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What is evidence-based assessment and grading?
At its basic level, it’s expressing a student’s school performance
as a report of evidence of specific standards. Academic grades
rally around content and skills, nothing else. We want to know to
what degree “Junior” can:
•
•
•
•
•

Explain the dual nature of light
Determine the area of a polygon
Analyze an argument
Titrate liquids
Use knowledge of exercise and metabolism to make healthy
snack choices
• Write an information paragraph
• Incorporate musical dynamics in a successful concerto

Nationwide, 2/3 of community
college students have to take
remedial courses as part of their
program. 40% of students (and
rising) at four and five year state
and some private university
programs have to re-take high
school or remedial courses as
part of their program...
…Yet, most of these students’
grades indicated they were
proficient, ready for college
level work.
What grading reputation does your
school or district want to have?
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1892: The Committee of Ten:
• The Standardized Curriculum
• High School
• School Day made of 50-60 minute class periods

Popcorn kernels pop at different rates, but when each
one pops, it’s accorded full status as a piece of popcorn, not
something less than popcorn because it popped later than
its fellow kernels.
Let’s end the false assumption that students all learn at
a uniform rate and manner.

Never sacrifice sound pedagogy because
someone above you isn’t there yet.

Absent moral imperative, nothing in education changes. (Reeves)

• What’s the moral thing we do?
• Do we have the moral authority to knowingly falsify a
report of student learning?
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What do all these have in common?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Put name, date, period in the top right corner of the paper
Used a quiet, indoor voice while in the classroom
Showed up to play in an evening musical concert
Brought in permission slip signed by parents
Donated a box of tissues to the classroom
Completed a reading log of time read
Had a nice, neat notebook in math
Dressed out in gym uniform in p.e.
Turned in work in a timely manner
Did service for the school
Worked collaboratively
Tutored classmates

Public
Curriculum
Hidden
Curriculum

“Is my purpose to select talent or develop it?…If your
purpose as an educator is to select talent, then you must
work to maximize the differences among students. In other
words, on any measure of learning, you must try to achieve
the greatest possible variation in students' scores
…Unfortunately for students, the best means of maximizing
differences in learning is poor teaching. Nothing does it
better.”
-- Thomas R. Guskey, Education Leadership,
ASCD, November 2011, Pages 16-21
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“If, on the other hand, your purpose as an educator is
to develop talent, then you…clarify what you want students
to learn and be able to do. Then you do everything possible
to ensure that all students learn those things well. If you
succeed, there should be little or no variation in measures of
student learning. All students are likely to attain high scores
on measures of achievement, and all might receive high
grades.
-- Thomas R. Guskey, Education Leadership,
ASCD, November 2011, Pages 16-21

What is standardsbased assessment
and grading?

It’s assessing and grading
only in reference to evidence of
standard(s), nothing else. If it’s
listed in the course curriculum, it
can be evaluated and included in
the final grade. If not, it can be
reported, but reported in a
separate column on the report
card.
It often requires the removal or
changing of several conventional
grading practices in order to
maintain grade integrity.

Operating Premises:
• Assessments and grades must be as accurate as
possible. We will never knowingly falsify a grade.
• Assessment and the descriptive feedback from it is
not a sidebar or an add-on that we don’t have time
to do. It is a form of direct instruction in itself.
• The goal is for students to self-monitor their
learning and create self-efficacy, not to rely on
teachers to tell them how they’re doing.
• Incompetence in the current grade level curriculum
is never preparatory or maturing for what’s to
come.

4

Operating Premises:
• Implementing the grading policies and practices of upper
grade levels in lower grade levels regardless of their
effectiveness is not the best way to prepare students for
those upper grade levels. The best preparation for the next
grade level is a student’s personal maturation and his
authentic and lasting competence in what is being taught in
his current grade level.
• We never subordinate what we know to be effective teaching
practice in the current grade level because somebody above
us isn’t there yet.
• We teach so that students learn, not to play, “gotcha,” and
think that’s building students’ self-discipline. Instead, we
study how to teach self-discipline, noting that none of the
research indicates doing it via grading policies.

