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Do the grading and
assessment practices

we use in our classrooms
adequately prepare our
students for the future?

or some students, the future may seem

bleak. The world is changing rapidly
and is becoming a more complicated place.
Andy Hargreaves (2024) writes about the
“big five” global problems that students will
face in their future, which includes continued
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the ef-
fects of climate change, weakening demo-
cratic structures, increasing racism, and the
increase in conflicts that result in war. Further,
in the midst of this uncertainty and turmoil,
rapid technological changes (especially gen-
erative artificial intelligence) are causing no-
tions of what it means to be "knowledge-
able” and “skilled” to become ambiguous
and uncertain.
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Schools are meant to serve students by pre-
paring them for their future, leading to a sense
of hope and optimism about their potential
for success. In most school jurisdictions, this
has involved delivering and assessing a very
tightly prescribed curriculum across subject
areas, which has been articulated as lists of
numerous academic standards over the past
couple of decades. However, it is becoming
increasingly unlikely that simply achieving
the academic standards alone will sufficiently
prepare students to face the challenges that
the upcoming years and decades may bring.
Instead, schools need more than ever to em-
power students to creatively and strategi-
cally apply their knowledge and skills in their
homes, communities, nations, and abroad in
order to effectively address these problems
and create a better future—both for them-
selves and our society.
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To achieve this, teaching and learning ap-
proaches must change to allow students op-
portunities to apply their knowledge and skills
in other contexts, including some they've
never encountered before. With this idea in
mind, we must ask ourselves, Do the grad-
ing and assessment practices we use in our
classrooms adequately prepare our students
for such a future?

Unfortunately, in many schools, these prac-
tices may do more limiting of students’
risk-taking and learning application than em-
powering. Such limitations from traditional
practices of grading and assessment warrant
a closer examination to uncover underlying

problems and potential solutions.

A Vision for Grading
and Assessment

he best grading and assessment prac-
Ttices that encourage authentic learn-
ing reflect an understanding that grades are
simply symbols intended to communicate
student learning and not, as they are used
in many places, tools for punishing and re-
warding or ranking and sorting. To best com-
municate student learning within and across
classrooms in a school, teachers and school
leaders ensure that learning is aligned to pri-
oritized standards and core competencies
within a guaranteed and viable curriculum
(Brookhart, 2024; Marzano, 2003; Townsley
& Wear, 2020; Vander Els & Stack, 2022).
Further, assessment is meant to be a mean-
ingful and positive experience for students,

used to measure and advance students’




learning—and also an opportunity for stu-
dents to showcase their learning. Effective
formative assessment is used frequently to
track learning for feedback purposes and in-
structional decision-making within a learning
progression (Wiliam, 2017), while summa-
tive assessment is used to measure student
learning at the end of a learning progression
(Guskey, 2015). While both assessment types
are crucial for student learning, they occur at
different points in the learning progression,
and only summative measures of learning are
intended for report card grades. But because
such uses of grading and assessment greatly
vary from traditional practices, they must be
clearly communicated to students and par-
ents for effective implementation (Guskey,
2024; Schimmer et al., 2018).

One significant obstacle to attaining a vision
described above is the tradition of auton-
omy that teachers enjoy over their classroom
grading and assessment practices. Indeed,
teachers have a high impact on learning when
they determine and implement a progression
that starts with planning for learning, facili-
tating learning opportunities, evaluating the
learning, and reporting to parents/guardians
(Hattie, 2023). However, to face the changing
demands of the world we live in, at least two
things need to change. First, educators need
to embrace the notion of teacher collective
efficacy to collaboratively create learning en-
vironments across all classrooms that support
improved practices (Bloomberg & Pitchford,
2023; Donihoo, 2017; Hattie, 2023). Second,
and perhaps more importantly, students need

more active participation in grading and as-

Competency-based
grading and assessment
allows for increased
participation and
engagement of students
in ways that allow
learning to be applied
usefully in new or
unknown situations.

sessment processes so they have a greater
sense of ownership and agency over their

learning.

Competency-Based Grading

and Assessment

Competency-based learning, along with
the specific practices of competency-based
grading and assessment (CBG+), allows for
increased participation and engagement of
students in ways that allow learning to be ap-
plied usefully in new or unknown situations.
CBG+ is a set of practices that can help all
students to become self-efficacious and
self-empowered learners—in other words,
learners with a strong sense of agency about
their learning. That is to say, it can help them
become learners who are able to confidently
demonstrate competence as they apply their
knowledge and skills to meet the challenges
they face in uncertain or ambiguous contexts.
Further, self-efficacious and self-empowered
learners are those who have developed dis-

<& TheCoreCollaborative.com | 3




positions and strategies to deploy when they
determine their current knowledge and skills
are inadequate to meet the demands they
face in any context in their lives. This requires
that these behaviors are explicitly modeled,
taught, assessed, and communicated sepa-
rately from priority academic standards and

core competencies.

