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Formative Assessments and Final Grades Ð Are They Compatible? 
 In this Educational Leadership article, British assessment guru Dylan Wiliam (co-
author of the groundbreaking 1998 article ÒInside the Black BoxÓ) and Pennsylvania 8th-
grade science teacher Jacqueline Clymer team up to explore the link between assessment 
and grading. They begin by decrying the way summative assessments of learning (final 
grades) overshadow formative assessments for learning in many classrooms and schools. 
In fact, they say, studies show that many commonly-used grading practices actually 
damage student achievement. This happens when feedback from assessments focuses on 
the student (final, judgmental grades) versus giving interim feedback on specifically what 
needs to be improved Ð and giving students a chance to Òget smarter.Ó 
 Wiliam and Clymer draw a parallel between the thermostat, which is a perfect 
feedback system, and they way formative assessment might ideally work. A thermostat 
gives us the following information (classroom parallels are in parentheses): 

- The current temperature (what a student knows and can do right now); 
- A way to set the temperature we want (a standard that students need to reach); 
- A way to see if there is a gap between the two (comparing the first two to see if 

students have learned the standard); 
- If thereÕs a gap, turning on the furnace or air conditioner to close it (re-teaching, 

tutoring, etc.) 
 

 Few schools have a feedback/corrective loop that works this well, and grades 
rarely foster learning or improvement, which has led to calls for abolishing grades 
entirely (Alfie KohnÕs books and articles, for example). But Wiliam and Clymer donÕt 
think this is a good idea because (a) if teachers didnÕt report their studentsÕ achievement 
in grades, administrators and parents would be likely to demand timed written 
examinations to find out how students were doing; and (b) itÕs not impossible for 
thoughtful educators to design grading systems that act like a good thermostat, giving 
teachers and students formative feedback to drive a process of continuous improvement Ð 
and at the same time providing data for final report card grades. 
 Wiliam and Clymer go on to describe the components of a good formative 
assessment system and how it can be linked to grades: 
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 ¥ Assessments are designed to give feedback Ð Teachers and students understand 
that formative feedback is not a final grade but is information that can inform teaching 
and drive student improvement. 
 ¥ The record-keeping system is based on learning standards Ð ÒKnowing that a 
student got a B on an assignment is not instructionally meaningful,Ó they write. 
ÒKnowing that the student understands what protons, electrons, and neutrons are but is 
confused about the distinction between atomic number and atomic mass is meaningful. 
This information tells the teacher where to begin instruction.Ó  
 ¥ Grades can rise or fall depending on ongoing learning Ð If grades are based on 
accumulated points, say Wiliam and Clymer, shallow learning is encouraged (it doesnÕt 
matter if you forget what you learned earlier in the semester as long as you passed the 
quiz). But if grades are based on your accumulated knowledge at the end of the marking 
period, the incentive is to learn the material in more depth so you remember it. HereÕs an 
example of a perverse grading system: Lesley and Chris are students in a school that has 
eight-week marking periods. Lesley gets the following weekly grades: A, A, A, A, C, C, 
C, C and earns a final grade of B. Chris gets these weekly grades: C, C, C, C, A, A, A, A 
and also winds up with a B. But if the weekly grades reflect cumulative understanding, 
Chris has much better grasp of the subject matter at the end of the marking period than 
Lesley and his grade should reflect that. Clearly this marking system is flawed. 
 ¥ Grades are based on achievement, not aptitude Ð If teachers donÕt raise (or 
lower) grades based on new evidence of learning (or learning loss), they send the 
message that assessments are measuring aptitude rather than achievement. ÒStudents who 
think they will do well will engage in the assessments to prove how smart they are,Ó say 
Wiliam and Clymer, Òwhereas students who think that they are likely to fail will 
disengage. When assessment is dynamic, however, all students can improve. They come 
to see ability as incremental instead of fixed; they learn that smart is not something you 
are Ð itÕs something you become.Ó  
 To test out these ideas, Wiliam and Clymer conducted a pilot study in an 8th-grade 
physical science class at ClymerÕs school in Quakertown, Pennsylvania. One marking-
period unit covered ten standards: 

