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Interpreting Grades 
 

The first Regents in New York State were administered to grade eight students 
prior to high school in November 1865. It was an examination to determine if a 
student was ready to enter high school. The first high school Regents examination 
was in 1878.  The purpose of these examinations were to “stimulate thorough-
ness” (NYSED).  NYS has a more than 150 year history of determining whether 
students are proficient to a state-wide standard. During that history, the criteria 
for learning have changed, the scoring has changed, and the interpretation of the 
scores has changed.  
 
Scoring 
On the way to taking a state examination to determine a student’s level of learn-
ing, students are assessed on the local level. The student is subjected to an assess-
ment system that is influenced by the school district, school culture, and the indi-
vidual teachers. The criteria for the level of learning may be determined and 
modified by the district, school, or teacher. Each teacher’s philosophy influences 
the grade that a student actually receives.  
 
The state attempts to increase the consistency among raters on the NYS examina-
tions by issuing scoring guides for teachers to follow across the state. In theory 
whether an examination is scored by teachers in New York City, Albany, or Buf-
falo, that paper should receive the same score. In reality, the same paper may re-
ceive scores differing by several points depending upon what group of teachers 
scored that paper. This difference may even be seen within the same district.  
 
Grading policies 
Local scoring by a teacher may change throughout that teachers career as the 
scoring philosophy of the teacher changes or the teacher is influenced by district 
policies. Scoring may change based on the evidence that students are asked to 
produce for evaluation. The grade may reflect what the student has learned or 
how well the student has complied with the parameters of the assignment or ex-
amination. Does the grade reflect learning or “responsibility, effort, hard work, 
neatness, and homework completion” (Vatterott, p. 7)?  
 
In the 1700’s Yale used a  ranking scale with four categories, In the late 1800’s 
Harvard used a scale with five categories. These systems can be seen in levels 
1,2,3, and 4 or letter  grades A, B, C, D, F. In the early 1900’s, some teachers 
began to use the bell curve to determine grades. Statistically, the bell curve re-
flected large numbers of students that were randomly selected and had not re-
ceived an intervention i.e. instruction (Vatterott, p. 9). The bell curve is not ap-
propriate in the classroom because  the groups are small and the teacher has pro-
vided an intervention.  
 
The definition of an “A student” may not only reflect what the student has 
learned but also the behaviors of responsibility, effort, hardwork, neatness, and 
homework completion. This dual criteria can be seen when a student hands in the 
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top paper a day late and receives a C or “0.” If this is a culmination paper, this grade may count for 40% of 
the quarterly grade. Does an A, B, or C reflect what this student has learned? 
 
Even at the college level, students want to be rewarded with a “C” for effort. In a mathematics class, they 
may have three weeks to complete the electronic homework for each of eight chapters, but only complete two 
chapters. The electronic software provides helps and hints for each of the problems. The three week window 
gives students the opportunity to do the homework the week the content was taught, the week they took the 
examination, or the week after going over the examination in class. The college provides a free tutoring la-
boratory with computers. Ideally, a student  would make use  of the laboratory to review difficult content or 
when he/she does not achieve 70 on a chapter examination. Even though 50% pf each chapter examination is 
problems from class or homework, a student may not do these problems correctly, fail the examinations, and 
want a “C” at the end of the course for perfect attendance. For this student, perfect attendance is enough ef-
fort to earn a “C.” There are college students who are taking 12 credits to receive financial aid, have children, 
and are working two jobs. They are motivated to improve their lives through a college education. They are 
going to classes over nine hours a week. However, their notion of college success may not include a change 
in knowledge or thinking. Rather, attendance is sufficient for achieving a “C” in the course.  
 
Forces driving change 
The federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) program emphasized that all students should become proficient. 
This challenged the philosophy that some students will not succeed. It challenged the notion that all students 
could be taught the same way and be successful. Teachers struggled with not only how to differentiate but 
whether differentiation was “fair” (Vatterott, p. 19). There were differences between student grades and suc-
cess on the common state assessments. Some would say the tests were flawed. Perhaps, some of the high 
school-grades were a reflection of hard work rather than learning and some of the low grades were a reflec-
tion of missing assignments or poor behavior rather than a lack of learning. The NYS assessment grade of 
“proficient” and the local grade of “C” may be measuring different constructs.  
 