This paper presents a progression of grading
and assessment practices leading to compe-
tency-based grading and assessment. The
progression explains multiple “points of en-
try” for individual teachers, schools, or dis-
tricts that seek to reform their grading and
assessment practices to better develop stu-
dents into self-efficacious and self-empow-
ered learners. In this progression, grading
and assessment practices exist on a contin-
uum starting from traditional, which are pri-
marily aligned to serving systemic needs, and
ending with competency-based, which are
focused on developing and fostering each in-
dividual learner's knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions. Between these starting and end-
ing points are foundational, transitional, and
standards-based grading stages, which serve
as steps along the way to the path toward the
desired destination of CBG+.
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Addressing Problems of

Traditional Grading

Readers may have been drawn to this paper
because they are dissatisfied with the current
grading and assessment practices employed
in their classroom, school, or system—espe-
cially if they feel stuck with long-standing and
inflexible traditional grading practices. The
shortcomings of traditional grading practices
are well-documented (Brookhart et al., 2016).
Problems include their lack of accuracy, ob-
jectivity, and equity, to name a few (Brookhart,
2024; Guskey, 2015; Feldman, 2024; Kunnath,
2017; O'Connor, 2022). Traditional practices
are often used as systemic mechanisms of
ranking and sorting students or as motiva-
tional tools to address desired or undesired
behaviors. Such methods lack direct con-
nections to student learning, which can ul-
timately lead to a high-stakes environment
with negative implications, such as reduced
peer collaboration, low risk-taking and exper-
imentation, and limited achievement gains
(Feldman, 2024; Guskey, 2015). Further, in a
time when many educational reform efforts
are aimed at increasing equity, traditional
grading practices are well-known to maintain

and perpetuate inequities (Feldman, 2024).

As a response to the inequities of traditional
grading practices, many teachers and admin-
istrators are moving toward standards-based
grading (SBG), which is one critical element
of standards-based learning. Thomas Guskey
describes standards-based learning (SBL) as
a system that explicitly ensures “transparency
in all elements of the teaching and learning




process: curriculum, assessment, and grad-
ing and reporting” (Guskey, 2020, p. 22).
SBL, in a nutshell, is an educational process
in which all learning and assessment activities
are aligned to clearly defined learning stan-
dards with well-defined (or illustrated) profi-
ciency criteria. Thus, SBG, a component of
SBL, is simply the process of creating student
grades that explicitly align with the standards.
Some of its most important SBG practices in-
clude selecting and unpacking priority stan-
dards that all students are required to learn
(Ainsworth, 2013), using proficiency scales

and descriptive feedback rather than simply

accumulating points through assignments
and tests, separating academic achievement
from behaviors, and allowing multiple at-
tempts to demonstrate learning (Townsley &
Wear, 2020).

CBG+ surpasses the aims and scope of SBG

with three main features:

1) A direct link to academic and non-aca-
demic core competencies that are collec-
tively developed and agreed upon as de-
scribing what students ought to be when
they leave the system (sometimes known
as a "portrait of a learner”);

2) a focus on transferring learning to new or
novel situations as a necessary component
of what it means to achieve proficiency for

any standard; and

3) an expanded sense of student agency
as demonstrated by regular, integrated
self-assessment and self-directed learning
(rather than being something that is occa-
sionally done).

These three features—implemented on a
foundation of established SBG practices—are
the key to enabling students to successfully
apply their knowledge and skills to problems
that may be experienced in the world outside

of the classroom.

We present a progression of grading reform—
from traditional to CBG+—in four stages in
the following pages.
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Assessment refers to the process of
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting
information about students’ learning.
This information is used to make in-
formed decisions about teaching and
learning. Assessment may be formative
(ongoing) and summative (final) to pro-
vide a comprehensive picture of student
progress. Formative assessments are
intended to help teachers and students
identify students’ strengths and areas for
improvement, enabling timely interven-
tions to enhance learning outcomes.

Competency-based grading and
assessment (CBG+) includes the
processes used to measure and com-
municate students’ learning that extend
from standards-based grading and
assessment with additional emphasis
on connecting all learning to academic
and non-academic core competencies,
the ability to transfer knowledge and
skills to new and novel situations as an
essential component of proficiency, and
expanded student agency as demon-
strated by increased self-assessment
and self-directed learning.

Core competencies are the broad ac-
ademic and non-academic skills, behav-
iors, and attributes that enable individu-
als to experience success across a wide
variety of settings and contexts.

Figure 1. Definition of Key Terms

~

Grading involves indicating students'’
performance and progress through
symbols (such as letters or numbers) or
other proficiency indicators. Grading
refers to the process of scoring assign-
ments or assessments and the process
of combining multiple scores into a final
cumulative grade.

Learning progressions are the pro-
gressive learning steps that students
must take to ultimately reach the learn-
ing goal. Such progressions include a
series of essential knowledge and skills
that students must develop and com-
bine, beginning with the most foun-
dational (often below grade level) and
culminating with the standard or goal.

Reporting is the process of communi-
cating students’ learning progress and
achievements to various stakeholders,
including students, parents, and educa-
tors, by providing detailed and under-
standable information about students’
performance.