- Use of lab equipment 
- Metric unit conversion 
- Density calculation 
- Density application 
- Density as a characteristic property 
- Phases of matter 
- Gas laws 
- Communication (graphing) 
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- Communication (lab reports) 
- Inquiry skills 

The teacher used a combination of quizzes, experiments, labs, and projects to assess 
studentsÕ ongoing understanding as the curriculum unfolded. Some classroom activities 
produced formative grades in more than one standard Ð for example, a lab report on the 
density of pennies provided data for student scores in graphing, inquiry-skill, and 
calculation of density. 
 The teacher then graphically displayed studentsÕ proficiency in an Excel 
spreadsheet with studentsÕ names going down the left-hand side and the ten standards 
across the top. She recorded each studentÕs status on each of the standards in the 
intersecting cell, using traffic-light colors to shade the cells and 2-1-0 scores to keep track 
of studentsÕ accumulated points for final grades (which were tallied on the right side of 
the spreadsheet): 
 - Green Ð Mastery, consistently meeting or exceeding the standard Ð 2 points; 
 - Yellow Ð Developing, meeting the standard with limited errors Ð 1 point; 
 - Red Ð Beginning/below basic, not meeting the standard or just beginning to meet 
it. Each studentÕs final grade for the marking period was based on the aggregate level of 
proficiency on the ten content standards, with 20 being the highest possible score.  
 At any point in the marking period, the teacher could look horizontally and tell at 
a glance which students were having the most difficulty (e.g., Scott, who had two red 
cells and four yellows, and Grace, who had one red and five yellows) and look vertically 
and see which standards needed more attention (e.g., uses of lab equipment, metric unit 
conversion, density as a property, and phases of matter). The teacher frequently updated 
students on their status and coached them to help them improve their grades, giving them 
a chance to revise and improve their work and multiple opportunities to show mastery.  
 At the end of the marking period, students took a test to verify their skills, 
knowledge, and understanding. If students did better on the final test than they had on the 
formative assessments, their grade moved up. If they did worse, the teacher interviewed 
them to give them another chance to show what they knew. Report card grades were 
given out at the end of the marking period Ð but if a student revisited a standard and 
mastered it by the end of the year, his or her year-end grade improved. In other words, the 
final June grade was not an average of all five marking period; it was a statement of what 
the student knew at the end of the year. 
 In May of the pilot year, Wiliam and Clymer interviewed a sample of students 
about the new grading system. HereÕs what students said: 
 ¥ All but one understood that what mattered was what they understood at the end 
of the marking period, not how they did when the topic was first introduced. They ÒgotÓ 
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that they werenÕt expected to arrive at school already knowing the content Ð that the 
name of the game was improving as a result of good teaching. 
 ¥ Many students shifted from a Òperformance orientationÓ (striving to have the 
highest grade in the class) to a Òmastery orientationÓ (working to understand the 
material).  
 ¥ Most students liked the provisional nature of the formative grades; they 
appreciated knowing what they had mastered and where they needed to improve.  
 ¥ Students got more involved in monitoring their own learning; they frequently 
asked the teacher or their classmates for clarification to make sure they understood. 
 ¥ Students said they liked getting specific, detailed feedback. One student noted 
that the kind of comment he was accustomed to getting from teachers Ð ÒGood job!Ó Ð 
didnÕt give him enough information to improve his work.  
 ¥ Most students saw their teacher as a coach rather than a judge. 
 ¥ Many students said they studied for tests, which they admitted they hadnÕt done 
the year before.  
 ¥ Students said they understood more, focused more on learning important 
concepts, and felt more relaxed in class because the teacher judged them on 
understanding, not just on test performance. 
 ¥ Half the students said they thought they had learned more science than in 
previous years; half said they had learned about the same; none said they had learned 
less. 
 In terms of achievement, students in the pilot class did somewhat better than a 
comparison class the year before. An analysis of the final scores showed that the new 
grading system was better for all students, and was especially helpful for the highest- and 
the lowest-achieving students. 
 The authors end their article with a caveat about using this assessment system 
with special-needs students. There is a tendency, they say, for compassionate teachers to 
give students with IEPs credit for mastering content that they havenÕt really mastered. 
ÒWe think this is a mistake,Ó write Wiliam and Clymer. ÒThe record-keeping system 
must provide accurate information about what the student can and canÕt doÉ  when a cell 
includes a number, it should mean the same thing for all students.Ó The only exception 
would be Òdis-applyingÓ certain standards that are inappropriate for students with special 
needs and leaving those cells blank.  
 One more thing: Wiliam and Clymer also think that effort and improvement 
should not be folded into studentsÕ overall grades. Each studentÕs status on each standard 
should be clear, they say, and other less-objective data should be reported in separate 
grades, or explained clearly if policy requires that it be part of a single grade. 
 



