!!5,825,701!!!!!!!!!!!!!!5,827,902,872!

________________!!!!!___________________!!!!_________________!!!!!__________________!
!

Estimating'
7. Round!342,287,976!to!the!nearest!million.!!_____________________________________!

!
8. Estimate!the!sum!of!355,291!+!628,902!by!rounding!each!number!to!the!nearest!hundred!

thousand.!
!

!
!
9. Arrange!the!number!cards!to!create!the!largest!possible!number.!Use!each!card!one!time.!
!

!

!!!
!!!
!!!

2 8 4 0 5 0 7 6 7 2 

          

L!2!

L!2!

L!2!

L!3!

L!3!

L!3!

L!4!
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Atmospheric,Processes,and,Water,Cycle 

4, Infer,rela8onships,regarding,atmospheric,processes,and,the,water,cycle. 

3, An,explana8on,of:,
• ,How,the,water,cycle,processes,impact,climate,changes,
• ,The,effects,of,temperature,and,pressure,in,different,,,,,layers,of,Earth’s,
atmosphere 

2, • ,Recognize,and,recall,basic,terms,such,as:,clima8c,paJerns,,atmospheric,
layers,,stratosphere,,troposphere.,,
• ,Recognize,or,recall,isolated,details,such,as:,

• ,Precipita8on,is,one,of,the,processes,of,the,water,cycle.,
• ,The,troposphere,is,one,of,the,lowest,por8ons,of,the,Earth’s,
atmosphere. 

Proficiency*Scales*and*Assessment*Alignment*

2,
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Types&of&Bias&

o Offensive(content(
o  Stereotyping(
o Unfair(representa4on(
o Use(of(situa4ons(that(may(be(unfamiliar(to(
subgroups(

o  Poorly(wri<en(items(
o  Literacy(bias((using(too(sophis4cated(of(language(
for(the(nature(of(the(content)—David(Meisner.(
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Process'for'Backmapping'an'Exis3ng'
Assessment'

!
1.  Teachers!iden.fy!the!proficiency!scale!or!scales!that!need!

to!be!measured!by!the!exis.ng!assessment.!

2.  Teachers!examine!each!assessment!item!to!determine!the!
level!of!the!proficiency!scale!that!it!corresponds!with!and!
label!it!appropriately.!

3.  Teachers!iden.fy!assessment!items!that!do!not!correspond!
to!any!levels!of!the!proficiency!scale!and!remove!them.!

4.  Teachers!add!items!for!levels!of!the!proficiency!scale!not!
represented!by!items!already!on!the!assessment.'
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Writing Quality Assessment Items 

Selected Response Items 
 
o True/False 
o Matching 
o Multiple Choice 

Constructed Response Items 
 
o Fill-in-the-blank 
o Short Answer 
o Essay 

True/False 
o Related to a single idea 
o Absolutely true OR absolutely false 
o Avoid using qualifiers, opinions, and 

negatives 
o Use sparingly, as students have a 

50-50 chance of guessing the 
correct answer 

Matching 
o Homogeneous in content 
o Keep the matching set short 
o Uneven number of items to be 

matched OR items may be used 
more than once 

o Longer reading on the left, 
matching items on the right 

!

Multiple-choice 
o Problem clear in the item stem 
o Stem stated in the positive when 

possible 
o Emphasize qualifiers in the stem 
o All answer choices plausible 
o Answer choices parallel in grammar and 

length 
o Avoid “all” or “none of the above” 
o Answer choices in a logical order 
o Avoid clues in answer choices 
o One correct response possible 

Fill-in-the blank 
o Position the blank at the end of the 

sentence, if possible 
o Limit the number of blanks in an item 
o Blanks should be same length 
o Be sure information prior 

to/surrounding the blank is adequate 
o May use a word bank 

Short Answer and Essay Items 
o Make the nature of the response 

desired clear to the reader 
o Develop and communicate scoring 

criteria for the question 
o Provide adequate space for 

responses. 

RESOURCE: 

3"
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Hoback,(Marzano(Research,(
2015(

Tracking)Student)Progress)

4)
To)be)sure)I)accomplish)my)goal,)I’m)trying)
harder)and)preparing)more)than)I)think)is)
necessary.)

3) I’m(trying(hard(enough(and(preparing(well(
enough(to(accomplish(my(goal.(

2) I’m(trying(hard(but(not(preparing(as(well(as(I(
could.(

1) I’m(not(trying(very(hard(or(preparing(very(
well.(

0) I’m(not(really(trying(or(preparing(at(all.(

Examining(Effort(and(PreparaGon(
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