Standards-based grading and as-
sessment (SBG+) are the processes
used to measure and communicate
students’ learning related to transpar-
ent and clearly defined targets that are

J

directly connected to established aca-
demic or non-academic standards.
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The Four Progressive Stages

The CBG+ progressive model described in
this paper presents four stages of develop-
ment that can lead to a successful implemen-
tation of CBG+. The model is presented in
this pragmatic way to display a progression
of manageable, discrete steps that systems,
schools, or teachers can use to determine
their current location in their journey, along
with next steps to continue down the path
toward CBG+. Much like a diverse array of
learners in a classroom, educators within a
district or school may be in various places
along the progression and may need specific
and individualized support to take the next
reasonable step toward improving grading
and assessment practices in a sustainable

manner.

Each stage is concisely presented below.
They were designed to accommodate the re-
ality that different teachers and schools may
be in different places along a continuum of
grading reform. Just as students should not
progress until they have achieved proficiency
with the priority standards, educators and
leaders should not begin implementing the
practices of a subsequent stage until the pri-
ority practices have been fully implemented
in earlier stages.

Along with an overview of each stage, we have
identified at least one priority practice to add a
deeper understanding of both the practice and
the stage itself. Similar to the notion in curricu-
lar planning that not all curricular standards are
equally important, the grading and assessment
practices in each of the four stages differ in
their relative importance and potential for im-
pact. Priority practices are those that we have
designated as especially consequential for suc-
cessful implementation within each stage of
the progression.

Stage 1: Foundational Practices

Stage 1 is the foundation of this grading
reform progression in which teachers be-
gin the move from “"hodgepodge grading”
(Brookhart, 1991) toward competency-based
grading. It is a straightforward, deliberate
process of establishing clarity and meaning
of both student grades and learning goals.
Although it consists of just three practices,
the stage guides teachers to establish an es-
sential foundation upon which all subsequent
practices in the progression are built. It also
begins the reconceptualization of grading
from a transaction-based process, as often
experienced in traditional grading, to a learn-
ing-centric one focused on measurement and

communication.

1a. Teachers establish the meaning and purpose of grades in their classrooms
Practices | 1b. Teachers prioritize and unpack standards

1c. Teachers create standards-based curricular units

Note: Priority practices are in bold.
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Because teachers entering this stage are
most often new to grading reform, it can take
substantial time to complete. In this stage,
teachers begin to recognize the important
role that grading plays in communicating stu-
dent learning, and it often requires an objec-
tive assessment of the effectiveness of their
current practices (see implementation Step
1 on page 16). While Stage 1 is just the be-
ginning of the progression, teachers cannot
achieve success at later stages without first
implementing these practices to establish a

firm foundation of reform.

The practices in this stage focus on clarity and
purpose in teachers’ understanding of the
purpose of grading (Practice 1a) and learn-
ing standards (Practices 1b and 1c¢), but they
do not extend to any specific teacher prac-
tices related to the creation of grades. The
priority practice in Stage 1 requires teachers
to clearly establish the meaning and purpose
of their own grades. Doing so can help teach-
ers begin to reimagine what their grades are
and can become. This practice, along with
ongoing dialogue, reading, and reflection on
grading reform, can lead to the questioning
of traditional practices that are used merely
because “they have always been done that
way” or because “that's how | was always
graded in school.” A clearly stated purpose
will also help students and parents under-
stand the teacher's grading practices and
make informed decisions with student report

card grades.
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After the purpose and meaning of grades is
well established, teachers must do the essen-
tial work of prioritizing and unpacking learn-
ing standards in order to focus their curric-
ulum, clarify learning targets, and establish
a guaranteed and viable curriculum for each
class they teach. Subsequently, assignments
and assessments can be carefully aligned to
the learning standards and mapped accord-
ing to necessary time requirements. Such
planning is an essential component of stan-
dards-based learning, and overlooking this
important work will hamstring teachers’ and
schools’ journeys toward SBG and CBG+.

Stage 2: Transitional Practices

Stage 2 of the progression continues where
the previous stage left off in the development
of a grading reform foundation that includes
a clear purpose for grading and a focus on
standards. A significant component of this
transition includes a mindset shift toward one
that focuses exclusively on learning in the
context of grading.

In this transitional stage, teachers actively move
away from traditional practices like percentage
scales and punitive grading methods toward
more evidence-based approaches focused on
assessing learning standards such as using the
four-point scale, removing non-academic fac-
tors from the gradebook, and increasing the
weight of summative assessments to prevent

the penalizing of practice.




Practices

2a. Teachers minimize the number of gradebook categories and
increase the weight of summative assessment

2b. Teachers transition away from grading non-academic factors

2c. Teachers transition away from the traditional percentage scale

Note: Priority practices are in bold.

These deliberate and highly visible shifts
away from traditional grading practices are
prerequisites of Stage 3, where all assessment
and grading practices are used exclusively for
measuring and reporting achievement of pri-
ority standards.

Students and parents will notice—and likely
question—these changes in practice as they
begin to diverge from traditional processes
and routines. The foundation set in Stage 1 will
help teachers gain and maintain comfort and
confidence in their work through these chal-
lenges. Further, teachers may find that the pub-
lic visibility of these changes may spark more
collaboration and conversations about grading
reform—often with teachers, counselors, and
administrators. Most importantly, these con-
versations must also occur with their students
in their own classrooms so students develop a
more active understanding of the role grading

can play in their learning.

