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Research Brief: Proficiency-Based Grading Practices  

Introduction  

Vermont is moving towards proficiency-based1  systems of learning with the  expectation that students 

will graduate in 2020 by demonstrating proficiency in content knowledge as well as transferable skills 

(Education Quality Standards, Graduation Requirements, 2120.7). As a result, educators are designing 

new grading systems that communicate  where a student is along a continuum of learning. Although  

communication of student learning is important, there are many other components of a proficiency-

based (PBL)  system that need to be  in place  before grading practices are changed. Supervisory 

Union/District policies need to  align with principles that support proficiency-based learning (PBL). 

Parents/guardians, students, and community members need to understand why schools are moving 

in this direction. Once a foundation for  PBL has been created, educators, students, parents/guardians, 

and community members need to  work together to design a grading system that effectively 

communicates student learning over time. Additionally, grading is only one part of a larger  reporting 

system that can include  student-led parent conferences, newsletters, digital portfolios, open  houses,  

emails, and phone  calls.  

 

Proficiency-based grading within this document refers  to a system of identifying  where a student 

is along a continuum of learning, often with a four-point scale (e.g., beginning, developing, 

proficient, and expanding) rather than a percentage scale that has been used traditionally. Practices 

that support proficiency-based grading represent a major change in how we think about grading. In a 

traditional system, grading is used to  evaluate  how much  work is done and how students compare to  

one another, but not necessarily to show how much students have  learned. In a proficiency-based  

system, the  purpose of grading is  to let all stakeholders—parents/guardians, children, educators, and 

community members --understand what students know and how they perform in  relation to expected 

learning outcomes.   

 

Educators are the  intended audience for this document and they served an important role in its 

development. Through  feedback given  by educators serving in a variety of roles, the document was 

revised and improved while  still maintaining a focus on current research and recommendations from 

experts. The information should be used to  inform rather than dictate decisions  related to grading 

practices in a personalized and proficiency-based system.  

 

Ideally, different sections would be  read over  time with ample opportunities for rich discussion.  

Sections could be  selected based on the  specific  needs of a school community. Questions for  

discussion are incorporated into each section  with the  hope of provoking conversations that are  vital 

for developing a shared understanding of proficiency-based grading practices. Readers will also find 

a best practice summary statement at the  end of  each section.  

  

  

1 Proficiency-based grading is also called mastery-based grading (Connecticut) or competency-based grading 

(New Hampshire). These terms are used interchangeably depending upon the state. 

http://education.vermont.gov/documents/state-board-rules-series-2000


   

 

   

   
 

 

  

What is  proficiency-based  grading?  

Proficiency-based grading is one  part of a system of instruction, assessment, and reporting that 

assesses and reports where students are in  relation to specific proficiencies (i.e., their knowledge and 

skills) over a specific period of time, such as a unit or a semester. Proficiency-based grading appears 

to have some advantages over mȽɀȳ ɂɀȯȲȷɂȷȽȼȯȺ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɁɇɁɂȳȻɁʔ AɁ HȯɅȳɁ ɁɂȯɂȳɁʕ ȃʢPɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ-

based] grading procedures are  thought to be a more individualized, fairer  assessment of student 

ȯȱȶȷȳɄȳȻȳȼɂʔȄ ʠHȯɅȳɁʕ Ⱦʔ ˾ʡ  
  

Clear  descriptions of proficiency  for content areas as well as transferable skills  are  essential  so that 

students can  determine  what they need to do to demonstrate their  level of understanding. For  

ȳɆȯȻȾȺȳʕ ɀȯɂȶȳɀ ɂȶȯȼ Ɂȯɇȷȼȵʕ ȃDɇȺȯȼ ȵȽɂ ȯ ȁȃ Ƚȼ  ȶȷɁ ȰȷȽȺȽȵɇ  ɂȳɁɂ  on plant and animal cellsʕȄ ȯ 

proficiency grade  lets Dylȯȼ ȯȼȲ ȶȷɁ ȾȯɀȳȼɂɁ ȹȼȽɅ ɂȶȯɂʕ ȃDɇȺȯȼ  ȷɁ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼɂ ȷȼ ɃɁȷȼȵ ȳɄȷȲȳȼȱȳ ɂȽ Ȱȯȱȹ 

up claims  and  ȯȾȾɀȽȯȱȶȷȼȵ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ ȷȼ  ȶȷɁ ɃȼȲȳɀɁɂȯȼȲȷȼȵ Ƚȴ  ȶȽɅ ȾȺȯȼɂ ȯȼȲ ȯȼȷȻȯȺ ȱȳȺȺɁ ȴɃȼȱɂȷȽȼʔȄ 

