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The historical purpose of grading was to determine if students had mastered lists of skills and whether they were ready to be promoted to the next grade and learn a new set of related skills.  Then and now, various grading practices and systems, e.g., rating scales like letter grades, bell curves, are used to measure and communicate student learning, achievement, socio-emotional progress and behavior.
The most critical challenge in assessing student performance in any subject area is the interpretation and meaning of grades that are assigned.  Several questions are usually raised by students, parents, and administrators regarding evaluation schemes but become more prevalent when failing grades are assigned.  Recent developments in assessments have provoked discussions centered on the criteria that warrant certain grade designations.  What for example does the letter grade “A” mean?  Did arriving at this grade consider improvement, progress, level of mastery on any given assignment, test or performance?  Moreover, are effort, student attitude and behavior in the classroom account for any percentage in the overall grading of the student?  And, should these factors be considered when arriving at a letter grade?  Moreover, should a student be rewarded for submitting assignments early or penalized for late assignments?  Should  students who neglect to submit an assignment or write a test be punished by a lower or failing grade?  Most importantly, does our present grading system communicate precisely, meaningfully and authentically what students can do or what they need to learn within the scope and sequence of the prescribed curriculum?
According to some literature, Bailey and McTighe (1996), and others like O’Connor (1991), suggest that the “foundations of grading practices” need to take into account an individual’s ability to demonstrate “knowledge, skills and behaviors that are stated as learning outcomes for a course or unit of instruction.”  However, other scholarly pronouncements argue cautiously that, achievement, effort, participation, and other performance indicators need to be graded apart from achievement that are based on curricular targets.
Closely linked to discussions of collapsing overall performance to one single grade designation is the notion of forewarning students of the evaluation process at the beginning of the course.  Prior understanding of a teacher’s grading practice help students reach learning goals and objectives.  Literature indicates that “…[students] need to have a clear performance goal and to keep that goal in constant view…” (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998).   Furthermore, teachers need to be mindful of prescribed learning outcomes and tailor their instruction, classroom activities and assessment based on specific learning outcomes.  

While the aforementioned suggestions seem sensible and pedagogically defensible to students, parents, teachers, and school administrators, recent research, Marzano (2000), contend that scores that can be determined for “non-achievement” elements, such as effort, behavior and attendance should be communicated and form the major part of any student reporting policy.   Additionally, the practices of providing both continual formative and summative assessments are useful tools in learning.  More than likely, if teachers provide formative assessments that focus improvement in specific skill areas student performance will improve.  More discussions, however, are needed to determine whether grades attained on previous assignments or tests should be counted in the final grade.  Some argue that assignments or tests prior to improvement in student performance should not be counted in the final grade.  In accepting the view that mistakes provide assessment evidence to teachers, and become essential part of the learning process of taking risks, formative assessment results in students “doing things differently” because it provides immediate “on-going feedback, coaching, motivation, and encouragement to the learner,” (AAC, p. 31).  Indeed, there is merit for placing less value in assignments that lead to improved student performance.
When determining a student’s grade, various approaches are suggested.  Some research suggests that formative forms of assessments should not count as much towards a final grade because it may discourage students from taking risks and it should only serve as feedback for success at later stages of learning.  O’Connor (1999), for instance, claims that using the most recent data acknowledges and gives recognition for improvement.  Similarly, Guskey (1996), supports this assertion by concluding that less than recent assessments are not accurate in describing student performance and miscommunicate skills and knowledge the student has acquired.  Other studies further suggest that certain marks should also be eliminated when they, for whatever reason, is inconsistent with the overall student performance.  This practice would rely on the teacher’s knowledge of the student’s capacity and their subjective perception of student’s ability.  Issuing a grade of zero, for example, (ibidem), because of missed or late assignments does not precisely reflect student learning.
Whatever school districts or individual schools and teachers decide the framework for student reporting be, parameters need to be established that are fair and meaningful to students and promote student learning.  More importantly, the method or system by which student performance is communicated needs to be understandable to both parents and students; and adhere to Ministerial Reporting Policies.  Predictably, discussions and debate will continue that will shape the evolving practise of student assessments.