In that regard, the priority practice in Stage
2 is removing non-academic factors from re-
port card grades. Common forms of non-ac-
ademic factors in the gradebook include
attendance, behavior, collaboration, citizen-
ship, effort, engagement, homework com-

pletion, and participation (Guskey, 2020;
Guskey & Brookhart, 2019). For grades to
exclusively reflect learning, there is a need
to end long-standing practices like awarding
points for extra credit and participation and
deducting them for late work. Some of these
practices can be stopped immediately, such
as awarding extra credit for wearing school
colors, while others first require putting al-
ternative procedures in place. For example,
communication to parents/guardians about
students’ progress will require behavioral fac-
tors (attendance, participation, timeliness of
work submission) reported separately from
the academic grade. Such actions take addi-
tional time to develop.

Teachers and schools that make visible and
justifiable shifts away from traditional grading
practices, such as those presented in Stage 2,
create the conditions necessary to more sus-
tainably adopt the standards-based grading

practices presented in Stage 3.
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Stage 3: Standards-Based Grading
and Assessment (SBG+)

Stage 3 requires the full adoption of stan-
dards-based grading, which builds upon the
first two stages of the progression. But in ad-
dition to SBG-specific practices, this stage in-
cludes practices that emphasize grading clar-
ity and effective assessment, which broaden
the common definition of standards-based
grading. For this reason, we have named the
stage and the practices it includes SBG+.
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The application of SBG+ means that teachers
avoid practices that distort grade meaning,
prevent communicating student academic
achievement, and perpetuate inequities.
Instead, Stage 3 guides teachers to help stu-
dents and parents understand grade mean-
ing and grading practices, create grades to
communicate students’ learning of priority
standards, and create balanced and valid
summative assessments that measure stu-

dents’ learning of priority standards.



3a. Teachers commit to a grading purpose exclusively focused on
communicating student learning

3b. Teachers help students and parents understand grade meaning and
grading practices

3c. Grades are primarily composed of evidence of student academic
achievement gathered from summative assessments

3d. Teachers use a valid and reliable grading scale that enables them to
clearly communicate student learning

Practices | 3¢ Teachers avoid practices that distort grades from communicating student

academic achievement or perpetuate inequities
3f. Practice is ungraded and used to help students meet learning goals

3g. Teachers create purposeful and valid summative assessments that measure
students’ learning of priority standards

3h. Students have multiple opportunities to display their summative
learning of priority standards

3i. Grades represent students’ current achievement levels, not past levels

3j. Teachers facilitate opportunities for students to self-assess

Note: Priority practices are in bold.

In such a standards-based environment, stu- Standards-based grading
dents have multiple opportunities to display

their learning of priority standards, grades ensures transparency
are primarily or entirely composed of learn- in all elements of the

ing data from summative assessments, prac-

tice is ungraded and used to help students teaChlng and Iearnlng

meet learning goals, and a valid and reliable process: curricu'um,
grading scale is adopted and used that en-
assessment, and

dent current achievement levels via report reporting.

ables teachers to clearly communicate stu-

card grades.
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Stage 3 includes three priority practices,

which are described below.

3a.

3f.

12 |

Teachers commit to a grading pur-
pose exclusively focused on commu-
nicating student learning. The learning
progression presented in this paper begins
with establishing a clear grading purpose
and meaning (1a), but that purpose is not
expressly and exclusively used to com-
municate student academic achievement
until the beginning of Stage 3. In an SBG
environment, communicating learning is
the single focus of grades, and the scope
of the work should be at the collective
level—whether that is the team, depart-
ment, school, or district. With this focus,
all teachers make grading decisions that
support learning while finding ways to re-
move practices that distract from learning.
For example, because students are fully
aware that non-academic factors such as
behaviors, effort, and participation will not
be a component of their final grade and
that this is consistent across classrooms,
they know there are no “easy teachers” or
“easy As” because all grading is focused
on communicating levels of proficiency for
priority learning standards.

Practice is ungraded and used to
help students meet learning goals.
In the SBG+ stage, practice and other
formative work is not graded; instead,
it is given descriptive feedback and may
or may not be recorded. This (non-)grad-
ing practice sends the message that the
classroom is a safe space to make mis-
takes, and by removing grades from
practice, teachers reinforce the growth
mindset that they often encourage with
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their words. Student motivation comes
from teacher feedback and the self-effi-
cacy developed as students experience
success and progress in their learning
progressions (Bandura, 1997). Further,
“ungrading” practice largely puts an end
to incentivized cheating on classwork
and homework, increasing the learning
potential of practice. An example of im-
plemented ungraded practice is teachers
correcting or providing specific and de-
scriptive feedback on homework assign-
ments or students provided with answer
keys so they may self-assess their perfor-
mance on practice tasks without fear that
early mistakes will “count against them.”




