
Making High School Grades Meaningful
Author(s): Thomas R. Guskey
Source: The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 87, No. 9 (May, 2006), pp. 670-675
Published by: Phi Delta Kappa International
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/20442125
Accessed: 29/09/2010 16:48

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=pdki.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Phi Delta Kappa International is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The Phi
Delta Kappan.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=pdki
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20442125?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=pdki


Grades Meaningful 

Most teachers base students' grades on more than one factor. 

The difficulty is figuring out how to weight and combine the different 

pieces that go into the final mark. Mr. Guskey suggests a system that 

not only avoids those problems but gives a better overall picture of a 

student's performance than the traditional single letter grade. 

BY THOMAS R. GUSKEY 

ICHAEL AND 
Sheila attend the 
same high school 
and take many of 

the same classes. 
Michael is an ex 

ceptionally bright 
but obstinate stu 

dent. He consistently gets high grades 
on classroom quizzes and tests, even 
though he rarely completes homework 
assignments and is often tardy. His 
compositions and reports show keen 
insight and present thoughtful anal 
yses of critical issues but are usually 
turned in two or three days late. Be 
cause of his missing homework as 
signments and lack of punctuality, 

Michael receives C's in most of his 
classes, and his grade-point average 
lands him in the middle of his high 
school class rankings. But Michael 
scores at the highest level on the state 
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accountability assessment and qualifies for an honors 
diploma. 

Sheila, on the other hand, is an extremely dedicated 
and hard-working student. She completes every home 
work assignment, takes advantage of extra-credit op 
tions in all of her classes, and regularly attends special 
study sessions held by her teachers. Yet, despite her ef 
forts, Sheila often performs poorly on dassroom quizzes 
and tests. Her compositions and reports are well organ 
ized and turned in on time but rarely demonstrate more 
than a surface understanding of critical issues. Sheila 
also receives C's in most of her classes and has a class 
ranking very similar to Michael's. But because she scores 
at a low level on the state accountability assessment, 
Sheila is at risk of receiving an alternative diploma. 

A rare situation, you say? Unlikely or even impos 
sible? Ask any high school teacher today and most will 
tell you that they know students very much like 

Michael and Sheila. Many will admit that they cur 
rently have similar students in their classes. While 

Michael and Sheila may not be typical high school 
students, they also are not unusual. 

How is it possible for students with such different 
levels of demonstrated knowledge and skill to receive 
essentially the same grades in their high school classes? 
How can they have roughly the same grade-point av 
erage and class ranking? What does this tell us about 
the meaning of high school grades and the students 

who receive those grades? And, most important, what 
does this tell us about the grading policies and prac 
tices of many high school teachers? 

HODGEPODGE GRADING 

Many educators contend that the problem lies in the 
accountability assessments. They believe that the dis 
crepancy between high school course grades and scores 
on state accountability assessments demonstrates the 
inadequacy and invalidity of the assessment results.' 
Indeed, these narrow once-a-year assessments may not 
reveal the true scope or depth of students' knpwledge 
and skills. On the other hand, policy makers argue that 
teachers are the source of the problem. They think the 

mismatch between grades and scores on accountabil 
ity assessments stems from bias and subjectivity in 
teachers' grading practices.2 There is ample evidence 
that most teachers receive litde training in effective grad 
ing and that unintentional bias often influences teach 
ers' grade assignments.3 However, a more likely expla 
nation lies in the nature of grading itself and in the 

challenges teachers face in assigning grades that offer a 
fair and accurate picture of students' achievement and 
performance. 