Type of Feedback
Scores Alone

Score with Comments

Comments Alone

Impact on Students
Ineffective: Students were complacent,
unmotivated
Ineffective: Students focused only on
judgement of scores, how they did in
comparison to others, didn’t internalize
or use comments
Effective: Students in this group
demonstrated the most improvement and
learning

-- Ruth Butler (1988, as cited in Wiliam 2011),
from Arthur Chiaravalli (@hhschiaravalli)
“Teachers Going Gradeless: Toward a Future of
Growth Not Grades”

“…John Hattie (2012) whose synthesis of 800 meta-studies showed
that student self-assessment/self-grading topped the list of educational
interventions with the highest effect size. By teaching students how to
accurately self-assess based on clear criteria, teachers empower them to
become “self-regulated learners” able to monitor, regulate, and guide their
own learning. The reason students never develop these traits is that our
monopoly on assessment, feedback, and grading has trained students to
adopt an attitude of total passivity in the learning process.”
-- Arthur Chiaravalli (@hhschiaravalli) “Teachers Going
Gradeless: Toward a Future of Growth Not Grades”
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Identify the Principles Involved, THEN Gather the Solutions
Example: How do I grade English Language Learners?
Principles/Tenets Involved:

• Teachers must be ethical. They cannot knowingly falsify
a score or grade.
• To be useful, grades must be accurate reports of
evidence of students’ performance against standards.
• Regular report cards report against regular, publicly
declared standards/outcomes. They cannot report
about irregular standards or anything not publicly
declared.
• Any test format that does not create an accurate report
of students’ degree of evidence of standards must be
changed so that it does or replaced by one that does.
(continued)

Identify the Principles Involved, THEN Gather the Solutions
Example: How do I grade English Language Learners?
Principles Involved: (Continued)
• English Language Learners have a right to be assessed
accurately.
• Lack of language proficiency does not mean lack of
content proficiency.
• Effective teachers are mindful of cultural and
experiential bias in assessments and try to minimize
their impact.
If teachers act upon these principles,
what decisions/behaviors/policies should we see
in their assessment and grading procedures?

Grades are short-hand
reports of what you know and
can do at the end of
learning’s journey, not the
path you took to get there.

6

Define Each Grade

A:
B:
C:
D:

E or F:

[Artist Unknown]

[Artist Unknown

Time is a variable, not an absolute.

“Nobody
knows ahead of
time how long it
takes anyone to
learn anything.”
Dr. Yung Tae Kim, “Dr. Tae,”
Physics Professor,
Skateboarding Champion
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It’s what students carry forward, not what they demonstrated
during the unit of learning, that is most indicative of true
proficiency.

We are criterion-referenced, evidenced-based, not norm-referenced
in classroom assessment and reporting.

We cannot conflate
reports of
compliance with
evidence of
mastery. Grades
are reports of
learning, not doing.
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‘Time to Change the
Metaphor:

Grades are NOT
compensation.
Grades are
communication:
They are an
accurate report of
what happened.

Fair Isn’t
Always Equal

This quarter, you’ve taught:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Main idea, Theme, Thesis
Literary Devices used to Evoke Reader Response
Close Reading
Annotating Text
Resurgence in Post-Modernism in current, popular literature
Cultivating a Writer’s Voice
From Classic Literature to Film

The student’s grade: B
What does this mark tell us about the student’s proficiency with
each of the topics you’ve taught?
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Unidimensionality – A single score on a test represents a single dimension
or trait that has been assessed

Student

1
2
3

Dimension
A

Dimension
B
Total Score

2

10

12

10

2

12

6

6
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Problem: Most tests use a single score to assess multiple
dimensions and traits. The resulting score is often invalid and
useless. -- Marzano, CAGTW, page 13

100
90
80
70
60

50
40
Fiction
Non-Fiction
Writing
Speaking
Listening

Student A
70
70
70
70
70

Student B
50
90
60
80
70

Student C
87
87
0
87
87

Student D
100
60
60
60
70

What is the Role of Each One?

• Formative Assessment
• Summative Judgment
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Formative vs
Summative in Focus:
Lab Reports in a
Science Class
(Or any other lab-like activity in
any subject area)

Two Homework Extremes
that Focus Our Thinking
• If a student does none of the homework
assignments, yet earns an “A” (top grade) on every
formal assessment we give, does he earn anything
less than an “A” on his report card?
• If a student does all of the homework well yet
bombs every formal assessment, isn’t that also a
red flag that something is amiss, and we need to
take corrective action?