3h. Students have multiple opportu-
nities to display their summative
learning of priority standards. Pro-
viding students with multiple opportuni-
ties to display summative learning is im-
portant to ensure an equitable learning
environment and to allow students the
opportunity to rise to rigorous grade-lev-
el expectations. When the classroom
expectation shifts from everyone has an
opportunity to succeed to everyone is
expected to succeed even if it may take
some students longer than others, equity
becomes a greater part of the classroom
culture. By providing additional time and
assessment opportunities, along with
necessary individualized remediations,
teachers can see significant increases in
student proficiency levels, particularly
in student groups that traditionally un-
derperform (Bloom, 1968). Additionally,
when students know that they will have
multiple opportunities to demonstrate

To prepare students

for the challenges of
the future, schools
must empower them

to creatively and
strategically apply their
knowledge and skills in
contexts they’ve never
encountered before.

their knowledge or skills as their learn-
ing progresses to the point of proficien-
cy for priority learning standards, stress
and anxiety can lessen despite a teach-
er's high achievement expectations and
grades that are created entirely from
summative assessments. An example of
this practice in action is a reassessment
policy that allows students, after demon-
strating that additional learning has oc-
curred, to retake summative tests or
resubmit summative assignments or proj-
ects until the end of the course without
incurring a grade penalty.

Stage 4: Competency-Based
Grading and Assessment (CBG+)
Many schools and systems are currently on
the path to implementing SBG+, which, if
effectively implemented, can go a long way
to ensuring that student grades truly re-
flect student learning. Further, SBG+ can do
much to correct the inequities that exist and
are perpetuated through traditional grading
by removing common sources of bias, such
as non-academic factors (Feldman, 2024).
However, we assert that SBL and SBG+ do
not go far enough to prepare students for
a successful future because of the inherent
limits placed on student agency in the teach-
er-centric classroom. In contrast, the com-
petency-based education (CBE) and CBG+
classroom is student-centric. To experience
more success in applying knowledge and
skills in the world outside of school, learners
must have additional opportunities to apply
themselves to new and novel scenarios and
situations inside and outside of their class-
rooms. The grading and assessment systems
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that are used in schools must act as a cata-
lyst in facilitating these opportunities for stu-
dents. This is precisely what CBE and CBG+

can allow.

The principles of Stage 4 are largely guided
by ideas of the Aurora Institute, a leading ed-
ucational organization that serves to promote
competency-based learning in schools. It in-

cludes seven elements in its definition of CBE:

* Students are empowered daily to make
important decisions about their learning
experiences, how they will create and ap-
ply knowledge, and how they will demon-
strate their learning.

* Assessment is a meaningful, positive, and
empowering learning experience for stu-
dents that yields timely, relevant, and ac-
tionable evidence.

e Students receive timely, differentiated
support based on their individual learning
needs.

e Students progress based on evidence of
mastery, not seat time.

e Students learn actively using different
pathways and varied pacing.

14 | € TheCoreCollaborative.com

* Strategies to ensure equity for all students
are embedded in the culture, structure,
and pedagogy of schools and education
systems.

* Rigorous, common expectations for learn-
ing (knowledge, skills, and dispositions)
are explicit, transparent, measurable, and
transferable (Aurora Institute, 2023).

Stage 4, through CBG+, attempts to advance
the key components of CBE through grading
and assessment practices that surpass the
previous three stages, and it is marked by the

three primary factors:

1) linking all student learning to academic

and non-academic core competencies,

2) focusing on transfer of student knowl-
edge and skills as a core component of

proficiency, and

3) expanding student agency as demon-
strated by (a) increased self-assessment
of knowledge, skills, and core competen-
cies, and (b) self-initiated learning—both
inside and outside of the classroom.

CBG+ extends learning opportunities by
seeking and including opportunities outside
of the school as ways to have students ap-
ply their skills and learning to new and novel
situations. These opportunities also serve as
additional sources of summative evidence
to allow teachers to “triangulate” evidence
of proficiency of the priority standards that
they may have only observed in limited ways

within the classroom.




The 10 practices that make up
Stage 4, the CBG+ stage of the
progression, are on the following
page. Beneath this figure are de-
scriptions of three priority prac-
tices that are especially important
to the successful implementation
of this stage.

4a. Students, teachers, parents, and stakeholders all know and understand
established core competencies for learners

4b. Students are required to self-assess and link priority standards to core
competencies

4c. Teachers plan, teach, and assess both academic and non-academic core
competencies

4d. Teachers and students use course content as opportunities for students to
demonstrate transfer to other content areas or new/novel situations

4e. Students’ demonstrations of proficiency include the ability to transfer

knowledge and skills within and across subject areas
Practices
4f.  Students participate in the selection of supporting standards

4g. Students and teachers identify relevant learning opportunities outside the
classroom where students can develop or transfer knowledge and skills

4h. Students self-assess and participate in summative grading of course-based
standards

4i. Students self-assess and report on the development of their core
competencies and direct their own learning by identifying next steps
to improve

4j. Schools develop report cards to communicate proficiency indicators and
descriptive feedback on priority standards and core competencies

Note: Priority practices are in bold.
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In CBG+ environments,
student agency increases
as students gain voice
and choice in what they
are learning, how they
are learning it, and what
the next steps in their
learning will be.