High school teachers today draw from many differ 
ent sources of evidence in determining students' grades, 
and studies show that teachers differ in the procedures 
they use to combine or summarize that evidence.4 Some 
of the major sources of evidence teachers use include: 

* Major exams or * Homework completion 
compositions * Homework quality 

* Class quizzes * Class participation 
* Reports or projects * Work habits and 
* Student portfolios neatness 
* Exhibits of student * Effort 
work * Attendance 

* Laboratory projects * Punctuality of 
* Student notebooks or assignment submissions 

journals * Class behavior or 
* Classroom observations attitude 
* Oral presentations * Progress made 

When asked which of these sources of evidence they 
consider in determining students' grades, some portion 
of teachers will report using each one of the elements 
on the list. When asked how many of these sources of 
evidence they include, however, responses vary wide 
ly. Some teachers base grades on as few as two or three 
elements, while others incorporate evidence from as 

many as 15 or 16- and this is true even among teach 
ers who teach in the same school. 

Two factors seem to account for this variation. First 
is a lack of clarity about the purpose of grading. De 
cisions about what evidence to use in determining stu 
dents' grades are extremely difficult to make when the 
purpose of grading is unclear. Different sources of evi 
dence vary in their appropriateness and validity de 
pending on the identified purpose. 

A second reason for the variation is the format used 
to report grades. Most high school reporting forms al 
low only a single grade to be assigned to students for 
each course or subject area. This compels teachers to dis 
till all of these diverse sources of evidence into a single 
symbol. The result is a "hodgepodge grade" that in 
cludes elements of achievement, attitude, effort, and be 
havior.5 Even when teachers clarify the weighting strat 
egies they use to combine these elements and employ 
computerized grading programs to ensure accuracy in 
their computations, the final grade remains a conflus 
ing amalgamation that is impossible to interpret and 
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rarely presents a true picture of a student's proficiency.6 
To make high school grades more meaningful, we 

need to address both of these factors. First, we must 
darify our purpose in grading. Second, we must decide 
what evidence best serves that purpose and how best 
to communicate a summary of that evidence to parents 
and others. 

CLARIFYING PURPOSES AND CRITERIA 

When asked to identify the purpose of grading, most 
high school teachers indicate that grades should de 
scribe how well students have achieved the learning goals 
established for a course. In other words, grades should 
reflect students' performance based on specific learn 
ing criteria. Teachers and students alike prefer this ap 
proach because they consider it both fair and equita 
ble.7 But, as described earlier, teachers use widely vary 
ing criteria to determine students' grades. In most cases, 
these can be grouped into three broad categories: prod 
uct, process, and progress criteria. 

Product criteria are favored by advocates of standards 
based or performance-based approaches to teaching and 
learning. These educators believe the primary purpose 
of grading is to communicate a summative evaluation 
of student achievement and performance.8 In other 
words, they seek to assess what students know and are 
able to do at a particular point in time. Teachers who 
use product criteria typically base grades exclusively 
on final examination scores, final reports or projects, 
overall assessments, and other culminating demonstra 
tions of learning. 

Process criteria are emphasized by educators who be 
lieve product criteria do not provide a complete picture 
of student learning. From their perspective, grades 
should reflect not only the final results but also how 
students got there. Teachers who consider effort or work 
habits when assigning grades are using process criteria, 
as are teachers who factor regular classroom quizzes, 
homework, punctuality of assignments, class participa 
tion, or attendance into grade calculations. 

Progress criteria are used by educators who believe 
that the most important aspect of grading is how much 
students have gained from their learning experiences. 

Other names for progress criteria include "learning 
gain," improvement scoring," "value-added learning, 
and "educational growth." Some educators draw dis 
tinctions between progress, which they measure back 

ward from a final performance standard or goal, and 
growth, which is measured forward from the place a 

student begins on a learning continuum.9 However, 
when achievement is judged using well-defined learn 
ing standards that include graduated levels of perform 
ance, progress and growth criteria can be considered syn 
onymous. 