Be clear: We mark and grade against
standards/outcomes, not the routes
students take or techniques teachers
use to achieve those
standards/outcomes.
Given this premise, marks/grades for these activities can no longer
be used in the academic report of what students know and can do
regarding learner standards: maintaining a neat notebook, group
discussion, class participation, homework, class work, reading log minutes,
band practice minutes, dressing out in p.e., showing up to perform in an
evening concert, covering textbooks, service to the school, group projects,
signed permission slips, canned foods for canned food drive…
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Accuracy of the Final Report Card Grade versus the Level
of Use of Formative Assessment Scores in the Final
Report Grade
High Final
Grade Accuracy

Low Final
Grade Accuracy
Low Use of
Formative Scores
in the Final Grade

High Use of
Formative Scores
in the Final Grade

Set up your gradebook into two sections:

Formative
Assignments and assessments
completed on the way to
mastery or proficiency

Summative
Final declaration
of mastery or
proficiency

“…[N]o research supports the idea that low
grades prompt students to try harder. More often,
low grades prompt students to withdraw from
learning. To protect their self-images, many
students regard the low grade as irrelevant or
meaningless. Others may blame themselves for
the low grade but feel helpless to improve (Selby &
Murphy, 1992).”
- Tom Guskey, “Five Obstacles to Grading Reform,”
Education Leadership, ASCD,
November 2011

12

‘Highly
recommended
, new book!

Larry Ferlazzo
Helping Students
Motivate
Themselves:
Practical Answers to
Classroom
Challenges
Practical, Creative,
Real….
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Motivation Matters
September 2014 |
Volume 72 | Number 1
www.ascd.org

ASCD’s Education
Leadership
“Emotionally Healthy
Kids”
October 2015| Volume 73 |
Number 2
www.ascd.org

September 2016
Volume 74 | Number
1
Relationships First
Pages 10-15
“What to Do
in Week One?”
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Executive Function skills:
(Guare, Dawson, Guare, 2013, p.
15-17)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Response inhibition
working memory
emotional control
flexibility
sustained attention
task initiation
planning/prioritizing
organization
time management
goal-directed persistence
metacognition

And How Do We Build
These Skills in Students?

There’s
no one strategy that works.
And even more interesting:
The strategies will need to
change as the students
mature.

Recommended Resources:
• Smart but Scattered: The Revolutionary "Executive Skills"
Approach to Helping Kids Reach Their Potential by Peg
Dawson and Richard Guare
• Smart but Scattered Teens: The "Executive Skills" Program
for Helping Teens Reach Their Potential by Richard Guare,
Peg Dawson, and Colin Guare
• Late, Lost, and Unprepared: A Parents' Guide to Helping
Children with Executive Functioning by Joyce Cooper-Kahn
and Laurie Dietzel
• Promoting Executive Function in the Classroom (What
Works for Special-Needs Learners) by Lynn Meltzer
• The National Center for Learning Disabilities (www.ncld.org)
• http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/vid
eos/inbrief_series/inbrief_executive_function/
• “Worth a Closer Look: Executive Function,” Rick Wormeli,
Middle Ground magazine (Now, AMLE Magazine), August
2013, Association for Middle Level Education
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Recommended Resources for ADHD information:
• The Attention Deficit Disorder Assocation (www.add.org)
• http://www.helpguide.org/mental/adhd_add_signs_symptom
s.htm
• National Resource Center on ADHD
(http://www.help4adhd.org/), which includes resources for
the organization, CHADD (Children and Adults with
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder

We can learn
without grades,
but we can’t learn
without descriptive
feedback.

Sine qua non
Literally: “Without
which, not.” Put
another way:
“Without this,
nothing.”

Two Questions to Ask Students:
• What are you supposed to be learning?
• Where are you in relation to that goal?
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What do these all have in common?
Good job.
Excellent.
Little effort here.
Unacceptable.
Well organized.
Confusing.
Did not follow directions.
One of the best in class!

Well done.
Sloppy.
Intelligent!
Missing supportive
detail.
Poorly designed.
Outstanding!
Significant errors.

