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Grading in a Standards-Driven Educational World 
 

Most, if not all, adults have a personal connection to grades and to report cards from 

our past.  When adults think back on their earlier years in school, they can probably still 

remember what their report card looked like, or some of the grades they received for a 

particular class.  Maybe you understood the grade and thought it was a fair representation of 

your learning, or maybe not, but there was little or nothing you could do to change it.  For 

most, the grade we received was important to us because it was meant to represent that we 

did well, which in cases of a good grade, gave us a source of pride and some leverage with a 

parent, grandparent or loved one.  

Many adults may remember getting a gold star on their paper (or another similar 

symbol of success), knowing that was the best “grade” and may also remember the 

disappointment when receiving a different symbol of lesser achievement for inferior quality 

(perhaps a silver or red star).  Those early symbols showing mastery or need for more work 

were helpful, because there was generally more than one chance to meet success over time 

and supports were provided to help you improve.  However as teenagers, when life really 

started to become even more interesting and challenging, there were typically far fewer 

opportunities where students were allowed to improve their performance over time.  It may 

have seemed to be a system of know it on this date and time, or you will forever miss your 

opportunity.  Learning, in many ways, seemed to have an expiration date. 

Unlike in most careers, where we continually have opportunities to practice and 

improve our work skills based on training and experience, school sometimes creates deadlines 

that give a cut-off to learning and force students to just move on, whether or not they have 

learned what they need to learn.  The problem with this system is that eventually, failure 

without remediation catches up to students.  Learning is designed to build on foundational 

skills over the years, so weaknesses in the foundation of learning are like weak spots in a 

dam, and leaks begin to appear over time.   



Grades are meant to share a report of understanding from the teacher to the 

student.  In simplest terms, that is what grades do, they communicate and inform.  

Unfortunately, they don’t always do so with clarity, with fairness, or with the goal of continuous 

growth and improvement at the forefront.  This is no fault of teachers or administrators, it is 

just the system that has existed for a very long time, and little is provided at the college level to 

prepare teachers for equitable grading practices.  When teachers go to a district, there is often 

a district system or many systems that determine how grades are assigned.  This is where 

Standards-Based Grading comes in and where we have already started to see improvements 

in Plainville. 

What is Standards-Based Grading?  Simply put, this is a system of assessment that 

communicates to our students exactly what we need them to know, in advance, and then 

provides instruction to help them achieve the standards.  The grades then inform students 

where they stand in their academic achievement based directly on the Connecticut State 

Standards.   

The Connecticut State Standards have been reviewed deeply by our teacher and 

leadership teams, then synthesized down to the most important, and focused into a targeted 

curriculum.  All planning, instruction and assessment then works to build those standards-

based skills in each of our students.  This is challenging work, so it is tremendous that 

Plainville utilizes multiple teacher teams and Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) to 

collaborate and improve our curriculum, instruction and assessment practices.  Through such 

collaboration, our teachers clearly identify what students must learn and then work on how to 

get them there.   

The new model of Standards-Based Grading in grade 6 and in all specials at MSP (art, 

music, PE, unified arts) is a system where students are graded not on a 100 point scale with 

letter grades of A-F, but on a 4-point scale of proficiency toward the standards for that subject 

and grade.  Students receive helpful feedback about where they stand from their teachers and 

they have opportunities to continually improve in their performance, with cut-offs and limits to 



ensure motivation and fairness.  This system will roll up to also include grade 7 next year and 

then grade 8 in the 2020-2021 school year.  At the high school level, grading reforms will take 

a different form, and will be considered thoughtfully and with insight from other districts, the 

State Department of Education and also with local public and private colleges and universities.  

We will ensure that we never put our students at any disadvantage for college admissions or 

success, so the work of that grading committee will be important for providing meaningful 

change while maintaining many of the current structures at PHS.   

Some may ask, “What is wrong with the good old A-F grades we always received in 

school?” or   “Why do we need to change something that has been in place for so long?”  To 

answer this, sometimes, the system of letter grades from A-F is a good system, but it has to be 

done correctly.  For example, in a system that uses A-F letter grades, there should be a 

system that eliminates the grade of zero on a 100 point scale.  If one considers that concept, 

there are 59 ways to fail (F), and 10 ways to get an A, B, C, or D.  This is not a mathematically 

logical system, and there are many inaccuracies that result from such a system, but it has 

always been this way in many towns and states, so it has remained in place and educators 

have worked very hard to make such a system fair.  Educational researchers such as Wormeli, 

Reeves, Marzano, O’Connor, Vatterott, and Westerberg have researched and come to the 

same general conclusion, that traditional grading systems can and usually are ineffective, and 

there are better systems.   

In Plainville, we continue to move forward with grading reform and will continue to 

improve and expand communication about the need for changes.  We will also share updates 

and outcomes as we always understand that the most important element in change must be 

consideration of our students’ learning and success.  That will remain at the heart of all 

decisions and we will increasingly seek parent insight and participation into decisions as we go 

forward.  We are very excited about the opportunity to continually make grades an even better 

system for communicating what students know and are able to do relative to standards.  We 

will also continue to do our best to remove, but still measure, “habits of scholarship”(respect, 



responsibility, character) from academic grades because while each type of grade is 

important, they are meant to measure entirely different skills, so we should not average the 

two.   

In Plainville, we will continue to ensure that grades have meaning and that communication 

of learning and opportunities for continuous growth are at the forefront of grading decisions.  

Please contact Assistant Superintendent Steve LePage with any questions, concerns, 

support or requests to become involved in this shift with future committee opportunities. 