AɀȻȳȲ Ʌȷɂȶ  ɂȶȷɁ ȷȼȴȽɀȻȯɂȷȽȼʕ DɇȺȯȼʧɁ Ⱥȳȯɀȼȷȼȵ ȱȯȼ Ȱȳ ȾȳɀɁȽȼȯȺȷɈȳȲʕ ȯȼȲ ȷȼɁɂɀɃȱɂion  focused on where  

he needs to improve. His teacher  can also use this  information to refine and differentiate learning 

experiences in order to help Dylan  reach proficiency.  The focus is on the learning and the grading  

system provides feedback regarding where a student is along a continuum of learning.   

 

Proficiency-based systems are  characterized by a  relentless focus on student learning, application  of 

learning to  new contexts, and the  goal of achieving  proficiencies for  both  skills and knowledge. 

Enabling each and every student to meet proficiencies is a significant change  and requires new 

strategies for  communicating this information to students and their families.  

 

Based on a review of multiple  resources, other facets of proficiency-based grading may include:  

  More  information in general about what a student understands and is able to do.  

  Expectations that students apply skills and knowledge to new contexts in  order to demonstrate  

proficiency of intended learning goals.  

  Consistent scoring across classes  and grades since  proficiency is clearly described;  teachers build 

a common  expectation of proficiency, leading to increased professional collaboration, such as 

sharing resources, analyzing student work, and refining proficiency scales.  

  Grading systems that separate academics from  behaviors; habits of mind, habits of work, and/or  

transferable skills are assessed and scored separately from content.  

  Multiple opportunities and additional time  and support, if  needed, to meet proficiencies.  

  Proficiency-based peɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳ  ȯɁɁȳɁɁȻȳȼɂɁ ȯȼȲ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɂȶȯɂʔ ʔ ʔȃȱɀȳȯɂȳ  ɀȽȽȻ ȴȽɀ ȵɀȽɅɂȶ ȯȼȲ 

allow students to make  mistaȹȳɁ ȯȼȲ ɂȯȹȳ  ɀȷɁȹɁʔȄ ʠGȷȺȻȽɀȳʕ online)  

What is  the purpose of grading?  

Moving to a proficiency-based system provides an opportunity for  all  stakeholders to discuss the true  

purpose of grading and reporting. Agreement on the purpose  can then drive decisions regarding 

what information is shared with students and their  families as well as how this information is shared. 

Educators, students, and parents/guardians  need to be involved in  clarifying the purpose of grading 

and report cards so that a collective understanding can  be developed.  

 Based on a review of multiple  resources, proficiency-based grades and report cards should:  

  communicate what a student understands and is able to do at a given point in time in relation to 

specific proficiencies;  
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 ȾɀȽɄȷȲȳ ȴȳȳȲȰȯȱȹ ȰȯɁȳȲ Ƚȼ ȱȺȳȯɀ ȱɀȷɂȳɀȷȯ ɀȳȺȯɂȳȲ ɂȽ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȺȳɄȳȺ Ƚȴ ȾȳɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳ ɂhat informs 

the student and their family about what they do well and what additional work may be needed 

for a student to demonstrate proficiency; 

 serve as a record of student achievement and thus measure growth over time; and 

 be used to drive conversations among all stakeholders about interventions, enrichment, and 

next steps for an individual student. 

The key point is that everyone understands what proficiency was measured and how the student 

performed relative to that proficiency. Most importantly, the report card communicates information 

to facilitate improvement in student learning. The report card should be seen as one part of a 

continuous and ongoing reporting process. 

Questions for Discussion  
★ What is the current grading policy in your school and/or district?  

★  Do you think that current grading practices are equitable? Why or  why not?  

★  What is the purpose of grades?   

★  How do teachers and parents/guardians feel about grading and reporting? What matters to each  

group, and why?  