How about this for descriptive feedback?
“You earned a 92%, Joel,” says the
teacher as she passes back test papers.
“That’s better than most of the class.”

‘Highly recommended
new book, ‘worthy of a
book study – One of
the most impactful
books on teaching I’ve
read in years.
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Feedback vs Assessment
Feedback: Holding up a mirror to students, showing
them what they did and comparing it what they
should have done – There’s no evaluative
component!
Assessment: Gathering data so we can make a
decision

Greatest Impact on Student Success:

Formative feedback

Feedback begins with non-emotional, non-judgmental
facts…

From Teacher’s perspective:
“You included one piece of evidence for each claim.”
“You accounted for the amplitude of the wave.”
From student’s perspective:
“I did not use distilled water in the lab.”
“I arched my back on the dismount.”

…then it is followed by reflection on how those elements
relate to student’s success relative to the evaluative
criteria:
From the teacher’s perspective:
• “The criteria called for two pieces of evidence per claim,
not one.”
• “Because you accounted for the wave amplitude, your
declarations of energy outputs were correct.”
From the student’s perspective:
• “If I used distilled water, I would not have as many
contaminants potentially affecting my lab results.”
• “Because I arched my back, I am able to make a fluid
transition into the next element of the routine.”
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What about teachers receiving constructive,
descriptive feedback?
“Your lesson was engaging.”
[Judgement/Unhelpful]
“You incorporated students’ personal interests and culture
in your examples, and you started with a real-life problem
that needed to be solved. As a result, students spent most
of their time discussing the math involved instead of just
socializing.
[Commenting on Decisions and their
Impact – Helpful, professional]

Two Ways to Begin Using
Descriptive Feedback:

• “Point and Describe”
(from Teaching with Love & Logic, Jim Fay, David Funk)

• “Goal, Status, and Plan for the Goal”
1. Identify the objective/goal/standard/outcome
2. Identify where the student is in relation to the goal
(Status)
3. Identify what needs to happen in order to close the gap

When providing
descriptive
feedback that
builds
perseverance,
…comment on
decisions made
and their impact,
NOT quality of
work.
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Highlighting Mistakes: A Grading
Strategy
(Youtube.com)

Effective Protocol for Data Analysis
and Descriptive Feeddback found in many Schools:

Here’s What, So What, Now What

1. Here’s What: (data, factual statements, no commentary)
2. So What: (Interpretation of data, what patterns/insights
do we perceive, what does the data say to us?)

3. Now What: (Plan of action, including new questions,
next steps)

Item

Topic or
Proficiency

1

Dividing
fractions

2

Dividing
Fractions

3

Multiplying
Fractions

4

Multiplying
fractions

5

Reducing to
Smplst trms

6

Reducing to
Smplst trms

7
8
9

Right

Wrong

Simple
Mistake?

Really Don’t
Understand

Reciprocals

Reciprocals
Reciprocals
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Date
Mr./Mrs./Miss ________________________,
I understand….
I need assistance in….
I suggestion the following four steps for me to take in
order to learn these content and skills:

Sincerely,
_______________________

Result on Student
Achievement

Teacher Action

Just telling students # correct and Negative influence on
incorrect
achievement
Clarifying the scoring criteria

Increase of 16 percentile points

Providing explanations as to why
their responses are correct or
incorrect

Increase of 20 percentile points

Asking students to continue
Increase of 20 percentile points
responding to an assessment until
they correctly answer the items
Graphically portraying student
achievement

Increase of 26 percentile points

-- Marzano, CAGTW, pgs 5-6

A child is attempting to ride a bicycle, and the
bike falls over. Another child, learning to walk, loses her
balance and lands on her bottom. A baby’s green peas
slide off his spoon as he moves it toward his mouth.
How do their parents respond? Good parents don’t
say, “You fail, you’re not able to meet bicycling
standards,” “I’ll develop a rubric for walking without
falling,” or, “We need a Common Core curriculum to
help you keep your food in your spoon.” ….[They]
simply say, “Try again.”
-

Richard L. Curwin, Education Leadership,
ASCD, September 2014, p.38
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Students should be allowed to
re-do assessments until they
achieve acceptable mastery, and
they should be given full credit
for having achieved such.

