
One education researcher calls it 
“the academic death penalty”: A 
grade of zero on a 100-point scale, 
a mark that spells disaster for a 
student’s class average.

“Its such an extreme score in a per
centage grading system,” says Thomas R. 
Guskey, a professor of educational psy
chology a: the University of Kentucky. 
“To recover from that single zero, a kid 
would ha^e to get at least nine perfect 
papers.”

As educators across the country move 
toward standards-based grading—which 
often replaces the percentage system with 
rubrics linked to a l-to-4, four-point 
grading scale—a growing number of 
schools no longer give zeros for late, miss
ing or incomplete work.

Even schools that retain percentage- 
based grades sometimes set their bottom 
mark at a mathematically more forgiving 
50— 10 points below the lowest passing 
score—to replicate the 10-point interval

that separates As from B’s, and Bs from 
C's. The zero-out-ot-100 is just one of 
the traditional grading practices schools 
are rethinking as they seek to report stu
dent performance more accurately. Ihese 
efforts, which often accompany broader 
conversations about the reliabilitŷ  and
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GETTING IT RIGHT—The Forest City C om m unity  School D istrict in rural 
Iowa allows high school students to retake tests they've failed. S tudents get 
add itiona l ins truction  in e study hall and are then re-tested on on ly the top ics 
w ith  w hich they struggled.

purpose of assessment, encompass a vari
ety of new approaches— everything from 
awarding separate grades for academic 
achievement and classroom behavior to 
permitting students to redo failed work.

Changing grading methods that 
teachers and parents remember from 
their own school days can be slow, messy 
and controversial.

But advocates say the work is essen
tial. Grading “is this hidden reservoir of 
opportunities for people to fundamen
tally change and improve what happens 
in classrooms,” says Joe Feldman, CEO 
of California-based Crescendo Education 
Group, which works with schools and 
districts on grading practices.

“If we don’t address the inequities and 
inaccuracies of our grades, then all of the 
work that we do with our curriculum 
becomes for naught.”

Mathematically irrational?
At the root of new approaches to grading 
lies dissatisfaction with the unreliability 
and imprecision of traditional methods.

Even within the same building, grad
ing practices may vary widely. One Eng
lish teacher docks points for late work; her 
colleague awards extra credit for contri
butions to the canned-food drive. A grade 
supposedly describing a student’s algebra 
proficiency also incorporates a reward for 
effort or a punishment for tardiness.

“Is the grade that you’re receiving 
really measuring your skill level or is it 
measuring compliance?” says Catherine 
E. Vannatter, curriculum and instruc
tional coach at 1,450-student Bryan Sta

tion High School, part of Fayette County 
Public Schools in Loington, Kentucky. 
New grading practices— including giving 
separate grades for behavior and acnirve- 
ment, replacing zero with 50 on the 100- 
point scale, and developing rubrics— are 
among the reforms the school is imple
menting to address a history of low 
achievement. “We had kids who were 
passing their classes, but when you look 
at data on a nationwide vetted reading 
assessment, they’re not on grade level,” 
she says. “There’s a disconnect there.”

That disconnect ulrimately short
changes students, says school improve- 
men: coach and former principal Tim 
Westerberg, the author of Charting 
a Course to Standards-Based Grading 
(ASCD, 2016). “Too many kids come to 
college with respectable grades, thinking 
theyTe prepared to do well, only to find 
out they have to take remedial courses,” 
Westerberg says.

Awarding zero-out-of-100 grades for 
missing or subpar work poses special 
prob.ems. When a passing mark is 60 or 
65, setting failure at zero means “you’ve 
got a scale two-thirds of which is levels of 
failuie”— a mathematical and pedagogi
cal irrationality, says Guskey.

Furthermore, a zero explains little 
about a students’ knowledge. Did stu
dents skip the homework because they 
understood nothing or because they 
knew the material cold? Or were they just 
too busy rehearsing the scnool play?

Whatever the reason, in average-kill-

“ G iv in g  a k id  a ze ro  ta k e s  th e  k id  o ff th e  h o o k . 
T h e  c o n s e q u e n c e  fo r  g e t t in g  a z e ro  

sh o u ld  be d o in g  th e  w o r k .”
— Darivin Lehmann, superintendent, Forest City Community School District
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ing zero can leave students so discouraged 
they stop trying, ultimately increasing 
course failures and dropout rates. “Those 
are really counterproductive grading 
practices,” says Michael Anderson, area 
administrator of schools in the Jordan 
School District (52,000 students), in 
suburban Salt Lake City. The system has 
launched grading reforms—including 
permitting do-overs on failed assessments 
and omitting homework from the calcu
lation of course grades—in its 10 middle 
schools. “You never want to get to the 
point where the student feels like there’s 
no hope and they’re going to give up on 
learning,” Anderson says.

D em and m ore o f  students 
and educators
Faced with the inaccuracy of traditional 
grading practices, schools are trying new 
approaches. The relatively straightfor
ward include setting the bottom of the 
grading scale at 50; more far-reaching 
changes include calculating course grades 
by giving extra weight to more recent 
grades, instead of by simply averaging 
marks across a semester.

To ensure that grades for academic 
achievement reflect only subject-matter 
knowledge, some schools now give sepa
rate marks for behaviors such as punc
tuality, courtesy, meeting deadlines and 
even compliance with anti-plagiarism 
rules. Schools revising grading policies 
may also encourage teachers to let stu
dents redo inadequate work until they 
get it right. Although such approaches are 
sometimes called “no-fail grading,” edu
cators say that term is misleading: Stu
dents who don’t produce acceptable work 
don’t earn credit, although report cards 
may show incompletes instead of Fs.