★  ȃTȶȳ ȵȽȯȺ ȷɁ ɂȽ ȲȳɄȳȺȽȾ ȯȼȲ ȼɃɀɂɃɀȳ ɂȯȺȳȼɂʕ ȼȽɂ ɁȷȻȾȺɇ ɂȽ ȲȷɁȱɀȷȻȷȼȯɂȳʕ ɁȽɀɂʕ ȯȼȲ ɁȳȺȳȱɂ ȷɂʔȄ 

(Guskey and Bailey, p.  20). Do you agree with this quote? How might different grading 

practices connect to this philosophy of grading?  

 

Recommended Best Practice:  A clear purpose for grading and reporting is developed with  

community input and explained to students and their families at the top of the  report card or  

distributed with the report card.  

 

What should be included on a  report card in a proficiency-based  system?  

There are some general  guidelines  which  can  be used to  inform the  development of a report card.  

Guskey  ȳɆȾȺȯȷȼɁʕ ȃTȶȳ  ȰȳɁɂ ɀȳȾȽɀɂ ȱȯɀȲɁ ȱȺȳȯɀȺɇ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳ Ʌȶȯɂ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁ Ʌȳɀȳ ȳɆȾȳȱɂȳȲ ɂȽ Ⱥȳȯɀȼ  
and be  able to do, how well they did those things, and whether or not that level of performance is in  

line  with  expectations set for  this level at this time in the sȱȶȽȽȺ ɇȳȯɀʔȄ ʠGɃɁȹȳɇʕ Ⱦʔ ˼Ȃʡ  The  language  

used within the report card as well as organizational choices should  help to  make  the  information  that 

is reported  clear  to parents/guardians and students alike.  

 

Guskey and Jung recommend translating detailed, academic standards into broader, more general  

reporting standards that are clear, precise, and written  in parent/student-friendly language. In  

Vermont, proficiencies represent those broader categories. There should be  enough information to be  

meaningful, but not overwhelming to the  reader. These authors suggest listing four to six 

proficiencies in  each subject area or course that best represent the major concepts and skills students 

need to master. (Guskey & Jung, p. 22) For instance, under English language arts could be the broad 

categories of Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening, and Language. Each broad  category would  

then have a finer  level of  detail. Foundational Skills, for  example, could be included under Reading. 

Rather than using educational jargon  ɁɃȱȶ ȯɁ ȃȲȳȻȽȼɁɂɀȯɂȳɁ ȾȶȽȼȳȻȷȱ ȯɅȯɀȳȼȳɁɁȄ ɂȽ ȴɃɀɂȶȳɀ  ȳɆȾȺȯȷȼ  
ɂȶȳ Ⱥȳȯɀȼȷȼȵ ɂȶȯɂ ȶȯɁ ɂȯȹȳȼ ȾȺȯȱȳʕ Ⱦȯɀȳȼɂ ȴɀȷȳȼȲȺɇ ȺȯȼȵɃȯȵȳʕ ȃsounds out wordsʕȄ ȱȽɃȺȲ Ȱȳ ȷȼȱȺɃȲȳȲʔ  
(Guskey, Swan, & Jung) For parents/guardians  who want additional information, the specific skills  

and learning goals related to a proficiency can be  provided through an online curriculum  resource.  
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Finally, an additional section on the report card for comments allows teachers to enter two or three 

sentences that clarify the focus of instruction as ɅȳȺȺ ȯɁ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ɀȳȺȯɂȷɄȳ ɁɂɀȳȼȵɂȶɁ ȯȼȲ ȯɀȳȯɁ 

where additional work may be needed. 

Based on a review of multiple resources, a proficiency-based report card should include: 

 proficiencies, both core content knowledge and transferable skills, that students are expected to 

meet; 

 ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȺȳɄȳȺ Ƚȴ ȾȳɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳ Ƚɀ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇʗ 

 ȯ ȱȽȻȾȯɀȷɁȽȼ Ƚȴ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ ȺȳɄȳȺ ɂȽ ȳɆȾȳȱɂȯɂȷȽȼɁ ȯɂ ɂȶȳ ɂȷȻȳ Ƚȴ ɀȳȾȽɀɂȷȼȵʗ ȯȼȲ 

 descriptive comments aimed at acknowledging strengths and identifying areas of focus for the 

future. 