Another force for change was the Common Core State Standards. State standards attempt to identify a level 
of proficiency for students regardless of where they live in the state. Common Core wanted students to 
achieve a level of proficiency regardless of where they live in the nation. The standards were written with the 
intent that students would be able to compete in the global economy. Students were expected to read more 
complex texts and to solve more complex mathematics problems. There was an emphasis on student think-
ing. These standards and the emphasis on thinking would change how state tests were constructed and grad-
ed. It was hoped that local assessments would also change to reflect the new standards and emphasis on 
thinking. By changing the assessment criteria, what the assessment grade represented would also change. 
State assessments were moving from assessing what students know to more of an emphasis on how they can 
apply what they know to unfamiliar  problems (Vatterott, p. 27). The focus is on developing the skills to 
think, using knowledge in new situations, and solving problems whether those problems are mathematical or 
social. In the common core, rigor is not about the quantity of work, it is about  the complexity of tasks and 
the level of higher-level thinking skills (p. 28). 
 
The growth mindset philosophy of Dweck is also driving change. This belief is that intelligence is not fixed, 
but can be grown (Vatterott, p. 32). Teachers may use a narrative that says that learning is hard and frustrat-
ing, but can be achieved and provide a sense of accomplishment. Mistakes are inevitable, but they help us 
learn. Students need to be convinced that they can succeed with perseverance. 
 
Standards based grading 
 
Standards based learning results in a focus on what teachers want students to learn. Teachers breakdown 
those standards into learning targets or objectives that guide the students journey to reaching the standard. 
“Learning targets differ from instructional objectives in that they are written in student-friendly lan-
guage”  (Vatterott, p. 41). Instructional objectives state what the student will be able to do. The learning tar-
get changes the objective into an “I can” statement from the student’s viewpoint. It is these learning targets 
that drive the learning tasks and assessments. A performance task may span multiple days, multiple learning 
targets, and even multiple content areas such as English and Social Studies. The rubric designed to “grade” a 
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complex task will reflect the multiple targets being taught and learned.  Perhaps, there will be one rubric 
for the Socail Studies grade and another rubric for the English grade based on the different standards in 
each content area.  
 
Standards based grading may not only change how grading is carried out, but also what is graded and 
when grading occurs. Pretests are for guiding instruction and individual learning and should not become 
part of the final grade. Some teachers would differentiate between feedback and formative assessment. 
They see feedback as helping students correct mistakes and formative assessment as  structured tasks 
which are graded to indicate progress toward the learning targets. Other teachers may use only the sum-
mative assessment for grade reporting purposes.  Teachers may also allow assessment retakes, if the stu-
dent shows evidence of more recent learning on the same standard.  
 
In a mathematics class the formative assessments may have six to twelve problems all focused on one 
learning target. Each assessment may have three levels of problems (Vatterott, p. 63). The easy problems 
may be basic skill problems with only one or two steps. The moderate problems may include more steps 
or more concepts. The difficult problems would require the student to apply the class knowledge to new 
situations. The different difficulty levels help the teacher to determine the student’s progress towards 
mastery.  
 
Traditionally, homework has counted as part of a students reported grade and has been the same assign-
ment for each student. In standards based grading, homework would be considered a feedback activity. 
Therefore, it would not be graded and completion would not be part of the reported grade. There would 
be tasks at different complexity levels and the assignment would be differentiated for different students. 
The homework would check for the level of understanding of the target that was taught in class. Home-
work would be reviewed in class through whole class, small group, or self check strategies. The comple-
tion of homework would be reported separately as a work habit (Vatterott, p. 65). If the analogy of an 
orchestra is used, it may be difficult for students to see homework as feedback during rehearsal. Forma-
tive assessment could be compared to the dress rehearsal and the summative assessment is the actual 
performance. 
 
