
The Essential Questions: What does criterion referenced grading mean? How can crite-

rion referenced grades be applied to everyday grading? 

Criterion referenced grades are based on measuring a student against a level of perform-

ance, not measuring one student against another student. This means looking at how a 

student is performing today compared to how the student performed the day before that. 

Criterion referenced means setting a defined target for students to hit, and then measuring their progress according to how 

close they come to hitting the target. Criteria and targets provide “stable and clear points of reference.” (Wiggins, 1994). 

The application for criterion grading is providing students with rubrics and scoring guides that set the criteria for mastery. 

Students are then able to demonstrate their knowledge according to the predetermined objective/objectives. Instructors are 

then able to grade a student against the pre-determined target and not other students. For criterion grading, it is important 

that rubrics are used consistently and that there is clarity in the presented objectives. As Stiggins says, “Eliminate the mys-

tery surrounding the meaning of success in your classroom by letting your students see your vision. If they can see it they 

can hit it. But if they cannot see it their challenge turns into a pin the tail on the donkey- blindfolded, of course.” 

Reflecting on the fairness of grading practices sparks thought to the concept of criterion referenced grading. Using criterion 

referenced grading contributes to consistency and fairness in grading. It also promotes growth in students instead of com-

petition between students. 

Guideline: Criterion Referenced Grading  

Effective Best Practices for Criterion Referenced Grading: 

 Use rubrics and clear targets 

 Provide students with the learning objectives/goals ahead of 
time 

 Provide exemplars or anchor papers for students to view 
achievement levels 

 Grade students against mastery of the objectives 

Practices that inhibit learning: 

 Not providing objectives or targets 

 Grading students against a norm-referenced curve 

 Not using rubrics for scoring student work 

 Grading by comparing students to each other 
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“Grading on a curve tell 
very little about what    

students can do.” 

O’Connor 
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