A Perspective that Changes our Thinking:

“A ‘D’ is a coward’s ‘F.’ The student
failed, but you didn’t have enough
guts to tell him.”
-- Doug Reeves

•
•
•
•

A
B
C
I, IP, NE, or NTY
Once we cross over into D and F(E) zones,
does it really matter? We’ll do the same two
things: Personally investigate and take
corrective action
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If we do not allow students to re-do work, we deny the
growth mindset so vital to student maturation, and we are
declaring to the student:

• This assignment had no legitimate educational
value.
• It’s okay if you don’t do this work.
• It’s okay if you don’t learn this content or skill.
None of these is acceptable to the highly
accomplished, professional educator.

If an “F” on a project
really motivated
students to work
harder and achieve,
retention rates would
have dropped by now.
They haven’t; they’ve
increased. We need to
do something more
than repeatedly
document failure.

Recovering in full from a failure teaches more than being
labeled for failure ever could teach.

It’s a false assumption that giving a student an “F” or wagging
an admonishing finger from afar builds moral fiber, selfdiscipline, competence, and integrity.
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Re-Do’s &
Re-Takes:
Are They
Okay?

More than “okay!”
After 10,000 tries,
here’s a working
light bulb. ‘Any
questions?

Thomas Edison

United States Air Force Training Manual

F.A.I.L.
First Attempt in Learning
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From Youtube.com:
Dr. Tae Skateboarding
(Ted Talk)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHfo17ikSpY

Helpful Procedures and Policies
for Re-Do’s and Re-Takes
• Always, “…at teacher discretion.”
• Don’t hide behind the factory model of schooling that
perpetuates curriculum by age, perfect mastery on
everyone’s part by a particular calendar date.
• As appropriate, students write letters explaining what was
different between the first and subsequent attempts, and
what they learned about themselves as learners.
• Re-do’s and re-takes must be within reason, and teachers
decide what’s reasonable.

• Identify a day by which time this will be accomplished or the
grade is permanent, which, of course, may be adjusted at
any point by the teacher.
• With the student, create a calendar of completion that will
help them accomplish the re-do. If student doesn’t follow
through on the learning plan, he writes letters of apology.
There must be re-learning, or learning for the first time,
before the re-assessing.

• Require the student to submit original version with the redone version so you and he can keep track of his
development.
• If a student is repeatedly asking for re-doing work,
something’s up. Investigate your approach and the child’s
situation.
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• C, B, and B+ students get to re-do just as much as D and F
students do. Do not stand in the way of a child seeking
excellence.
• If report cards are due and there’s not time to re-teach
before re-assessing, record the lower grade, then work with
the student in the next marking period, and if he presents
new evidence of proficiency, submit a grade-change report
form, changing the grade on the transcript from the previous
marking period.
• Reserve the right to give alternative versions and ask followup questions to see if they’ve really mastered the material.
• Require parents to sign the original attempt.

• It’s okay to let students, “bank,” sections of the
assessment/assignment that are done well.
• No-re-do’s the last week of the grading period.
• Replace the previous grade with the new one, do NOT
average them together.
• Sometimes the greater gift is to deny the option.
• Choose your battles. Push for re-doing the material that is
transformative, leveraging, fundamental.

Premise
A grade represents a valid and undiluted
indicator of what a student knows
and is able to do – mastery.
With grades we document progress in students
and our teaching, we provide feedback to
students and their parents, and we make
instructional decisions.
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10 Practices to Avoid in a Differentiated Classroom
[They Dilute a Grade’s Validity and Effectiveness]

• Penalizing students’ multiple attempts at mastery
• Grading practice (daily homework) as students
come to know concepts [Feedback, not grading, is
needed]
• Withholding assistance (not scaffolding or
differentiating) in the learning when it’s needed
• Group grades
• Incorporating non-academic factors (behavior,
attendance, and effort)

• Assessing students in ways that do not accurately
indicate students’ mastery (student responses are
hindered by the assessment format)
• Grading on a curve
• Allowing Extra Credit
• Defining supposedly criterion-based grades in terms
of norm-referenced descriptions (“above average,”
“average”, etc.)
• Recording zeroes on the 100.0 scale for work not
done

Grading Late Work
• One whole letter grade down for each
day late is punitive. It does not teach
students, and it removes hope.
• A few points off for each day late is
instructive; there’s hope.
• Yes, the world beyond school is like this.
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Helpful Consideration for Dealing with
Student’s Late Work:

Is it chronic….
…or is it occasional?
We respond differently, depending on
which one it is.