Grade reporting 
When instruction is focused on standards and learning targets, then reporting should follow the same 
structure. However, the change from a letter grade or percentage reporting system is often challenging 
for a district. It can be a daunting task to create report cards that focus on targets. Will there be three or 
four reporting cycles? Will there be three or four reporting levels? Will each cycle have specific learning 
targets or will only progress to the standard be reported? How will behaviors such as completion of 
homework or perseverance be reported?  
 
A four level system may have the levels of beginning (Student follows task only with help.), developing 
(Student can complete task with guidance.), secure ( Student completes task without help.), and exceed-
ing (Student can help someone who is struggling with the task.). Another method for describing levels 
may be illustrated with the kindergarten standard, “Represent a number of objects with a written numer-
al 0-20.”  

Beginning Can represent 0-10 objects with a written numeral 
Developing Can represent 0—15 objects with a written numeral 
Secure  Can represent 0—20 objects with a written numeral 
Exceeding Can represent more than 20 objects with a written numeral 

 
For districts that have district-wide benchmark assessments, the policy may be adopted that the grade 
reported can be no lower than the grade on the benchmark. If the benchmark assesses student learning 
on the most important standards for that cycle, the assessment indicates what the student has learned 
during that cycle. The benchmark is thus seen as the last opportunity to improve the score for the learn-
ing targets. 
 
When high schools use a standards based system and then convert those grades to letter grades, debates 
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arise over whether a student who meets the standard should receive a grade of A or B. Different conver-
sions have been suggested. One suggestion (Vatterott, p. 76) would be  
 

A = at least four assessments with a final score of 4 and two assessments with a final score of at 
least 3 
B =  at least four assessments with a final score of 3 and two assessments with a final score of at  
least 2  
C = at least  three assessments with a final score of 3 

 
Change 
 
Structuring learning based on standards and objectives is not new. The 21st century emphasis on stand-
ards based learning has shifted “how learning is defined, structured, and experienced, as well as how 
grades are used” (Vatterott, p. 81). The accumulation of small shifts in classrooms, schools, and districts 
will result in changes in the education experience. Teachers need to be lifelong learners as they make 
decisions about how best to help their students become successful learners who will become successful 
adults.  
 
There needs to be a discussion of the purpose of grading. A teacher’s philosophy of grading is influ-
enced by beliefs, long-standing habits, and experience. It is influenced by the teacher’s view of learning, 
student effort, and classroom management. Teachers may include assessments, “group work, extra cred-
it, homework, participation, tardiness, and cheating.” in their grading system (Vatterott, p. 82). In a 
standards-based district, what a teacher may or may not include in grades may be more prescriptive than 
in the past.  
 
Behaviors are important to learning and for success in life. Standards-based grading would report aca-
demic learning separate from behavior. Students should be responsible for non-academic behavior such 
as completing homework. Evaluation of non-academic behavior would be reported separately on report 
cards.   
 
The content of the grade 8 NYSED assessment of the 1800’s is no longer the content of the grade 8 as-
sessment of the 2000’s. Society is no longer interested in students knowing how to convert square feet to 
acres or how to accurately add five, five-digit numbers with only paper and pencil. The scoring system 
of the earliest assessments is no longer the scoring system of today. The changes in scoring that have 
occurred in the last 150 years include changes in the interpretation of the scores. Changes in content ex-
pectations and grading of the NYSED assessments also need to be reflected in the content of local as-
sessments and local scoring and grading systems.  
 
What is taught in the classroom, how it is taught, and how it is evaluated is influenced by society, poli-
tics, and research. Life in 21sst century New York is not the agrarian society of the 1800’s nor the indus-
trial society of the 1900’s. Global changes in education, politics, and society have changed American 
society. The politics of global compete tion have influenced education as have the politics of the Opt 
Out movement. Brain research has changed what we know about how people learn and social influences 
on the capacity to learn. Education has changed and will continue to change including the approach to 
grading. 
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