Questions for Discussion  
★ Tȶȷȼȹ ȯȰȽɃɂ ɂȶȳ ȿɃȽɂȳʕ ȃTȶȳ ȰȳɁɂ ɀȳȾȽɀɂ ȱȯɀȲɁ ȱȺȳȯɀȺɇ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳ Ʌȶȯɂ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁ Ʌȳɀȳ ȳɆȾȳȱɂȳȲ 

to learn and be able to do, how well they did those things, and whether or  not that level of  

performance  is in linȳ  Ʌȷɂȶ  ȳɆȾȳȱɂȯɂȷȽȼɁ Ɂȳɂ ȴȽɀ ɂȶȷɁ ȺȳɄȳȺ ȯɂ ɂȶȷɁ ɂȷȻȳ ȷȼ ɂȶȳ ɁȱȶȽȽȺ ɇȳȯɀʔȄ 

(Guskey, p. 17) Does your current reporting system do that? How or how not?  

★  What information is essential to communicate to students and their families?  

★  In having conversations about redesigning report cards,  who would need to be included?  

★  How can all  stakeholders be given a voice?  

★  How will student progress be  reported?  

 

Recommended Best Practice:  Construct report cards that provide  each student and their  

parents/guardians with a clear  understanding of  where a student is along a continuum of  learning 

ȯȼȲ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ɁɂɀȳȼȵɂȶɁ ȯɁ ɅȳȺȺ ȯɁ ȱȶȯȺȺȳȼȵȳɁʔ  

   

What needs to  be in place  for proficiency-based grading to be implemented?  

A move towards proficiency-based grading should only take place after other key elements of 

proficiency-based systems are in place.  (Colby, Sturgis-Part 1)   

 

Three prerequisites that are  essential  for successful implementation of proficiency-based learning are:  

  a broad conceptual understanding of proficiency-based learning;  

  structures to enable student learning at different paces; and  

  a clear communication plan to develop community understanding and support.  

 

A school culture  with a broad conceptual understanding of proficiency-based learning is built upon 

the belief that proficiency-based learning can provide  equitable, relevant, and rigorous learning 

opportunities that engage all students and foster the skills, knowledge, and habits of work necessary 

to be successful in the 21st century. Within this culture, there  needs to be a willingness to question  

traditional grading practices and to continually strive  for more  effective strategies for  reporting 

student progress. Within this grading system, it should be clear to all learners which pieces of work 

will be used for determining grades and which pieces will serve as formative assessments. Students 

need to understand what constitutes evidence of learning and also have opportunities to practice self-

assessment. Additionally, an  electronic platform or software that enables students to collect and 

reflect on  evidence of their  learning over time allows students to document their progress.  
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In order to establish reliability and equitable scoring practices, educators require time to develop 

authentic assessments, discuss student work, and ȱȯȺȷȰɀȯɂȳ ɁȱȽɀȷȼȵʔ ȃWȶȳȼ ȱɃɀɀȷȱɃȺɃȻ ɂȳȯȻɁ Ȼȯȹȳ 
collaborative decisions about student evidence that demonstrate learning growth, we support more 

equitable learning environments across different classrooms. When these same teams calibrate and 

interpret evidence based upon agreed-upon expectations, we guarantee accurate and consistent 

ȴȳȳȲȰȯȱȹ ȯȱɀȽɁɁ ȱȺȯɁɁɀȽȽȻɁʔȄ ʠGȽȰȰȺȳ ȳɂʔ ȯȺʔʕ Ⱦʔ ˿ʡ AȲȲȷɂȷȽȼȯȺȺɇʕ ȷȼ ȯ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ-based system, 

students should play a role in assessing their work and have opportunities to provide feedback to 

peers. As students move into the role of being a driver rather than a consumer of their educational 

experience, they will need to learn new skills. This skill development is crucial and needs to be 

scaffolded beginning in the early grades. 

Based on a review of multiple resources, other components that are critical for successful 

implementation of a proficiency-based grading system include: 

 clear descriptions and a shared understanding of proficiencies; 

 proficiency-based learning targets written in student-friendly language that are explicit, 

rigorous and identify what is necessary to demonstrate proficiency; 

 an understanding about the power of productive, actionable feedback; 

 time built into a school schedule for teachers to provide rich feedback to students; 

 assessments aligned to learning targets; 

 electronic gradebooks, when used, need to have the flexibility to allow the teacher to determine 

the final grade based on demonstration of proficiency rather than a calculated score; 

 a gradebook format/platform that allows teachers and students to document evidence of 

learning related to learning targets over time; 

 professional development to assist teachers in setting up, reflecting on and utilizing the 

electronic gradebook to meet their assessment goals; 

 time for students who need additional opportunities to demonstrate proficiency; and 

 clear communication with the community regarding shifts in grading practices. 