4b. Students are required to self-as-

de.

sess and link priority standards to
core competencies. In CBG+ learning
environments, students are able to link
every classroom activity, assigned task,
and summative assignment to overarch-
ing core competencies that are broadly
transferable inside and outside the school
environment. These core competencies
may include such skills as communica-
tion, collaboration, critical thinking, and
personal responsibility. For example, stu-
dents might be required to know and ar-
ticulate the connection between writing
a clear thesis statement in an English lan-
guage arts class to core competencies of
communication and critical thinking.

Students’ demonstrations of profi-
ciency include the ability to trans-
fer knowledge and skills within and
across subject areas. In CBG+ envi-
ronments, students are given multiple
opportunities to apply their knowledge
and skills to situations that have not been
encountered before—within and across
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subject areas. Through teacher feedback
and self-reflection, they are able to de-
velop and refine their ability to selective-
ly and strategically apply their knowledge
and skills to new and novel situations such
as they may find outside of the school
environment. The ability to transfer new-
ly gained knowledge and skills to novel
situations becomes a core component
of proficiency for any learning standard.
For example, students might be expect-
ed to apply newly gained knowledge of
the statistical concepts of mean, median,
and mode learned in a mathematics class
to a dataset that comes from a scientific
experiment.

Students self-assess and report
on the development of their core
competencies and direct their own
learning by identifying next steps
to improve. In CBG+ environments,
students understand how every learn-
ing experience may advance their core
competencies. They can then seek out
additional learning and developmental
opportunities to grow or strengthen on
specific core competencies that they
have self-identified for needed devel-
opment and growth. For example, a stu-
dent who identifies that the core com-
petency of communicating needs further
self-development may seek out learning
opportunities outside of the school day,
such as joining a Toastmasters group or
asking for a customer-facing role at their
workplace.




Concurrent Progressions:
Student Agency and Teacher
Collaboration

Moving through the progressive stages of
grading and assessment reform does not
happen in a vacuum. Our experience in this
implementation work has taught us there are
two concurrent factors that must be consid-
ered as schools or systems move through
each stage of grading reform.

The first factor signals the expansion of stu-
dent agency in all classroom practices as the
progression moves toward the CBG+ stage.
Bloomberg et al. (2022) describe agency as
“the power people exhibit when they can
think for themselves and act in ways that
shape their experiences and life trajectories”
(p. 33). CBG+ simultaneously requires and
fosters classroom practices that give students

increased voice and choice in what they are
learning, how they are learning it, and what
the next steps in their learning will be. Figure
2 shows student agency, in the context of their
learning, must constantly be increasing in the
move toward CBG+. Developing and imple-
menting classroom practices that increase
student agency is not the focus of this pa-
per. However, it must be acknowledged that
for a district, school, or classroom teacher to
attempt to move to competency-based grad-
ing and assessment without addressing this
critical factor along the way is folly. The end
goal of CBG+ is students having the neces-
sary knowledge and skills along with the abil-
ity to know when to use them to meet the
challenges of their futures. However, learning
environments where teachers continue to ex-
ert total control over all aspects of learning
and assessment is antithetical to this goal.
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The second factor in the concurrent progres-
sions (Figure 2) focuses on the teacher col-
laboration and collective efficacy required to
progress to higher levels of the progression.
Stages 1 and 2 are marked by individuals or
“pockets” of teachers who are transitioning
their grading and assessment practices away
from traditional structures. Conversely, Stage
3 requires a collective collaborative commit-
ment to determine essential standards and
create quality summative assessments for use
across classrooms. Stage 4 extends this con-
cept even further by focusing on teacher col-
laboration—sometimes with partners outside

of the school—to create opportunities for

students to apply their skills and knowledge
across different subject areas and in new and
novel contexts. High levels of effective collab-
oration do not necessarily come naturally to
classroom teachers who may be accustomed
to having high levels of independence and
autonomy. Therefore, if a district or school
wishes to move through the progression to-
ward SBG+ or CBGH+, it is incumbent upon
leaders to (a) provide the necessary profes-
sional learning and collaborative structures
and (b) foster a culture that expects teachers
to harness the impact of collective teacher
efficacy and support each other in improving

classroom and assessment practices.

Figure 2. Concurrent Progressions of Student Agency and Teacher

Collaboration

. Stage I: Stage 2: Stage 3: Stage 4:
g Foundations Transitions SBG+ CBG+
Student <€ >
Agency Low High
Levels of
T h -« >
eacher Low High

Collaboration
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Taking Action with
the Progression

Classroom teachers, school principals, or sys-
tem leaders who are dissatisfied with current
grading and assessment practices may hes-
itate to begin the reform process because
of the inherent challenges that accompany
disrupting the traditions that parents, guard-
ians, and board members often associate
with school. This is because traditional grad-
ing and reporting practices are part of what
educational historians David Tyack and Larry
Cuban (1995) refer to as “the grammar of
schooling.” That is to say, they are conven-
tions and practices that are so structurally
and culturally embedded in schools that they
tend to resist most reform efforts over the

course of decades or even centuries.