Teachers who use progress criteria typically look at 
how much improvement students have made over a 
specified period of time, rather than just where they 
are at any one point. As a result, the scoring criteria 
used in determining student grades may be highly in 
dividualized. Most of the current research evidence on 
the use of progress criteria in grading comes from studies 
of individualized instruction and special education pro 
grams.10 

Because of concerns about student motivation, self 
esteem, and the social consequences of grades, few teach 
ers use only product criteria in determining grades. In 
stead, most routinely base their grading procedures on 
some combination of all three types of evidence.'1 Many 
also vary their grading criteria from student to student, 
taking into account individual circumstances.'2 Although 
teachers defend this practice on the basis of fairness, it 
seriously blurs the meaning of any grade. Interpreting 
grades thus becomes exceptionally challenging, not only 
for parents but also for administrators, community mem 
bers, and even the students themselves.'3 A grade of A, 
for example, may mean that the student knew what was 
intended before instruction began (product), did not 
learn as well as expected but tried very hard (process), 
or simply made significant improvement (progress). 

CONFLICTING SOLUTIONS 

Recognizing these interpretation problems, most re 
searchers and measurement specialists recommend the 
exdusive use of product criteria in determining students' 
grades. They point out that the more process and prog 
ress criteria come into play, the more subjective and 
biased grades become.'4 How can a teacher know, for 
example, how difficult a task was for students or how 
hard they worked to complete it? 

Many teachers point out, however, that if they use 
only product criteria in determining grades, some high 
ability students will receive high grades with little ef 
fort, while the hard work of less-talented students will 
go unacknowledged. Consider, for example, two stu 
dents enrolled in the same physical education class. The 
first is a well-coordinated athlete who can easily per 
form any task the teacher asks and so typically does not 
put forth serious effort. The second student is strug 
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gling with a weight problem but consistently tries hard, 
exerts extraordinary effort, and also displays exceptional 
sportsmanship and cooperation. Nevertheless, this stu 
dent is unable to perform at the same level as the ath 
lete. Few teachers would consider it fair to use only prod 
uct criteria in determining the grades of these two stu 
dents.'5 

Teachers also emphasize that, if only product crite 
ria are considered, low-ability students and those who 
are disadvantaged - the students who must work hard 
est - have the least incentive to do so. These students 
find the relationship between high effort and low grades 
frustrating and often express their frustration with in 
difference, deception, or disruption." 

A MEANINGFUL ALTERNATIVE 

An increasing number of teachers and schools have 
adopted a practical solution to the problems associated 
with incorporating these different learning criteria in 
to student grades: they report separate grades or marks 
on each set of criteria. In other words, after establish 
ing explicit indicators of product, process, and progress 
criteria, teachers assign a separate grade to each. In this 

way grades or marks for learning skills, effort, work hab 
its, and learning progress are kept distinct from as 
sessments of achievement and performance.' The in 
tent is to provide a better, more accurate, and much 

more comprehensive picture of what students accom 
plish in school. 

While high school teachers in the United States are 

"What's a dial?" 

just beginning to catch on to the idea of separate grades 
for product, process, and progress criteria, many Cana 
dian educators have used the practice for years.'8 Each 
marking period teachers assign students an "achieve 
ment" grade based on the students' performance on 
projects, assessments, and other demonstrations of learn 
ing. Often expressed as a letter grade or percentage (A = 
advanced, B = proficient, C = basic, D = needs im 
provement, F = unsatisfactory), this "achievement" grade 
represents the teacher's judgment of the student's level 
of performance or accomplishment relative to explicit 
learning goals established for the course. Computations 
of grade-point averages and class ranks are based sole 
ly on these "achievement" or product grades. 

In addition, teachers also assign separate grades or 
marks for homework, class participation, punctuality 
of assignment submissions, effort, learning progress, and 
the like. Because these factors usually relate to specific 
student behaviors, most teachers record numerical marks 
for each (4 = consistently, 3 = usually, 2 = sometimes, 
and 1 = rarely). To clarify a mark's meaning, teachers 
identify specific behavioral indicators for these factors 
and for the levels of performance in each. For exam 
ple, the indicators for a "homework" mark might in 
clude: 

4 = All homework assignments completed and turned 
in on time. 

3 = Only one or two missing or incomplete home 
work assignments. 

2 = Three to five missing or incomplete homework 
assignments. 

1 = Numerous missing or incomplete homework as 
signments. 

