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What is a Grade????
òéa grade (is)éan inadequate report

of an imprecise judgment
of a biased and variable judge
of the extent to which
a student has attained
an undefined level of mastery
of an unknown proportion
on an indefinite amount
of materials

Paul Dressell,
Michigan State University

To Untangle the Grading Knot

We need to consider two elements:

1) Grading issues of particular concern in a differentiated 

classroom

2) Best practices in assessment 

and grading

3) Whether or not best practices in 

assessment & grading would 

adequately address the issues 

related to grading & 

differentiation.

Unless we understand both the issues related to academically diverse 
classrooms and best practices in assessment & grading (and their 
interrelationship) weôll stay tied in a knot!  And unless the former 
leads us to solve the latter, we have a problem as well.
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All learners need

a balanced success

to effort ratio

Struggling

Learners:

Heavy Effort

Little Success

Advanced

Learners:

Great Success,

Little Effort
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Ɂ4ÕÓÌÚÚɯÛÏÌɯhighly able must also struggle in order to 
grow , education has not appropriately defined or 
operationalized excellence in schools.  

When students stand for extended time in spaces with 
ÊÌÐÓÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯÌß×ÌÊÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÛÖÖɯÓÖÞȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯ
capacity is bent, misshapen and malformed, exactly as 
their bodies would be if encased in spaces with ceiling 
too low for their stature.  

The twin threats of perfectionism and lethargy are 
spawned when a child comes to believe that that which 
ÐÚɯÌÈÚàɯÐÚɯÌßÌÔ×ÓÈÙàȭɂ

Carol Tomlinson

Roeper Review, June 1994

A Repair Kit for Grading by Ken OôConnor Å Educational Testing Service,  Å p. 11

The research on motivation shows that continued use 

of extrinsic motivators leads to two main results.  

First, extrinsic motivators increase studentsô focus 

on the reward or punishment rather than on the 

desired behavior.

Second, they give rise to the need to continuously

increase the amount of the reward or punishment to 

elicit the desired behavior (Covington and Manheim Teel, 

1996; Gathercoal, 1997; Ginsberg, 2004; Kohn, 1993; 

Marshall, 200la; Rogers, Ludington, and Graham, 1998;

Szatanski and Taafe, 1990).

If the question is, ñDo rewards

motivate students?ò

the answer is,

ñAbsolutely! They motivate students

to get rewards.ò

Zen And The Art of Public School Teaching by John Perricone Å Publish America Å p. 68
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The Unspoken Effect of Grades

For some students, the certainty of praise 

and success in school has become a drug; 

they continually need more.

For many other students, year upon year of 

ñnot good enoughò has eroded their 

intellectual self-confidence and resulted in 

a kind of mind-numbing malaise.

Earl, L. (2003). Assessment as learning.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, p. 15.

- Mindset +

Fixed Mindset 

Learners

Å Give up faster

Å Persist less often

Å Resist challenge/play it safe

Å Feel hopeless or entitled

Å Focus more on grades than 

learning

Å See feedback as punitive

Å Cheat more often

Fluid Mindset 

Learners

Å Care more about learning 

than grades

Å Keep trying in the face of

difficulty

Å Believe effort will pay off

Å See feedback as useful 

information

Å Cheat less often

Carol DweckðMindset: The New Psychology of Success (2006)

What is 

Fair in 

School?
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Applications, Challengesé

Is an Imbalance of Success to Effort Ratio Evident in Your School?

What Kind of Mindset Dominates?

Is ñFairnessò an Issue?

What other DI & Grading Issues Do You See Where 

You Work?

Essential Question: To what degree would adhering to the key principles of

effective grading address the differentiation-related concerns about grading

while eliminating error and communicating clearly to students & parents?

We should seek to ensure that grades:

1) Keep the Success to Effort Ratio in Balance

That is, grades (in conjunction with school

tasks/experiences) contribute to the studentõs 

sense that when they work hard, something 

good generally comes of it.

2) Ensure that students develop a growth mindset

That is, grades (in conjunction with school

tasks/experiences) contribute to student trust

that sustained effort and hard work make 

most things possible.
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We should seek to ensure that grades:

1) Communicate Clearly

That is, a parent can trust that the grade is a

very accurate representation of just what a

student knows, understands, and can do in a

given subject, at a given time, based on clearly

understood criteria.

2) Support the parent in supporting learning

That is, grades guide parents in what to do 

next to encourage student growth.

We should seek to ensure that grades are:

1) RELIABLE ñ

That is, that if we were to use the same 

measure a couple of days, weeks, or months 

later, the results would be relatively the same 

for a given student.

2) VALID ñ

That is, we actually measured what we meant

to measure.  

X = T + E

The Observed Score = the True Score + Error

The Grade We Give Really Indicates What the Student 

Knows, Understands, and Can Do + Extraneous Factors 

that Get in the Way of Indicating Precisely What the 

Student Knows, Understands and Can Do.

For Grades to Be Valid, We Have to Do All We Can Do 

to Eliminate Error.

Thatôs the Game Plan for Grading: To Ensure that Our

Grades are as Close as Possible to the Studentôs 

ñTrue Score.ò
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Letõs examine six key principles

of best -practice grading 

to see if they would 

help us address concerns that

arise in regard to grading &

differentiation, balance the

success to effort ratio, help 

develop a growth mindset, 

communicate clearly, and eliminate error.

