
points”—6 more points on this quiz to be precise. What does that even mean for a 
leaner? We’re not lifting a veil—we’re giving students glasses with number (#) signs 
painted on the lenses.

But what if a grade on an assessment weren’t determined by points students earned, 
but on the quality of their performance? What if the student who knew two of the 
three topics could be distinguished from the student who knew two-thirds of each 
topic? To do this, we need to identify a more transparent way to describe students’ 
performances. We want students to understand that a quiz or test grade isn’t defined 
by a numerical score but is a reflection of their level of mastery of the course content, 
or the course standards. If we don’t want students to be surprised or confused about 
why they got a C+ instead of a B-, the assessment grade has to be something other 
than an earned number of points or a percentage cutoff. What would this look like?

Beyond Points: Standards Scales
Instead of calculating point totals, we can create a scale with simple descriptors along 
a continuum of standards mastery (see Marzano, 2011):

GRADE LEVEL OF MASTERY

A Exceeded the standard

B Met the standard

C Student has key gaps in their understanding of the standard

D Student is unable to demonstrate B or C levels without assistance

F No evidence

For each standard, the teacher describes what the student would demonstrate to 
qualify for each level of mastery. The teacher identifies the B level by describing 
exactly what it means for a student to meet the content standard, the C level 
describes performance that reveals students’ common misconceptions or knowl-
edge gaps, and the A level describes the advanced application or analysis of the 
content standard the student would need to demonstrate. Note that the D level 
description explains that the student can show C or B level performance but only 
with support and scaffolding, which encompasses all student performance below a 
C and sends the motivational message that meeting the standard is possible for all 
students; it’s just a matter of time and practice. An F is only earned when there is 
missing information.

Teachers, as content experts, have a conception of what constitutes competence on 
a standard. After all, we teach curriculum, assign homework and classwork to learn 
and practice content, design assessments to measure content knowledge, and 
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