Indeed, grading and reporting practices have
remained steadfastly—or perhaps even stub-
bornly—similar for over a century in the United
States despite attempts to change them
(Brookhart et al., 2016). This steadfastness may
be one aspect of grading that has helped to
maintain a certain level of societal trust in or
comfort with schools in an era of much mistrust
and maligning of public education by certain
media outlets and stakeholder groups who are

reluctant to witness change. However, sticking

Stage I:
Foundations

Stage 2:
Transitions

with “comfortable” traditional practices will not
serve students well to prepare them for their
futures. As outlined in the introduction of this
paper, today’s school-aged learners will spend
their whole lives dealing with new technol-
ogies, expanded bodies of knowledge, and
changing societal norms that are evolving more
rapidly than ever before. Thus, our grading and
assessment practices must evolve to support
students’ learning in ways that better prepare
them for their futures.

Schools must equip students with the knowl-
edge and skills to have maximal agency and
confidence in the world outside of school.
Retaining traditional grading practices—
which Joe Feldman (2024) describes as inac-
curate, biased, unmotivating, and inequita-
ble—is not the best way forward. Moving to
competency-based grading and assessment
is a pathway to helping build and maintain
parents’ and the public’s confidence that stu-
dents will leave schools with the tools they
need to thrive in whatever context they may

find themselves in their future.

But how can educators, in the face of such
inertia, begin to make positive and effective
changes?

We suggest that the progression of grading re-

form outlined in this paper is a place to start.

Stage 3:
SBG+

Stage 4:
CBG+

>
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Just as students in a classroom begin the
school year at different achievement levels
with different strengths and areas for growth,
the same can be said of classroom teachers,
schools, or even systems when it comes to
grading and assessment. Teachers and lead-
ers can feel overwhelmed when faced with
the task of implementing a grading and as-
sessment system designed to better address
the varying needs of a highly diverse group
of students. The advice we give is to keep the
end in mind, but take one reasonable step at

a time toward that desired end goal.
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Sometimes educational reforms fail because
educators try or are expected to do too much
all at once. As with any learning progression,
there is a zone of proximal development (ZPD)
that needs to be identified and respected for
each educator, school, or within the system as
a whole. The ZPD is the space between what
one can already do without support and what
one cannot do even with support (Vygotsky,
1978). Our goal in presenting CBG+ as the
end of a progression of grading reform that
extends from standards-based learning and
grading is to allow districts, schools, and in-
dividual classroom teachers to identify their
current reality (what they can already do) and

determine reasonable and achievable next




steps (things they will able able to do with
some support) to continue along the pro-
gression toward CBG+. Some practices in
the progression may, at a given time, be too
far outside of the ZPD to implement without
intermediate practices first in place. Broadly
speaking, attempting to jump to either Stages
3 or 4 without first establishing Stages 1 and
2 will likely lead to significant struggles in
implementation because Stages 3 and 4 are

outside of a system'’s ZPD.

Remember that every step away from traditional
grading and assessment practices and toward
CBG+ is progress toward increasing learner
agency and equity. This progression of grading
reform is a structure that can be applied to a
school’s or system’s current approach to grad-
ing and assessment to transform it through a
series of reasonable changes to one that fos-
ters competency-based learning, assessment,
and grading throughout the system.

The best grading and
assessment practices
reflect an understanding
that grades are simply
symbols intended to
communicate student
learning.

Seven Implementation Steps

Though much has been written about imple-
menting grading reform, a definitive step-by-
step guide that works in multiple contexts
simply does not exist. Below are seven steps
to consider while beginning or continuing
your journey toward implementing compe-
tency-based grading and assessment. These
steps may be used in a single classroom, a
school site, or across an entire district.

1) Determine your current reality. Use
the list of practices within each stage to
conduct an assessment of current prac-
tices. Look for explicit evidence of occur-
rence along with frequency of occurrence.
At the classroom level, an individual
teacher may use the list to self-assess
their grading practices. At the school lev-
el or district level, leaders may use the list
to assess whether practices are scattered
in individual classrooms or are widely per-
meated through an entire building or sys-
tem. (We have provided the list of practic-
es organized by stage in Appendix A as a
tool to help accomplish this step.)

2) Address gaps in practice in earlier
stages. The practices presented in this
grading reform progression are organized
into four stages, with the premise that the
early stages are foundational to the lat-
er ones. Regardless of the length of time
that a teacher, school, or system has been
working on grading reform, ensuring that
foundational practices are in place before
moving on to the later stages will help en-

sure sustainable implementation.
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3)

Decide on the next reasonable step,
and take action. Collectively, the four
progressive stages contain 26 practices,
which are far too many to implement all
at once. After assessing the current real-
ity of grading reform (see Appendix A)
and remaining within a determined zone
of proximal development, select a small
number of practices (approximately 1-3)
to keep the reform focused and manage-
able. Then begin implementation.

Consider the interdependence of
classroom/instructional practices and

grading/assessment practices. Class-
room/instructional practices and grad-
ing/assessment practices are inextricably
linked and cannot be sustainably reformed
if considered separately from each other.
Changes to grading/assessment practices
that evolve through incremental changes
to practices or that are mandated through
policy change will require attention and
support focused on classroom/instruc-

tional practices—and vice versa.