Questions for Discussion  
★  What is the  evidence that there is a broad conceptual understanding among educators, students, 

parents/guardians, and community members about proficiency-based learning?  

★  What professional learning opportunities are  necessary to support educators as they move to 

proficiency-based grading?  

★  How do teachers provide productive, actionable  feedback that moves students towards 

proficiency?  

★  What components (e.g., proficiencies, performance in dicators, learning targets, and proficiency 

scales) of a proficiency-based grading system are  currently in place?
  
★  How is time allotted for teachers to calibrate and interpret assessment data?
  
★  How have  the  community and students been  involved in the move towards a   proficiency-


based grading system? 
 
★  How are grading practices communicated to students and their families?
  

 

Recommended Best Practice:  Engage students and the community in all levels of the process of  

transitioning to  a proficiency-based grading system and provide opportunities for  collaboration  

among educators in order to create an  equitable system for determining grades.   
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What is  the grading scale in a  proficiency-based system?  

ȃCȽȻȾȳɂȳȼȱɇ ʢPɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇʣ-based grading systems must be built in such a way that every grade  

communicates performance on an agreed-on definition of competency. Schools and districts must 

ȯȵɀȳȳ Ƚȼ Ʌȶȯɂ ȱȽȼɁɂȷɂɃɂȳɁ ɂȶȳ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ ɁȱȯȺȳ  ȷȼ  ɂȶȳȷɀ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɁɇɁɂȳȻʔȄ ʠCȽȺȰɇʕ Ⱦʔ ˼˽˽ʡ Tȶȳ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ 

or proficiency scale should include language that will be meaningful to learners and their  families.  

Tȶȳ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ ɁȱȯȺȳ ȱȯȼ Ȱȳ ɁɂɀȳȼȵɂȶȳȼȳȲ Ȱɇ ȷȼȱȺɃȲȷȼȵ ȯ ȃɂȷɂȺȳȄ  for  each part of the scale that 

ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳɁ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȾȳɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳ ȺȳɄȳȺʔ Oȼȳ ȳɆȯȻȾȺȳ Ƚȴ ȺȯȼȵɃȯȵȳ  ȴȽɀ ȯ ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ Ɂcale is 

beginning, developing, proficient, and expanding. Additionally, scales of four or  five proficiency 

levels can  result in more  consistency among grading practices if teachers have opportunities to 

calibrate their scores.  

Questions for Discussion  
★ How many levels does your current grading system include?  

★  What is the ideal number of levels for a scale that will accurately communicate  what students 

have  learned?  

★ 	 Wȶȯɂ ɂȷɂȺȳɁ Ƚȼ ɂȶȳ ɁȱȯȺȳ  ɅȷȺȺ ȶȳȺȾ ɂȽ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȾȳɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳ ȺȳɄȳȺʚ  

 

Recommended  Best Practice  
Use specific language  for proficiency-ȰȯɁȳȲ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɁȱȯȺȳɁ ɂȶȯɂ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳɁ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȱɃɀɀȳȼɂ 

level of performance. These  scales should include clear descriptions  of each level so that 

parents/guardians, and students know what has been  learned.  

How will teachers  actually determine  grades in a proficiency-based  system?  
Grading in a proficiency-based system represents a major philosophical shift. Consider the following 

ideas in order to develop a shared understanding of proficiency-based grading.  
  

 	 Prioritize the most recent evidence rather than earlier practice demonstrations. If a student 

struggled to understand a concept, scoring poorly on initial assessments, but ultimately 

mastered the  concept and demonstrated proficiency, how should this level of understanding be  

reflected in grading? Consider the student work in the video, AɃɁɂȷȼʧɁ BɃɂɂȳɀȴȺɇ. Although  

AɃɁɂȷȼʧɁ ȷȼȷɂȷȯȺ ȯɂɂȳȻȾɂɁ ɂȽ ȯȱȱɃɀȯɂȳȺɇ ȲɀȯɅ ȯ ȰɃɂɂȳɀȴȺɇ ȯɀȳ Ⱥȯȱȹȷȼȵ Ȳetail, his final drawing 

certainly demonstrates proficient work.   

