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 Meaning of Grading 
 

Grading refers to both the symbols assigned to individual pieces of student 
work and to composite measures of student performance on report cards 
(Brookhart, et al, 2016, p. 804). Teacher assigned grades are complex and 
include both cognitive and non-cognitive factors. Grades may be consid-
ered as  

 Earned by students, not assigned by teachers. 
 Influencing student behavior 
 Predicting dropping out 
 Influencing college acceptance 
 Predicting college success 

 
From the 1940’s through the early part of the 21st century the most com-
mon form of grading has been a five point scale such as A, B, C, D, F. In 
the 21st century, SBG (standards based grading) has gained momentum.  
 
Research 
Research has looked at the consistency of grading, the connection of 
teacher grades with standardized assessments, the connection of grades 
with student long term outcomes, the influence of factors beyond content 
knowledge, and the implementation of standards based grading. These dif-
ferent views of grading reveal different aspects of the meaning of grades.  
 
There has been research from 1911 through 2011 that teacher grading is 
inconsistent. Teachers given the same set of papers at different times will 
assign different grades at each of the times. If different teachers are given 
the same set of papers, the grades will vary among the teachers. When 
grading compositions, teachers vary in the amount of influence that format 
and usage have on the final grade compared to quality of ideas. The gap 
for variability was particularly large for the weakest papers. It was noted 
that point schemes reduce the variability. Since much of this research is 
old, it should be replicated. In a proposed ELA study, the researcher might 
choose to compare scores based on teachers choosing their own scoring 
scheme, holistic scoring, and analytical scoring as well as at different 
points in time and among different teachers.  
 
The correlation of teacher grades and standardized test achievement is 
moderate, usually greater than 0.5 but less than 0.8 (Muijs). This would 
indicate underlying similarities between the criteria for teachers’ grades 
and the criteria for standardized achievement scores.  
 
Several studies between 2001 and 2012 looked at grades as predictors of 
educational outcomes. Factors related to dropping out included student 
background, grade retention, problem behavior, low attendance, failing a 
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course, and low course grades. The strongest predictor for dropping out is retention and the second 
highest is D or F grades (Bower, 2010, cited in Brookhart). A study by Allensworth, Gwynne, 
Moore, and de la Torre (2014, cited in Brookhart, et al) found that “middle school grades and at-
tendance are stronger predictors of high school performance in comparison to test scores” (p. 812).   
 
In studies published since 2000, it was found that teachers grading practices are influenced by 
achievement and by  academic enabling factors such as effort, student behavior, homework, and 
fairness. Fairness may refer to not failing a student who was showing effort or improvement.  Casil-
las et al. (2012, cited in Brookhart et al.) found that GPA variance was attributable to standardized 
assessments (25%), prior grades (30%,), psychological factors (23%), behavioral indicators (10%), 
demographics (9%), and school factors (3%). It was found that hard work, conscientiousness, and 
effort had the strongest relationship to GPA. This study and others with similar results seem to indi-
cate that the construct of school achievement may be more complex than the measure of standard-
ized scores. Thus the validity argument that grades and standardized scores should have a high cor-
relation may not be sound (p.824).  
 
Standards based grading, is different from standardized grading or mastery grading (Brookhart et 
al., p. 828). Standardized grading refers to providing teachers with uniform grading procedures for 
the purpose of improving consistency in grading methods.  Mastery grading uses a binary system of 
mastered/not mastered. Standards based grading uses four categories (e.g. below basic, basic, profi-
cient, and advanced). Work habits and behavior are reported separately. Teachers have had difficul-
ty implementing SBG because of the tendency to mix academic achievement with  non-academic 
factors. Teachers also have difficulty with common assessments, minimum grading policies, accept-
ing late work with no penalty, and allowing students to retest and replace low test scores. SBG and 
high stakes tests are moderately related with possibly 50% of the variance in GPA explained by the 
standards based assessment scores.  
 
Student Achievement 
One measure of student success is the level of achievement on NYSED assessments. The Instruc-
tional Data Warehouse (IDW) provides the  GAP and student item analysis reports to identify the 
skills the student or a group of students need to learn to a higher level of proficiency. Learning these 
skills will result in a higher level of content proficiency.  
 
When teachers include non-academic factors such as attendance, effort, behavior, completion of 
homework, they are including factors that influence the success of students. The IDW reports do not 
answer the question, “Why were students less proficient?”  These teacher factors look more at the 
why for success (disposition for learning).  
 
Root cause analysis attempts to find the why for the successful or adverse outcome. To discover the 
root cause, “why” must be asked multiple times to dig deeper. Schools are a complex social struc-
ture. There may be multiple causes for why an outcome occurred. If the outcome is adverse, “by dis-
solving any of the multiple causes, the symptoms can be reduced or eliminated” (Preus, p.4).  
 
For wide gaps identified  in classroom instruction,  questions may be asked such as 

 Why is there a wider gap for this item? [ Use follow-up why questions to the answers.] 
 Why was this item not adequately covered in the curriculum? 
 Why were effective teaching strategies not use d for this item? 
 Why did we not have resources that adequately addressed this item? 

 
Teachers may identify students who are not doing homework. The question is, “Why are they not 



Department of Curriculum, Instruction and Technology 
Contact Us:  Data Warehousing, Meador Pratt, Ed.D., Supervisor II 
Phone: 516-608-6612 • Email: mpratt@mail.nasboces.org 

 

doing homework?” Teachers may want to consider,  
 Is this student homeless? 
 Does this student go home to four rooms with ten people living in the home? 
 Is this student in the parent role after school? 
 Is this student practicing a sport for two hours after school? 
 Did the student adequately understand how to complete the assignment based on 

classroom instruction? 
 Does this student work 15 hours at a job every week? 
 Does this student have adequate organizational skills? 

A “yes” to one or more of these questions may change the conversation that the teacher has 
with the student and the perspective of the role of homework in the learning of that student.  
 
Another non-academic factor for student success is perseverance. Does the student continue to 
read through a longer passage? Does the student continue to work on a mathematics problem 
that has more steps? Teachers need to teach perseverance.  
 
To be successful, students need to accept appropriate challenges. Do students struggle with 
more complex texts? Do they struggle to understand passages with new vocabulary? Do they 
struggle  with new content that has been taught to learn a new mathematics technique? Learning 
to deal with challenges as an obstacle to be overcome rather than an impenetrable wall is im-
portant for student achievement. This is a skill that needs to be taught in the earliest grades.  
 
Throughout the decades, teachers have wanted to include the non-academic skills in grading. 
SBG recognizes the importance of these skills but says that they should be graded separately 
from the academic grade.  
 
Research seems to say that standardized assessment scores have low criterion validity for over-
all schooling outcomes but that grades are a better predictor of K-12 educational persistence, 
completion, and transition from high school to college (Brookhart, et al., p. 833). Teachers’ 
grades represent the cognitive knowledge measured on standardized assessments as well as fac-
tors such as persistence and positive school behaviors.  
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