Do the work collaboratively. Harness
the proverbial notion of “Go fast to go
alone; go together to go far,” and en-
sure the work of grading and assessment
reform is being done in connection and
collaboration with others. Seek out and
connect with advocates, allies, like-mind-
ed colleagues, and coaches—both within
the school or out in the community—to
support each other in making sustainable

change.
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6)

Expect resistance, and prepare to
communicate. Many educators start tak-
ing action with grading and assessment
reforms because of convictions they have
developed through experience and re-
flection. Many others will need convincing
and may be skeptical—or even intransi-
gent—to change long-standing and wide-
spread practices until they understand
how current practices are insufficient and
how standards-based and competen-
cy-based practices are beneficial. Some of
the most intractable resisters require first-
hand experiences before changing their
minds about such reform efforts. Thus,
changing the hearts and minds of practi-
tioners requires sustained and deliberate
communication efforts alongside the work
of implementing the reforms.

Relentlessly articulate the vision and
the “why” of CBG+. Similar to Step 6,
others may not be willing to change—or
support any changes—unless the why
is made clear to them. A consistent and
persistent articulation of the benefits that
learners experience with a CBG+ ap-
proach alongside a description of the risks
of not improving grading and assessment
practices in a rapidly changing world will
be required to help others understand the

necessity of grading reform efforts.




Conclusion

One of the main goals of schools—regardless
of its location or level—is to prepare learners
to be successful and productive in the world
outside of schools. Far too often, however,
students leave schools with the understand-
ing that they possess the knowledge and
skills to be successful, but then struggle to
apply it in other aspects of their lives. CBG+
is a model that can disrupt this common out-
come by restoring and strengthening schools’
abilities to increase student agency and truly
prepare learners for their uncertain futures
through improved grading and assessment
practices.

The model presented in this paper articulates
a continuum of practices to sustainably imple-
ment grading reform over four stages. Stage
1 involves individual teachers articulating an
individual grading purpose and organizing
curriculum units by prioritized and unpacked
standards. Stage 2 transitions away from tra-
ditional grading practices that are ineffective
or harmful, including multiple gradebook cat-
egories, grading non-academic factors, and
the percentage scale. Next, Stage 3 signals

the implementation of standards-based grad-
ing with an increased emphasis on grading
clarity, communication, and effective assess-
ment (SBG+). Finally, when classroom instruc-
tional and assessment practices are thought-
fully designed to foster increased student
agency, students can link all their learning
to core competencies, proficiency includes
the ability to transfer knowledge and skills to
new and novel situations, and students fully
embrace self-assessment and the ability to
self-direct the next steps in their learning,
schools can claim they have successfully im-
plemented Stage 4—the stage of competen-

cy-based grading and assessment.

Grading reform is difficult work—particularly
when the goal is CBG+, but it is essential in
the quest to create schools that will more ef-
fectively prepare students for uncertain fu-
tures. This model is intended to make that
process more achievable and sustainable. We
encourage teachers, schools, or system lead-
ers to study and apply the practices within
the progression of grading reform to deter-
mine their current reality and take measured
action in a path toward competency-based
grading and assessment.
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Appendix A
Determining the Current Reality:
An Inventory of the Progression of Grading Reform

Practice Y/N Evidence

Stage 1: Foundational Practices

1a. Teachers establish the mean-
ing and purpose of grades in
their classrooms

1b. Teachers prioritize and un-
pack standards

1c. Teachers create stan-
dards-based curricular units

Stage 2: Transitional Practices

2a. Teachers minimize the num-
ber of gradebook categories and
increase the weight of summa-
tive assessment

2b. Teachers transition away from
grading non-academic factors

2c. Teachers transition away from
the traditional percentage scale

Stage 3: Standards-Based Grading and Assessment (SBG+)

3a. Teachers commit to a grading
purpose exclusively focused on

communicating student learning

3b. Teachers help students and
parents understand grade meaning

and grading practices
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Appendix A
Determining the Current Reality:
An Inventory of the Progression of Grading Reform

Practice Y/N Evidence

3c. Grades are primarily composed
of evidence of student academic
achievement gathered from summa-

tive assessments

3d. Teachers use a valid and reliable
grading scale that enables them to

clearly communicate student learn-

ing

3e. Teachers avoid practices that
distort grades from communicating
student academic achievement or

perpetuate inequities

3f. Practice is ungraded and
used to help students meet
learning goals

3g. Teachers create purposeful
and valid summative assess-
ments that measure students’
learning of priority standards

3h. Students have multiple op-

portunities to display their sum-
mative learning of priority stan-
dards

3i. Grades represent students’
current achievement levels, not
past levels

3j. Teachers facilitate opportuni-
ties for students to self-assess
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Appendix A
Determining the Current Reality:
An Inventory of the Progression of Grading Reform

Practice Y/N Evidence

Stage 4: Competency-Based Grading and Assessment (CBG+)

4a. Students, teachers, parents,
and stakeholders all know and
understand established core
competencies for learners

4b. Students are required to
self-assess and link priority stan-
dards to core competencies

4c. Teachers plan, teach, and as-
sess both academic and non-ac-
ademic core competencies
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