 	 Consider how to address missing work. Teachers should take into account the many reasons 

for missing assignments. A zero cannot serve as a proxy for missing data. Students should be  

offered multiple opportunities to  improve their  work in order  to reach proficiency.  

 	 Think about  types of assessment and their purpose.  Reflect on how a given assessment or  

evidence of learning connects to the  learning targets, standards, and proficiencies for the  course. 

Determine  which assessments give the best picture of student knowledge  and  skills. The  

assessment system should provide opportunities for students to apply their learning to  new 

contexts in order to demonstrate proficiency.  

 	 Clarify how  assessment  data are used.  Formative assessments, for  example, should be used to  

ȷȼȴȽɀȻ ȼȳɆɂ ɁɂȳȾɁ ȷȼ  ȷȼɁɂɀɃȱɂȷȽȼ ȯȼȲ ɂȽ ȾɀȽɄȷȲȳ  ȃȯȱɂȷȽȼȯȰȺȳȄ ȴȳȳȲȰȯȱȹ ɂȽ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁʔ AȺɂȶȽɃȵȶ  
formative assessments may be scored to provide information to students and parents/guardians  

about a current level of achievement, those scores should not be part of a final grade. 

Incorporating formative  assessments into a final grade may prevent students from seeing them  
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as an aid to learning. Performance assessments can be used as tools for checking student 

understanding at a point in time and determining a proficiency level for the report card. 

Questions for Discussion 
★  How do teachers currently determine grades?  

★  How are different types of assessment data currently used?  

★  What are  the most comprehensive ȯɁɁȳɁɁȻȳȼɂɁ Ʌȶȳȼ ɂɀɇȷȼȵ ɂȽ ȲȳɂȳɀȻȷȼȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁʧ ȾɀȽȵɀȳɁɁʕ  
understanding, and skills?  

★  How might a shift to proficiency-based grading change instruction and assessment practices? 

What challenges might arise  when  trying to make this shift?  

★  What needs to  happen to help students and families understand changes in  grading practices?  

 

Recommended Best Practice:   Grades should be determined by using the  assessment evidence that  

ȰȳɁɂ ȲȳɁȱɀȷȰȳɁ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȱɃɀɀȳȼɂ ȺȳɄȳȺ Ƚȴ ȾȳɀȴȽɀȻȯȼȱȳʔ  

What additional information  should be included for students with learning differences?  
Report cards for  students with learning differences  may  include additional or slightly different 

information. For  instance, the Vermont state special education  regulations still use the term, 

standards, so  that reference  is used  in this document  rather than proficiencies. 
 
Questions to ask before  considering grading and reporting for students with learning differences are: 

What is being assessed? What proficiencies or standards  are being used to guide the  curriculum? 

What can a student do independently,  with support, accommodations and/or modifications?
  
 

An  initial step in assessing students with  learning differences in any subject area is to consider the 

grade and content standard. An  accommodation  or modification of the standard is possible  if the  

Educational Support team and/or  the Individual Education Plan team decides that the student will be 

unable to meet the standard during the current marking period or academic year without any 

changes or special support.  

  

An  accommodation is defined as a change that provides access to the general curriculum but does not 

fundamentally alter the  grade level standard. Lee Ann  Jung of the  ASCD Student Growth Center  has 

a great way of  explaining this using a science assessment as an  example. The purpose of the 

ȯɁɁȳɁɁȻȳȼɂ ȷɁ ɂȽ ȲȳɂȳɀȻȷȼȳ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȺȳɄȳȺ Ƚȴ  ȾɀȽȴȷȱȷȳȼȱɇ Ƚȼ ȯ ȼɃȻȰȳɀ  Ƚȴ Ɂȱȷȳȼȱȳ  ɁɂȯȼȲȯɀȲɁ. 

Support of any skill or behavior, then, other than  with the science standards  is an accommodation.  

Wȳ  Ȼȯɇ ȶȯɄȳ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂ ɀȳɁȾȽȼȲ ȽɀȯȺȺɇ ȷȴ ɂȶȳɀȳ ȯɀȳ Ɂȷȵȼȷȴȷȱȯȼɂ ȼȳȳȲɁ ȷȼ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ Ʌɀȷɂȷȼȵ ɂȶȯɂ ȯȴȴȳȱɂ 

the  quality of  response. The student may  require additional time or a separate testing environment if  

test anxiety is a factor. An adult may read the  questions to the  student if there is difficulty with  

reading. Each of these adaptations changes is an accommodation because  each one supports a skill  

that is different from the  science standards being measured and reported.  

