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Each of our ninth graders started at different places, for different reasons, and progressed 
at different rates, but by the end of the semester all have written a persuasive essay at the 
“A” level. If we include earlier scores in some computation—whether mean, median, 
mode, or something else—each of these students would have a different final grade even  
though they all mastered the skill. Jason’s, Ellis’s, and Tonya’s final grades would be lower 
than an A, thus inaccurately describing their level of mastery on the skill. We need to 
have a more accurate option to describe the student performance whenever that perfor-
mance has improved over time (which, presumably, is true for nearly every student).

Weighting More Recent Performance
Instead of reflexively averaging performance over time, or even using the mean or 
mode, we should consider assigning a grade that is the most accurate description of 
their skill level—in this case, how well they did at the end of their learning, their 
most recent performance.

Think about it. In most cases when we measure and describe someone’s skill, we 
describe her most recent performance at that skill. A person who passes the bar exam 
on her third try doesn’t have her scores averaged. A marathon runner’s time in a race 
isn’t calculated by averaging all of the times in her training sessions. When we want to 
find a plumber, we don’t ask to see her evaluations as an apprentice. When our supervi-
sor conducts classroom observations as part of our evaluation, we’re judged primarily 
on the quality of our most recent observation, not on the entire set of those observa-
tions. Even one’s golf handicap is based only on the ten most recent scores, not aver-
aged across the player’s entire career.
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