 5 

ÒImproving the Way We Grade ScienceÓ by Jacqueline Clymer and Dylan Wiliam in 
Educational Leadership, Dec. 2006/Jan. 2007 (Vol. 64, # 4, p. 36-42), no e-link available 
 
 
Sorting Out the Purposes of Grading 
 In this online piece first published in January, 2005, University of Hawaii 
professor Jonathan Dresner shares his views on grading. Although heÕs writing about the 
college level, much of this applies to K-12 schools: 
 ¥ ÒGrading is a form of communication. The problem is that itÕs a shorthand form 
of communication used by people who do not agree (or even discuss) what the symbols 
mean. Worse, each recipient of these symbolic communications has their own rough idea 
of what they mean, based on their own experience and anecdotal evidence, and often 
interpret them much more broadly and personally than they were intended.Ó  
 ¥ ÒStudents probably feel about grades much the same way that I feel about 
ballets: the work which goes into producing them is impressive, itÕs supposed to be for 
my benefit, but the dancers seem to mean a great deal more than IÕm getting. The gestural 
vocabulary seems arbitrary, the ultimate aims are unclear, and the standards of quality are 
ineffable.Ó  
 ¥ ÒGrading should not be an evaluation of the studentÕs personality, moral 
character, or attractiveness. I know that a lot of students think it is, and there might 
indeed be unconscious or subtle shadings, but I also know that a lot of faculty work hard 
to ensure that their personal feelings or unacknowledged biases do not affect grading.Ó 
 ¥ Can grades motivate? That depends, says Dresner, on whether students take 
grades personally. ÒA ÔDÕ motivates a student to do better only if they care that they got a 
ÔDÕ instead of a ÔCÕ or ÔBÕ; an ÔAÕ only creates a sense of accomplishment if the student 
feels a strong sense of connection to their work or to the grade as a measure of 
themselves. Students donÕt just get grades, they feel graded, and only insofar as that is 
true are grades effective rewards and punishments.Ó  
 ¥ The key, concludes Dresner, is for teachers to agree on and consistently apply 
absolute grading standards for assignments and courses. 
 
ÒTowards a Unified Theory of GradingÓ by Jonathan Dresner in Education News, Jan. 3, 
2005 
http://www.educationnews.org/General_Commentaries/towards-a-unified-theory-of-
grad.htm  
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Grades That Really Inform Students and Parents 
 University of Kentucky professor Thomas Guskey starts off this lucid Kappan 
article by profiling two students who attend the same high school and take many of the 
same classes: 
 ¥ Michael is super-bright Ð but also stubborn. He gets high marks on classroom 
quizzes and tests, but he rarely turns in his homework and is often late to class. Although 
his compositions and reports are brilliant, teachers mark him down because he usually 
turns them in two or three days late.  
 ¥ Sheila is a hard-working, dedicated student who turns in every homework 
assignment, comes to class on time, does extra-credit work, and attends special study 
sessions offered by her teachers. But despite her efforts, Sheila scores poorly on 
classroom quizzes and tests, and her compositions, although well-organized and always 
turned in on time, are superficial and lack insight.  
 When itÕs time to take the state accountability tests, Michael scores at the highest 
levels and qualifies for an honors diploma. Sheila scores so low that she may qualify only 
for an alternative diploma. But within the high school, Michael and Sheila receive almost 
identical grades Ð Cs Ð and they are very close in class ranking.  
 Guskey says that this scenario Ð students with very different knowledge and skill 
levels getting similar grades Ð is common in American high schools. ItÕs the product of a 
marking system that tries to squeeze too much information into a single letter grade. Here 
are some of the factors that teachers use, to varying degrees, to decide what grades to 
give their students: 