 

A modification  fundamentally alters the grade  level standard. Modified standards should still be 

directly linked to the grade-level standards, based on data, and still be comparably rigorous, but have 

achievable outcomes. For  example, a modification to a spelling test would be to shorten spelling tests 

to focus on mastering the most functional words which may be different from the content specific 

words.  
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Modifications are  not permanent and may change at some point. TȳȯȱȶȳɀɁ ɀȳȾȽɀɂ Ƚȼ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ 

progress towards that modified expectation. A score should  include descriptive feedback about  how 

ɂȽ ȷȻȾɀȽɄȳ ȯȼȲ Ʌȶȯɂ ɂȽ ȲȽ ȼȳɆɂʔ AɁ WȽɀȻȳȺȷ ɁɂȯɂȳɁ ɀȳȵȯɀȲȷȼȵ ɂȶȳ ȷȻȾȽɀɂȯȼȱȳ Ƚȴ ȴȳȳȲȰȯȱȹʕ ȃStudents 

can  learn  without grades, but they can't learn without timely, descriȾɂȷɄȳʕ ȴȳȳȲȰȯȱȹʔȄ ʠWȽɀȻȳȺȷʕ 

online)  

How is a modified  standard communicated on a report card?  
Report cards that have  modified standards can look different. An asterisk or broad  notations on the  

ɀȳȾȽɀɂ ȱȯɀȲʕ ɁɃȱȶ ȯɁ ȃȰȯɁȳȲ Ƚȼ ȻȽȲȷȴȷȳȲ ɁɂȯȼȲȯɀȲʕȄ ȯɀȳ  ȯȱȱȳȾtable since they can then be used for  

students who require modifications for a variety of purposes, not necessarily for a student with a 

disability. Additional information should be  available to inform families and students regarding how 

students are being  helped to meet expectations.  The information on a report card needs to  be  

confidential  in  that it must not include information that would personally identify a student as having 

a disability.  

 

It is important that any modifications are  noted on report cards, so that everyone understands exactly 

what skills are being assessed. As long as modifications are available to any student, the wording 

ȃȻȽȲȷȴȷȳȲ ɁɂȯȼȲȯɀȲȄ ȷɁ ȯ ȺȳȵȯȺ ȼȽɂȯɂȷȽȼʔ ʠFɀȳȳȲȻȯȼʕ Ⱦʔ ˿ȁʡ FȽɀ ȯȺȺ  ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁʕ  ȷȼȱȺɃȲȷȼȵ ɂȶȽɁȳ  ɅȶȽ 

receive special  education services in Vermont, FERPA guidelines need to  be  adhered to  when  

reporting progress.  

What Really Matters?  
Iȼ ȯȲȲȷɂȷȽȼ  ɂȽ ɁȳȱɃɀȷȼȵ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂɁʧ  ȺȳȵȯȺ ɀȷȵȶɂ ɂȽ ȾɀȷɄȯȱɇʕ Ʌȶȯɂ ȻȯɂɂȳɀɁ ȻȽɁɂ ȷɁ ɂȶȯɂ ȴȯȻȷȺȷȳɁʕ ɂȳȯȱȶȳɀɁʕ 

and all learners understand what standard is measured and how the student performed relative to 

what was measured. Modifications and accommodations provide access to the full general 

ȱɃɀɀȷȱɃȺɃȻ ȯȼȲ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɁȶȽɃȺȲ ȱȽȻȻɃȼȷȱȯɂȳ ɂȶȳ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȾɀȽȵɀȳɁɁ ɂȽɅȯɀȲɁ ȵɀȯȲȳ ȺȳɄȳȺ ɁɂȯȼȲȯɀȲɁ ȷȼ  
kind and respectful ways.  

 

Recommended Best Practice: UɁȳ ȯ ȵɀȯȲȷȼȵ ɁɇɁɂȳȻ ɂȶȯɂ ȷɁ ɁȳȼɁȷɂȷɄȳ ɂȽ ȯ ɁɂɃȲȳȼɂʧɁ ȱȶȯȼȵȳ  ȷȼ  Ⱥȳȯɀȼȷȼȵ 

or behavior  and clearly communicates what is being measured.  
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