
for every student who takes the assessment, we count up the points she earns, divide 
by the number of points possible, which renders a ratio or percentage that falls into 
our grading scale and . . . presto, we have a grade for that student. A student earned 
42 points out of 50 = 84 percent, which translates into a B. We saw in chapter 4 the 
weaknesses of the “omnibus” grade that collapses disparate information into a single 
grade, revealing almost no helpful information about the student. We’ll see how our 
common use of points to score and measure achievement replicates the inequities of 
omnibus grading on a smaller scale and explore a much more equitable approach: 
student scales.

Suppose three students earned the following on a test that assessed multiple 
standards:

PART 1: 
STANDARD 1 
 (20 PTS 
POSSIBLE)

PART 2: 
STANDARD 2 
 (20 PTS 
POSSIBLE)

PART 3: 
STANDARD 3 
 (20 PTS 
POSSIBLE) TOTAL SCORE

Miguel  8 20 20 48 / 60 = 80%

Olivia 16 16 16 48 / 60 = 80%

Kamryn 20 20  8 48 / 60 = 80%

All three students earned the same number of points, and therefore the same grade, 
but demonstrated very different performances. Miguel and Kamryn deeply under-
stand two of the three topics and know little about the third, but they earned the 
same number of points as Olivia, who has reasonably competent knowledge of all 
three topics. If each part of the quiz addresses a distinct standard, then it’s deeply 
problematic if all three students receive the same B-; each clearly has different pro-
files of what they know and what they don’t yet know. If we were asked to identify 
students for additional support and looked only at composite quiz scores, we would 
miss the fact that Miguel and Kamryn clearly need support before moving on—
Miguel with part 1 content and Kamryn with part 3 content.

The fungibility of points—every point is equal to and can substitute for every 
other—is a hallmark of traditional grading, but it makes the measurement of student 
achievement clumsy and misleading. We want assessment scores to clearly represent 
each student’s unique performance in our class—their specific strengths and  
weaknesses—but points often prevent us from doing this. What’s more, accurate 
information about our students’ achievement becomes hidden from them—Miguel 
and Kamryn might think that their 48/60 means they’re as ready as Olivia for the 
next unit, which is simply not true.

Think about what message we are sending: What does it take to earn a B? 48 points. 
Not only is that unhelpful and, if we want students to focus less on points, counter-
productive, but it conceals how to earn a higher grade beyond “score more 
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