- Major exams or compositions 
- Class quizzes 
- Reports or projects 
- Student portfolios 
- Exhibits of student work 
- Laboratory projects 
- Student notebooks or journals 
- Classroom observations 
- Oral presentations 
- Homework completion 
- Homework quality 
- Class participation 
- Work habits and neatness 
- Effort 
- Attendance 
- Punctuality submitting assignments 
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- Class behavior and attitude 
- Progress made 

Some teachers base their grades on two or three of these; others use evidence from as 
many as 16. When teachers try to combine multiple criteria into a single A or C or F, the 
result is what Guskey calls a ÒhodgepodgeÓ grade that often does a poor job of 
communicating vital feedback to students, parents, and the community Ð and produces 
anomalous grades like MichaelÕs and SheilaÕs. 
 How can this mess be straightened out? Guskey says that we need to be much 
clearer about the purpose of grades, and then we need to present grades in a way that is 
more informative to everyone. 
 ¥ Getting clear on why we give grades Ð There are really three different messages 
that most teachers want to send when they give grades: 

- Product Ð Telling students their summative achievement based on final exams, 
reports, projects, overall assessments, and other culminating demonstrations of 
learning. 

- Process Ð Giving students feedback on how they worked in the class, based on 
classroom quizzes, homework, punctuality handing in assignments, class 
participation, or attendance.  

- Progress Ð Giving students feedback on how much they gained from the learning 
experience Ð the Òvalue addedÓ or improvement delta over a specified period of 
time. 

Most teachers are loath to use only product criteria, believing this might damage some 
studentsÕ motivation, self-esteem, and peer relationships. Instead, teachers combine 
product, process, and progress criteria in an attempt to be fair to all students. The answer 
to the question ÒWhy do we give grades?Ó is that teachers want to tell students how they 
are doing in all three areas. Teachers also want to hold higher-achieving students 
accountable for working hard (not coasting) and avoid discouraging low-achieving 
students from working hard. 
 But clearly there are problems when the three criteria are combined in one 
hodgepodge grade. How can parents, students, administrators, and community members 
make sense of such grades? ÒA grade of A, for example,Ó says Guskey, Òmay mean that 
the student knew what was intended before instruction began (product), did not learn as 
well as expected but tried very hard (process), or simply made significant improvement 
(progress).Ó Clearly, the more teachers use process and progress criteria, the more 
subjective grades become. And yet there are good reasons for taking these two elements 
of student performance into account. 
 ¥ Splitting apart the components of grades Ð The solution, says Guskey, is to give 
three separate grades for product, process, and progress. This allows teachers to give 
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explicit feedback on all three aspects of a studentÕs work Ð and not water down the all-
important mark on academic achievement. Some high schools in the U.S. have begun to 
split apart their grades, and the practice is quite common in Canada. The usual approach 
is to mark academic achievement with a percent or letter grade:  
 A = advanced 
 B = proficient 
 C = basic 
 D = needs improvement 
 F = unsatisfactory 
Grade-point averages and class rank are computed from these achievement or product 
grades, which are based on explicit learning goals for the course.  
 For process and progress grades, teachers most commonly use a 4-3-2-1 scale, 
backed up by a rubric. Some schools divide process grades into homework, class 
participation, punctuality of assignments, effort, learning progress, etc. HereÕs a sample 
rubric for homework grades: 
 4 = All homework assignments completed and turned in on time. 
 3 = Only one or two missing or incomplete homework assignments. 
 2 = Three to five missing or incomplete homework assignments. 
 1 = Numerous missing or incomplete homework assignments. 
 