Rather than coddling students, as crit
ics sometimes claim, such approaches 
demand more of them, and more of their 
teachers, who must commit to offering 
whatever help students need to master 
academic content, say grading-reform 
advocates like Feldman.

“Giving a kid a zero takes the kid off 
the hook, and it takes the teacher off the 
hook,” says Darwin Lehmann, superin
tendent of rural Iowa’s Forest City Com
munity School District, which is phas
ing in grading reforms in its middle and

high school. “The consequence for a zero 
should be doing the work.”

Whether grading reform by itself 
improves student achievement isn’t clear. 
“There’s really no reason why it would, 
because we’re not changing instruction

More accurate marks
Grading reform, aimed at making 
the marks students earn into more 
precise and accurate reports of their 
academic proficiency, encompasses 
a number of different approaches:

•  Separating performance from behav
ior: In the Issaquah School District, 
southeast of Seattle (20,000 students), 
students can get separate grades for 
academic performance and for "suc
cess indicators" such as work habits, 
citizenship and collaboration.

Parents are "actually getting 
more information than they used to, 
because they used to get a single 
academic grade, and a parent never 
really knew what the A stood for," 
says Emilie Hard, Issaquah's assis
tant superintendent ofteaching and 
learning services. "Is that because 
my student knows it all? Or is it 
because my student does all his or 
her homework?"

•  Keeping homework off the score- 
board: The 10 middle schools in 
the Jordan School District (52,000 
students) in suburban Salt Lake City 
are phasing in grading changes that 
include not factoring homework 
marks into the final course grade, 
which is based solely on assess
ments such as tests, papers, labs 
and projects. "Homework is practice, 
and if you go to most scrimmages or 
practices, we don’t practice with the 
scoreboard on," says Michael Ander
son, area administrator of schools in

Jordan. "The assessments are the 
games. That's where we're scoring."

•  Permitting do-overs: At the high 
school in the Forest City Community 
School District in rural northern 
Iowa, students who fail a test can 
attend a special study hall for 
additional instruction and then try 
again— ideally, by tackling a new 
assessment that addresses only 
those topics students are still strug
gling with, Principal Ken Baker says.

"Not all kids learn at the same 
time, and we shouldn't be held as 
tightly to a time frame that every kid 
needs to have that skill developed 
by this date, and after that date we 
don't care," Baker says. "We do 
care, and we want our kids to con
tinue to build skill."

•  Abandoning averages: Instead 
of calculating final course grades 
by averaging the marks for every 
assignment, some schools now give 
extra weight to grades earned later 
in a marking period, after a student 
has grasped the lesson.

"It's unfair to sort kids as far as 
'Well, you took only one week to 
master it and I took two, so you get 
an A and I get a C,' because you still 
know the exact same things," says 
Catherine E. Vannatter, curriculum 
and instructional coach at Bryan 
Station High School in Lexington, 
Kentucky.

www.DistrictAdministration.com December 2017 41

http://www.DistrictAdministration.com


No More ZEROS

SUCCESS INDICATORS —Students in the issaquah School District near Seattle get separate grades for academic 
performance and for "success indicators" such as work habits, citizenship and collaboration. Administrators say this 
approach gives parents better information.

end we’re not changing what we teach 
k.ds,” sayt Guskey, the Kentucky pro
fessor. “We’re basically just changing 
the way we communicaie abou: their 
learning.”

But modest evidence suggests that 
improved communication, especially 
around student performance on clearly 
delineated proficiency standards, can 
help parents and teachers better target 
interventions, Guskey says.

Feldman, of Crescendo Education 
Group, cites data showing a decline 
ir. D’s anc F’s, and a closer correlation 
between grades and standardized-test 
scores, in schools where he’s nelped 
reform grading policies. Ecucators 
report anecdotal evidence of higher 
teacher and student satisfaction.

What are grades for?
Adopting new grading practices can 
be challenging, however. Reforms take

hold only if teachers embrace them, and 
achieving buy-in requires a bottom-up 
process of study, reflection and gradual 
phase-in that can take years, say some 
educators who have launched grading 
reforms.

Districts may have to hire outside 
consultants. Schools may have to find 
blocks of professional development time 
and tweak computerized gradebooks 
programmed for traditional methods.

“The process can be messy at times,” 
says Anderson, of the Jordan School Dis
trict. “Getting people to come around to 
rew ideas and new notions is difficult.”

Slip-ups can bring political backlash. 
In 2009, the Texas legislature passed a 
so-called “truth-in-grading” law barring 
school districts from replacing zero-out- 
cf-100 grades with higher minimum 
marks, after some teachers complained 
mat new mandates compromised aca
demic freedom. “Parents and teachers,

bur particularly parents, will say, “What5 
The kid gets 5C points for doing noth
ing? Wha- knrd of standards do you have 
here at this school?’” says Westerberg, 
the schoo -improvement coach.

Ultimctely, such disputes go to the 
heart of the fundamental question 
underlying grading reform: What are 
grades for? Are they meant to commu
nicate learning progress or ro rank stu
dents for employers and colleges?

“Fund amenta.ly, we don’t bel.eve 
that our pur nose is to sort students,” says 
Emilie Hard, assistant superintencen: 
of teaching and learning services in the 
20,000-stndent Issaquah School Dis- 
trict, southeast of Seattle. “Our whole 
purpose in public education is to ger 
every stucent to the finish line.” DA

Deborah Yeffe is a freelance writer in New 
Jersey.
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