Teachers sometimes question the need for this level 
of specificity. Upon reflection, however, most discover 
that by including homework assignments as part of an 
overall grade for students, they already face this chal 
lenge. When determining an overall grade, teachers must 
decide how much credit to give students for complet 
ing homework assignments or how much to take away 
for assignments that were turned in late or not at all. 
Similarly, when reporting a separate grade for home 
work, teachers must ensure that students understand 
the various performance levels so that they know what 
the mark signifies and what must be done to improve. 

Often teachers presume that reporting multiple grades 
will increase their grading workload. But those who use 
the procedure claim that it actually makes grading easier 
and less work. Teachers gather the same evidence on 
student learning that they did when calculating an over 
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all grade but no longer worry about how to weight or 
combine that evidence. As a result, they avoid irresolv 
able arguments about the appropriateness or fairness 
of various weighting strategies. 

Reporting separate grades for product, process, and 
progress criteria also makes grading more meaningful. 
If a parent questions the teacher about a product grade, 
for example, the teacher simply points to the various 

The key to success in reporting multiple 

grades rests on the clear specification of 

indicators related to product, process, 

and progress criteria. 

process indicators and suggests, "Perhaps if your child 
completed homework assignments and participated 
more in class, the 'achievement' grade would be high 
er." Parents favor the practice because it provides a 

more comprehensive profile of their child's perform 
ance in school. Employers and college admission of 
ficers also like systems of separate grades because they 
offer more detailed information on students' accom 
plishments. With all grades reported on the transcript, 
a college admissions office can distinguish between the 
student who earned high achievement grades with rel 
atively little effort and the one who earned equally high 
grades through diligence and hard work. The transcript 
thus becomes a more robust document, presenting a 
better and more discerning portrait of students' high 
school experiences. 19 

Schools would still have the information needed to 
compute grade-point averages and class rankings, if 
such computations are still deemed important. Now, 
however, those averages and rankings would be untaint 
ed by undefined aspects of process and progress. As such, 
they would represent a more valid and appropriate meas 
ure of achievement and performance. Furthermore, to 
the extent that classroom assessments and state account 
ability assessments are based on the same standards for 
learning, the relationship between product grades and 
accountability assessment results would likely be much 
higher. 

The key to success in reporting multiple grades, how 
ever, rests on the clear specification of indicators related 
to product, process, and progress criteria. Teachers must 
be able to describe exactly how they plan to evaluate 
students' achievement, attitude, effort, behavior, and 

progress. Then they must clearly communicate these 
criteria to students, parents, and others. 

CONCLUSION 

The relationship between high school grades and stu 
dents' performance on state accountability assessments 
will never be perfect. Grades are derived from courses 
that can vary significantly across schools and dassrooms. 
In contrast, state accountability assessments typically 
are designed to measure proficiency based on a set of 
common standards for student learning. As such, the 
developers of these types of assessments purposefully 
avoid content that may be unique to particular learn 
ers or learning situations. Furthermore, course grades 
normally reflect a much broader range of knowledge 
and skills than can be measured by limited accounta 
bility assessments with restricted modes of student re 
sponse.20 Nevertheless, concerns about honesty and fair 
ness compel us to reduce the mismatch between these 
two important measures of student knowledge and skill. 

Developing meaningful, reasonable, and equitable 
grading policies and practices will continue to chal 
lenge high school educators. The challenge remains all 
the more daunting, however, if we continue to use re 
porting forms that require teachers to combine so many 
diverse sources of evidence into a single grade. Distin 
guishing specific "product" criteria on which to base an 
"achievement" grade allows teachers to offer a better and 

more precise description of students' academic achieve 
ment and performance. To the extent that "process" cri 
teria related to homework, class participation, attitude, 
effort, responsibility, behavior, and other nonacademic 
factors remain important, they too can be reported. But 
they should be reported separately. Adopting this ap 
proach will clarify the meaning of grades and greatly 
enhance their communicative value. 
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