Consider graphic representations of student achievement…
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Check out the FREE Website
for Perspective and
Practicality on Assessment
and Grading Issues!

www.stenhouse.com/fiae
1. Two new, substantial study guides for Fair Isn’t Always Equal
2. Q&A’s - abbreviated versions of correspondence with teachers
and administrators
3. Video and audio podcasts on assessment and grading issues
4. Testimonials from educators
5. Articles that support the book’s main themes

Among the articles:

Also, check out
ASCD’s Education Leadership
November 2011 issue
Vol. 69, Number 3
Theme: Effective Grading Practices
Single Issue: $7.00, 1-800-933-2723
www.ascd.org

❑ Susan M. Brookhart on starting the conversation about the purpose
of grades
❑ Rick Wormeli on how to make redos and retakes work
❑ Thomas R. Guskey on overcoming obstacles to grading reform
❑ Robert Marzano on making the most of standards-based grading
❑ Ken O’Connor and Rick Wormeli on characteristics of effective
grading
❑ Cathy Vatterott on breaking the homework grading addiction
❑ Alfie Kohn on why we should end grading instead of trying to
improve it

Particularly Compelling Websites with Research on SBG:

http://tguskey.com/articles/
http://mctownsley.net/standards-based-grading/
www.rickwormeli.com
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New Resource on Grading:

“The Grading System We Need to Have”
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/classroom_qa_with_larry_
ferlazzo/2014/05/response_the_grading_system_we_need
_to_have.html

De-Testing & DeGrading Schools:
Authentic Alternatives
to Accountability and
Standardization,
Revised Edition (2016)
Warning: ‘Mind-changing
essays, unusually wellresearched content,
compelling prose, mythbusting impact, and a rather
intense Foreword!

Former AP Teacher,
now Building Administrator,
Reed Gillespie
Responses to Re-Do Concerns:
http://www.reedgillespie.blogspot.com/2013/04/redosand-retakes.html
12 Practical Steps to Conducting Re-do’s:
http://www.reedgillespie.blogspot.com/2013/04/12steps-to-creating-successful-redo.html
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Eleven years in the
making -Here it comes!
Fair Isn’t Always
Equal, Second
Edition

Available from
Stenhouse
Publishers, Barnes
and Noble, and
Amazon.

Great Books on Feedback, Assessment, and Grading:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Grading from the Inside Out (Schimmer)
Hacking Assessment (Sackstein)
Elements of Grading (Reeves)
How to Give Feedback to Your Students (Brookhart)
Balanced Assessment, From Formative to Summative (Burke)
Grading Smarter, Not Harder (Dueck)
Grading (Brookhart)
How to Grade for Learning (O’Connor)
A Repair Kit for Grading: 15 Fixes for Broken Grades
(O’Connor)
• Fair Isn’t Always Equal (Wormeli)
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• Checking for Understanding: Formative Assessment
Techniques for your Classroom (Fisher and Frey)
• Transforming Classroom Grading (Marzano)
• Classroom Assessment and Grading that Work
(Marzano)
• How to Assess Higher-Order Thinking Skills in your
Classroom (Brookhart)
• Grading Exceptional and Struggling Students: RTI, ELL,
IEP (Guskey, Jung)
• On Your Mark: Challenging the Conventions of Grading
and Reporting (Guskey)

Three particularly helpful books I just read and I highly
recommend:
• Keeley, Page. Science Formative Assessment: 75
Practical Strategies for Linking Assessment,
Instruction, and Learning, Corwin Press, NSTA Press,
2008
• Brookhart, Susan. How to Assess Higher-Order
Thinking Skills in your Classroom, ASCD, 2010
• Alternatives to Grading Student Writing, Stephen
Tchudi, Editor, NCTE, 1997

For further conversation with Rick:

Rick Wormeli
www.rickwormeli.com
@RickWormeli2 (Twitter)
rick@rickwormeli.onmicrosoft.com
Herndon, Virginia
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