Chapter 6 Educational Extension

Assigning Grades
Although grades are just one indicator of a students’ progress, they are a hot topic for students and their parents. Many students fret over earning all As. Most parents clamor to see students’ report cards. How can teachers ensure the grades they assign accurately represent the students’ work? Because teachers often have difficulty explaining grades and little confidence their grading systems accurately discriminate between different levels of achievement, they differ widely in their opinions about the components that should constitute a grade.  A good grading system should be a clear, accurate reflection of the differences in student achievement. Let’s take a brief look at the three approaches to calculate grades using assigned points, weighted grades, and percentages. Then we will explore how to record grades and share the results with students and their parents.
Point Grading System
A point grading system is the easiest and most frequently used approach. This absolute grading system is based on the idea that grades should reflect mastery of specific knowledge and skills.  The teacher sets the criteria (total points) for an activity and students earn points relative to their level of accomplishment.  The importance of each assignment, activity, or test is reflected in the points allocated. For example, the teacher may decide that assignments will be worth 10 points, an art project 25 points, and tests 100 points. At the end of the grading period, the teacher adds up the earned points and assigns a grade according to a pre-established range of points (e.g. 350-400 points earns an A). 
Weighted Grading System
The weighted grading system is a more complex approach. Every assignment is given a letter grade, and all grades are then weighted to arrive at a final grade. 
Teachers determine the final grade by changing grades to numerical values: A=4; B=3, C=2; D=1; F=0. Once numerical values are assigned, an average score is calculated for homework, quizzes, and tests. For example, teachers would calculate a homework average for seven homework assignments with the grades of A, B, B, C, C, D, and A by carrying out the following computation:
(4 + 3 + 3 + 2 + 2 + 1 + 4)/7 = 19/7 = 2.71.
A quiz average for four quizzes graded B, B, C, and D would be computed as follows:
(3 + 3 + 2 + 1)/4 = 9/4 = 2.25.
Calculation of a test average for three tests with grades of C, C, and D would result in the following computation:
(2 + 2 + 1)/3 = 5/3 = 1.67.
Applying the weights 25% for homework, 25% for quizzes, and 50% for tests, you would calculate a final grade as follows:
Homework: 
2.71 ( 25% = 2.71 ( .25 = .68
Quizzes: 
2.25 ( 25% = 2.25 ( .25 = .56
Tests: 
1.67 ( 50% = 1.67 ( .50 = .84
Total numerical grade = 2.08
Thus, the final grade for the student would be 2.08 or a C. Of course, if other student activities—such as class projects, term papers, and group projects—were included in a grading period, they would also be part of the grading system and be accounted for in the weights.
Percentage Grading System
The percentage grading system is another widely-used, absolute grading system.  This approach relies on the calculation of the percentage of correct responses. For example, a student who gets 20 of 25 correct on a homework assignment has a score of 80 written in the grade book, 25 of 50 on a class project has a 50 recorded in the grade book, and 40 of 60 correct on an examination has a 67 written in the grade book. Teachers typically calculate an average of these percentages and other term scores to arrive on a final score which is translated into a grade.  The problem with this system is that all student exercises carry the same weight, even though the types of exercises are markedly different—homework, project, and examination.
Even though this approach is flawed, teachers tend to use the percentage system extensively for two reasons. First, it is simple to use and understand. Second, parents and students prefer the system because of its simplicity and their ability to understand it. 
Contracting for Grades
In schools that give teachers considerable freedom in establishing grading standards, some teachers implement grading contracts. With a contract, the teacher promises to award a specific grade for specified performance. Students know exactly what they must do to receive a certain grade; depending on the amount of work they wish to do, they receive a particular grade. For example, a simple contract might read:
To receive a grade of D, you must satisfactorily complete activities 1 through 6, satisfactorily complete half of the homework, and pass the posttest.
To receive a grade of C, you must complete activities 1 through 6, satisfactorily complete 60% of the homework, do one of the optional activities satisfactorily, and receive at least a C on the posttest.
To receive a grade of B, you must complete activities 1 through 6, satisfactorily complete 80% of the homework, do two of the optional activities very well, and receive at least a B on the posttest.
To receive a grade of A, you must complete activities 1 through 6, satisfactorily complete 90% of the homework, do excellent work on four of the optional activities, complete at least one of the major project activities satisfactorily, and receive at least a B+ on the posttest.
Even though this contract outlines the requirements for a D, it is unlikely that students will want to contract for the low grade. It sets the baseline, however, for the activities required for a higher grade.
When teachers establish a contract system, they must develop sets of objectives that correspond to specific letter grades. Then they decide the activities and assignments that will be required at each level. These objectives, corresponding letter grades, and requirements are shared with students in writing, so students can study them and make decisions on a contract grade.
Recordkeeping
Recordkeeping is often a burden for teachers because it is so time-consuming and requires a high degree of accuracy. Fortunately, the recordkeeping burden can be reduced by grading software programs. For example, some teachers use Excel or electronic grade books to track students’ assessment data. Most modern electronic grade books  store many types of student information, including test scores, homework grades, project grades, semester averages, teacher judgments, and attendance. Some programs also handle missing assignments, automatically e-mail parents, and maintain records of students and parent information such as mailing addresses, phone numbers, locker numbers, book numbers, and other details. Many programs allow each component of the assessment system to be weighted; the program computes the students’ 6- or 9-week grades and semester grades based on the formula the teachers create. Some school districts give parents and/or students the opportunity to connect remotely with the school computer, enter a personal identification number and password, and access the student’s grades and teacher assignments and comments.
In many school systems, the amount of government funding depends upon the average daily attendance rate. Attendance is also sometimes used in court cases to verify a student’s presence in school. Therefore, teachers must accurately record daily absences and tardies for the full day (elementary) or each class period (middle school). 
Reporting Student Progress
Most school districts issue report cards four or six times per year, or every 6 or 9 weeks. Report card grades are most often derived from some combination of the following:
· Scores on tests
· Scores on homework
· Scores on papers and projects
· Scores on seatwork
· Class participation (academic behavior, classroom involvement, and so on)
· Classroom behavior and attitude
Report card format varies from one school district to another and, in many cases, from one grade level to another. Report cards can convey letter grades (A,B,C,D,F), sometimes with accompanying pluses and minuses. They might also report student progress using numerals (91 in English, 85 in math), pass/fail categories, or checklists indicating attained skills. Some report cards have categories for affective characteristics, such as effort, cooperation, attitude, and other appropriate and inappropriate behaviors. Many also have space for a teacher’s written comments. Checklists of skills and outcomes are mainly used in lower elementary school grades. In the higher elementary school grade levels and middle schools, letter grades are mainly used.
Some school districts provide parents with a weekly, biweekly, monthly, or midterm report of the student’s progress. These written reports can include the students’ performance on tests and quizzes, homework, projects, oral reports, and so on. They can also include information about the students’ motivation, behavior, and cooperation, as well as suggestions for how parents can help students.
POINTS TO PONDER
1. Describe an unfortunate grading experience. What made this experience particularly memorable? What could the teacher have done differently?
2. Contact a local school district to get copies of their K-8 report cards. How do the cards compare across the grade levels? How do they compare with the report cards you experienced during your K-8 education?
3. Which approach will you use when assigning grades in your future classroom? Why?
