
Frequently Asked Questions for Standards Based Grading  
 
Q:  What is the purpose of the Standards-based report card?  
A:  The purpose of the Standards-based report card is to provide more detailed 
feedback regarding the progress children are making towards specific content indicators 
at each grade level. This report card allows parents and students to understand more 
clearly what is expected at each grade level. With this understanding, parents will be 
better able to guide and support their child, helping him/her to be successful in a 
rigorous academic program. How does the Standards-based report card compare to the 
traditional letter  
 
Q:  What are Learning Standards?   
A:  Learning standards are concise, written descriptions of what students are expected 
to know and be able to do at a specific stage of their education. Learning standards 
describe educational objectives—i.e., what students should have learned by the end of 
a course, grade level, or grade span—but they do not describe any particular teaching 
practice, curriculum, or assessment method . 

Q:  What are the Attributes of the Standards? 
A:  While learning standards vary in content, purpose, and design from state to state, 
most standards systems in the United States share a few common attributes: 

● Subject areas 
● Learning progressions  

○ In each subject area, standards are typically organized by grade 
level or grade span—consequently, they may be called grade-level 
expectations or grade-level standards—and the sequencing of 
standards across grades or stages of academic progress is called a 
“learning progression” 

● Educational goals 
○ What the students should know by the next grade level 

● Content 
○ Variety of possible concepts, facts, skill sets, and areas of study in 

each subject area 

Q: Is there any research that supports Standards Based Grading? 
A: Yes.  There is much research to support that standards-based grading improves 
student learning. Standards-based grading allows for both teachers and students to 
develop a deep understanding of the learning standards. Teachers who develop useful 
assessments, provide corrective instruction, and give students second chances to 
demonstrate success can improve their instruction and help students learn. Thomas 
Guskey is one of the premier researchers in this area. 
  
Thomas Guskey, Ph.D., is a professor of educational psychology at the University of 
Kentucky, and he is known throughout the world for his work on student assessment, 
grading and reporting, professional learning, and educational change. He is a former 
middle school teacher, served as an administrator in Chicago Public Schools, and was 
the director of the Center for the Improvement of Teaching and Learning, a national 
educational research center. He is the author/editor of 21 books and more than 250 
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book chapters and articles. He has a website dedicated to standards-based grading. 
For more information on standards-based grading, please access this website: 
http://tguskey.com/  
 
 
Q:  How does the Standards-based report card compare to the 
traditional letter grade system?  
A:  Standards-based reporting is different from traditional letter grade reporting. Letter 
grades are often calculated by combining how well the student met a teacher’s 
expectations, how the student performed on assignments and tests, how much effort 
the teacher believes the student put in, and how the student is performing in 
comparison to classmates. Letter grades do not tell parents which skills their child has 
mastered or whether he or she is working at grade level. The Standards-based report 
card measures how well an individual student is performing in relation to the grade level 
standards, not the work of other students. This gives parents a better understanding of 
their child’s strengths and needs and encourages all students to do their best.  
 
 
Q:  How are students evaluated?  
A:  Students are evaluated based on what students actually know.  There are 
differences in the grading practices of teachers. In the same school, one teacher might 
base grades mostly on tests and quizzes while another awards a large number of points 
for homework completion. This means that an “A” in one teacher's class indicates 
something different than the “A” in the other teacher's class. Standards-based grading 
eliminates these types of discrepancies. Rather than receiving arbitrary points or letter 
grades, students must demonstrate proficiency on a common list of course objectives.  
 
Q:  What does the focus become instead of a letter grade?  
A:   The focus becomes learning.  Standards-based grading shifts the focus from 
earning points to actual learning. Rather than worrying about how much an 
assignment is worth, or if it is going to be graded, students must focus on mastering the 
content. Students also have a clearer understanding of which concepts they still need to 
work on and which ones they have grasped. Freeing students from the pressure of 
receiving a certain letter grade allows them to take more educational risks, deepening 
their learning. 
 
Q: My child can do some of the things listed on the progression; why isn't he 
getting credit?  
A: Your child is receiving credit for the things he can do, and this is documented by the 
teacher. The teacher works, over time, to collect evidence to support the marks on the 
report card. He will not receive credit on the report card until he masters ALL items 
under each level on the progression. Once he is able to show that he has mastered 
every standard under each progression target, he will move to that level (or target). 
 
Q: What do the grayed out/shaded areas on report cards mean?  
A: Shaded areas indicate the topic has either not yet been introduced or not yet ready 
for formal assessment. 
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