 Teachers who have tried giving multiple grades report that it actually saves time, 
while providing much more explicit feedback. The worry of estimating how to weight the 
different subcomponents for a single grade is gone, and everything is clear and explicit to 
students and parents. Teased-out grades also send more meaningful and helpful 
messages. For example, if a parent questions a C achievement grade, the teacher can 
point to other grades and suggest that perhaps if the child did homework, showed up on 
time, and participated more in class discussions, the product grade might improve.  
 Split-apart grades also provide college admissions officers and prospective 
employers more detailed information on studentsÕ work ethic and overall status. ÒThe 
transcript thus becomes a more robust document,Ó says Guskey, Òpresenting a better and 
more discerning portrait of studentsÕ high-school experiences.Ó He also predicts that 
schools that decide to present grades in this way will have a much higher correlation 
between letter grades and studentsÕ scores on state tests.  
 WhatÕs critical, concludes Guskey, is being explicit about the criteria for product, 
process, and progress grades. ÒTeachers must be able to describe exactly how they plan to 
evaluate studentsÕ achievement, attitude, effort, behavior, and progress,Ó he says. ÒThen 
they must clearly communicate these criteria to students, parents, and others.Ó No 
surprises, no excuses. 
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ÒMaking High School Grades MeaningfulÓ by Thomas Guskey in Phi Delta Kappan, 
May 2006 (Vol. 83, #9, p. 670-675) no e-link available 
 
 
Should high schools have valedictorians? 
In answer to a question about students trying to beat their schoolÕs weighted grading 
system in Òthe mad dash to be named valedictorian,Ó Principal Leadership magazine 
notes that some schools have eliminated valedictorian status in favor of honors diplomas, 
which are awarded to students who meet the following standards: 

- Rigorous specified coursework; 
- A 3.2 or higher grade-point average; 
- A specified level of performance on state exams or the ACT; 
- Completion of a school-to-career internship or portfolio 
- A juried senior exhibition. 

Schools report that honors diplomas have alleviated studentsÕ concerns about weighted 
grades and eliminated unseemly competition to be valedictorian. 
 
ÒAsked and AnsweredÓ in Principal Leadership, March 2006 (Vol. 6, #7, p. 10), no e-
link available 
 
Should Effort Be Factored Into High-School StudentsÕ Grades? 

 This Washington Post article by Jay Matthews looks at the perennial question of 

whether effort should be a factor in high-school studentsÕ grades. For example, if a 

student has good attendance, does all the homework, listens in class, tries hard Ð but 

scores D on tests Ð should the grade be pulled up to a C? Many teachers want the freedom 

to include effort in their grades as a motivational tool, but others feel that grades should 

measure only academic performance. The problem is that in many schools, guidelines on 

grading are vague, nonexistent, or ignored Ð which means that the true meaning of grades 

varies wildly from classroom to classroom and school to school. 

 Brad Hopewell, a social studies teacher in Washington, D.C., says, "If a student is 

having a difficult time but works hard and puts forth a great deal of effort, I think that 

real-life skill should be rewarded. I frankly do not see how struggling students will be 

motivated to succeed if there are not some short-term rewards for their struggles.Ó And 

Jaime Escalante of Stand and Deliver fame says he raised grades for effort when he 

taught AP Calculus at Garfield High School in East Los Angeles: "If the kid put in a lot 
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of hard work, I had to recognize that. And if you put in a lot of effort, you're going to 

learn something."  