Principles of Effective Grading & Reporting

Principle #1

ÅItôs unwise to 

over-grade 

student work

Diagnostic/Pre-assessment- assessment which takes place 

prior to instruction; designed to determine a student's 

attitude, skills or knowledge in order to identify student 

needs.

Formative/On-Going- Assessment designed to provide 

direction for improvement and/or adjustment to a 

program for individual students or for a whole class, 

e.g. observation, quizzes, homework, instructional 

questions, exit cards, initial drafts/attempts, etc.

Summative/Final- Assessment/evaluation designed to 

provide information to be used in making  judgment 

about a studentôs achievement at the end of a 

sequence of instruction, e.g. final drafts/attempts, 

tests, exams, assignments, projects, performances.
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To Avoid Over-Grading

ÅNever grade pre-assessments

ïStudents have had no opportunity to learn

ÅGrade on-going assessments sparely

ïStudents need opportunity to practice, analyze work, 

& learn from errors in a safe context

ÅUse summative assessments as primary data 

for grading

ïMake sure assessments are squarely focused on the 

criteria specified to students

Marking vs. Grading

Some work can be recorded as done or not done.

Some work can be skimmed for a general impression 

(e.g. first drafts in writing).

Some work can be assessed by looking at one or two 

key characteristics.

Some work can be assessed by peers (which gives them 

practice in  identifying  strengths & weaknesses)

OôConnor, K. (2002). How to Grade for Learning. Pearson, p. 116.

Students can be assessed or checked 

on many things they doé

BUT
everything that is assessed and/or 

checked does not need a scoreé

AND

every score should not be included in 

the grade.
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Kinds of feedback: Israel (1)

Å 264 low and high ability year 7 pupils in 12 classes in 4 schools; 
analysis of 132 students at top and bottom of each class

Å Same teaching, same aims, same teachers, same class work

Å Three kinds of feedback: marks, comments, marks+comments

[Butler(1988) Br. J. Educ. Psychol., 581-14]

Feedback Gain Attitude

grades none top +ve

none bottom   -ve

comments 30% all +ve

both none top +ve

none bottom   -ve

From a presentation by Dylan Wiliam - ñInside the Black Boxò

Not over-grading would:

Allow struggling learners to develop competence before

work ñcountò for a gradeðtherefore improving

the chances of success stemming from their effort.

Encourage advanced learners to take intellectual risks and

learn to embrace challenge without fear of losing

success (and losing self image).

Principles of Effective Grading & Reporting

Principle #2

Grades should be 

based on clearly

specified learning

goals
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Clear Learning Goals Are:

ÅKnown to the student and teacher 
throughout the learning cycle

ÅEssential rather than tangential or 
trivial

ÅThe unambiguous focus of 
assessments

ÅThe focus of feedback

ñSystems that are aligned - curriculum, 

teaching, and assessment - have a 

greater chance of success for students.ò

Glenda Lappan, NCTM News Bulletin, October, 1998

Planning with very clear learning goals would:

Allow teachers to focus the efforts of struggling learners

on what matters most vs. expecting everythingð

therefore improving the chances of success 

stemming from their effort.

Encourage advanced learners to take intellectual risks and

learn to embrace challenge with clarity about

what will constitute excellenceðtherefore

supporting the likelihood of success at a 

new level of effortðvs. having the student

fail at a new level of effort.
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Principles of Effective Grading & Reporting

Principle #3

Grades should be

criterion-based,

not norm-based  

Concerns: Normal Curve

ÅAssumes aptitude and performance 

are normally distributed

ÅForces a particular set of scores into 

a normal distribution

Transforming Classroom Grading by Robert  Marzano

In Norm-Based Grading Systems

The Human Factor Suffers:

ÅThere will necessarily be 
winners and losers competing 
for scarce rewards.

ÅThe implications for learning 
environment are predictably 
negative.

ÅThe outcomes for both 
struggling and advanced 
learners carry high negatives 
as well.
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Grading on the curve makes learning a highly com-

petitive activity in which students compete against

one another for the few scarce rewards (high grades)

distributed by the teacher.  Under these conditions,

students readily see that helping others become suc-

cessful threatens their own chances for success. As a

result, learning becomes a game of winners and losers;

and because the number of rewards is kept arbitrarily

small, most students are forced to be losers.

---Guskey, 1996a, pp. 18-19 in   Repair Kit for Grading by Ken OôConnor -

Pub. Educational Training Service Å p. 72

Grading on the curve makes learning a highly 

competitive activity in which students compete against

one another for the few scarce rewards (high grades)

distributed by the teacher.  Under these conditions,

students readily see that helping others become 

successful threatens their own chances for success. As 

a result, learning becomes a game of winners and losers;

and because the number of rewards is kept arbitrarily

small, most students are forced to be losers.

---Guskey, T. 1996a, pp. 18-19 in A Repair Kit for Grading by Ken OôConnor -

Educational Testing Service Å p. 72

Using a Criterion-Base for Grading

ÅMakes the meaning of grades clearer

ÅRemoves the need for 

winners and losers

ÅHelps align instruction 

& grading

Grading against clearly specified criteria vs. ñon the curveò would:

Eliminate the need for winners and losers.

Lessen the predictability of who will be a winner or a loser.

Support the concept of competition against oneself vs. against

peers.

Support development of community.




