
The Essential Questions: How do you consistently and fairly determine grades? What con-

stitutes an academic grade vs. nonacademic grade? How do you effectively grade special 

needs students? 

Course grades must be based solely on academic achievement. O’Connor (2002)states 

that “Achievement demonstrates knowledge, skills and behaviors that are stated as learn-

ing goals for a course or unit of instruction.” Student achievement can include but not be 

limited to, projects, portfolios, presentations, and varied forms of assessments. Several of 

our departments and other groups of teachers at all levels have developed common as-

sessments. These common assessments are also appropriate for academic grading. 

Importantly, participation and effort are non-academic and should not be graded as academic achievement. Participation 

grades and effort grades often include things like attendance and behavior. As we seek to fully implement common stan-

dards of achievement into instruction, it is not appropriate to grade student on non-academic achievement in an aca-

demic grade. In order for grades to reflect what students know and can do, grades must only reflect the student’s level 

of academic achievement. 

Using zeros as grades is an ineffective and potentially damaging practice in a 100 point scale. Using a zero for a stu-

dent’s grade does not accurately reflect what the student does or does not know. Proportionally there is a significant 

difference between grades other than F’s and 0’s. For example there is a difference from a 70 to a 77 between a D and 

a C. There is a difference from 0 to 69 for students that are receiving a failing grade. The gap between 0 to 69 is ex-

tremely wide, unlike the gap between 70 to 77 which is quite narrow. Said another way, there are equal intervals from 

100 down to 70, and then on very large interval. This gap can create a serious and potentially dangerous situation for 

students. Assigning a zero could decimate a student’s grade. Contrary to popular belief, assigning a zero actually serves 

to de-motivate students of all ages. Using grades as weapons is ineffective and detrimental. 

Students with special needs include students with disabilities. Guskey (2001) argues for making specific grading adapta-

tions. “In regards to students with disabilities, change the grading criteria, provide supplemental information and use al-

ternate grading options, such as pass/fail. 

Finally, reflecting on the purpose of grades will help to clear the air. The true purpose of grading is to communicate a 

student’s academic achievement. Including anything other than academic achievement is simply unfair and can do un-

foreseen damage. 

Research demonstrates over and over that basing student grades on a bell curve or average is not a fair way to deter-

mine their academic achievement. Using the median or mode to calculate grades will create a system that rewards ei-

ther the most often or more recent performances. Also, applying weight to assignment/project/assessment grades will 

place importance on important instructional concepts and learning goals. This helps to fairly apply that importance of 

that particular work to the grade. Another alternative is using a grade of I or incomplete. This allows students an oppor-

tunity to finish work therefore teaching them responsibility. 
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“Use the photo album  
approach not a       

snapshot approach to 
grading  student    

learning.” 

Tomlinson and McTighe 



Effective Possible Best Practices for Determining 
Grades: 
 Using median or mode instead of always mean for 

calculating grades 

 Using multiple ways to assess students 

 Using the photo album approach vs. the snapshot 
approach 

 Weighting project grades helps to create a fair sys-
tem (see O’Connor, pg 146-147) 

 Using an I (Incomplete) and giving students the op-
portunity to redo their work 

Practices that inhibit learning: 

 Using grades as punishment does not work and 
does not create responsibility 

 Averaging grades is not fair, it can give an inaccu-
rate picture of student achievement 

 Using zeros as grades in a 60 to100 or 70 to 100 
scale vs. a 1,2,3,4 scale makes unequal intervals 

 Basing grades on things like attendance, attitude 
and work habits is not an accurate account of what 
students have learned academically, and is unfair 
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