But other teachers disagree. ÒRewarding effort and not achievement is not helping 

the student," says Maryland chemistry and physics teacher Stephen Rezendes. "It's 

basically assuming they can't achieve." Montgomery County, Maryland has a new policy 

downgrading the role of effort in grading. David Stein, an AP teacher in the district, 

agrees with the change: "I think this has been a particular problem in some of the middle 

schools in the past. It has resulted in some ninth graders coming to high school expecting 

to pass their classes without actually learning anything." Julie Greenberg, another 

Montgomery teacher, says: "My guiding principle in teaching is that telling the truth 

about mastery is the best thing I can do.Ó Karen Gruner, another Maryland teacher, 

agrees: "One of life's tough lessons is trying hard and failing. It does no kid anywhere any 

good to give grades based on trying hard or behaving nicely because sooner or later they 

hit the wall of not having the knowledge the grade implied." 

Matthews reports that some middle and high schools have started using a tactic 

that elementary schools have been using for years: giving a separate grade for effort. 

Once the question of how this counts in a studentÕs grade-point average is resolved, this 

can be an effective compromise. 

 
ÒWhere Some Give Credit, Others Say ItÕs Not DueÒ by Jay Matthews in Washington 
Post, June 14, 2005, spotted in PEN Weekly NewsBlast, June 17, 2005, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/06/13/AR2005061301471.html  
 
 
What Grade Should a Student Get for Not Handing in Work? 

 In this article, Doug Reeves acknowledges the strong urge many educators feel to 

give students a big fat ZERO when they donÕt turn in an assignment Ð Òthe punishment 

they richly deserve. No work, no credit Ð end of story.Ó But Reeves points out the very 

significant difference between giving a zero on a 100-point grading scale and giving a 

zero on a 4-3-2-1 scale. 

 ¥ Giving a zero on a 100-point grading scale Ð This Òdefies logic and 

mathematical accuracy,Ó he writes. The interval between grades on this scale is usually 

10 points (A is 90-100, B is 80-89, C is 70 -79, D is 60-69). But when a zero is used as an 
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F grade, the interval between the D and F is not 10 points but 60 points. ÒTo insist on the 

use of a zero on a 100-point scale,Ó argues Reeves, Òis to assert that work that is not 

turned in deserves a penalty that is many times more severe than that assessed for work 

that is done wretchedly and is worth a D.Ó ItÕs way off in terms of the ratios Ð the 

equivalent of giving a minus 6 on a 4-3-2-1 scale.  

The impact of a zero on a studentÕs course grade is huge: just two or three zeros 

can result in failure for the entire semester Òand just a few course failures,Ó says Reeves, 

Òcan lead a student to drop out of high school, incurring a lifetime of personal and social 

consequences.Ó  

Reeves argues that more appropriate grade for undone work would be a 50. ThatÕs 

10 points below a D an in proportion on the scale. Although this is undeniably logical, 

Reeves has given up arguing for a 50 for undone work because it gets such a negative 

reaction from teachers: they feel that itÕs ÒgivingÓ a student 50 points for doing nothing.  

 The best consequence when students donÕt complete their work, if we can get 

over our urge to punish, is having to complete the work Ð and losing privileges (free time, 

unstructured class time, study hall time, etc.) until the assignment is done. ÒThe price of 

freedom is proficiency,Ó says Reeves, Òand students are motivated not by threats of 

failure but by the opportunity to earn greater freedom and discretion by completing work 

accurately and on time.Ó  

 ¥ A zero on a 4-3-2-1-0 scale Ð If we must give a zero for undone work (perhaps 

because students have exhausted all their second chances and the grading period is 

drawing to an end), it makes much more sense on a 4-point numerical scale. On this 

scale, the zero is in proportion to the other grades and isnÕt fiercely punitive. On this 

scale, A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, and an F is 0, one point below a D. If teachers need 

more precision, they can always use decimals.  

 
ÒThe Case Against ZeroÓ by Douglas Reeves in Phi Delta Kappan, December 2004 (Vol. 
86, #4, p. 324-325), no e-link available 
 

 


