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AbSTrACT. This paper presents a grade 10 mathematics teacher’s in-depth de-
scription of the process she uses to determine the final grade for the report card 
within a standards-based context. Her case was part of a three-year comparative 
study of grading practices of teachers from two Canadian provinces that differ 
in their level of standardization of education. Survey, interview, and document 
data provided by the teacher revealed clear tensions between current grading 
policy and principles particularly within mathematics.

 
deSCripTiOn pAr une enSeignAnTe du SeCOndAire du prOCeSSuS de  

FIxATION DES RéSULTATS AU BULLETIN

RéSUME. Dans cet article, une enseignante en mathématiques de secondaire 4 
décrit en détails le processus par lequel elle détermine la note finale figurant au 
bulletin dans un contexte d’évaluation critériée.  Son analyse fait partie d’une 
étude comparative de trois ans examinant les pratiques d’évaluation d’enseignants 
œuvrant dans deux provinces canadiennes dont les niveaux de normalisation de 
l’éducation diffèrent.  Les données exposées par l’auteure – émanant de sond-
ages, d’entrevues et de documents – mettent en évidence des tensions évidentes 
entre les politiques actuelles d’évaluation et les principes, particulièrement en 
ce qui a trait aux mathématiques.

 
 
 
 

educational systems around the world have undergone major accountability 
and assessment reforms in recent years. The occurrence of reform is not in 
itself remarkable, as reforms wash repeatedly over the educational landscape 
(Cuban, 1990; Hargreaves, 2002), but the intensity and pervasiveness of this 
particular wave is notable (Linn, 2000; O’Connor, 2002; Young & Levin, 
2002). It began with conservative concerns in the 1980s, and swelled into the 
accountability movement of the 1990s (Horn, 2004; Young & Levin, 2002), 
which ultimately resulted in the widespread adoption of standards-based systems 
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across North America (O’Connor, 2002). Standards-based systems typically 
have centrally-developed curriculum, common reporting mechanisms, and 
large-scale assessment programs. 

An assumption that underlies standardization is that variations in teachers’ 
practices will be reduced, allowing assessment results to be interpreted con-
sistently by stakeholders and ultimately improving education. Evaluation of 
the impact of standards-based reform in the United States has shown some 
gains in student achievement (Hamilton, McCaffrey, Stecher, Klein, Robyn, & 
Bugliari, 2003; Hanushek & Raymond, 2003; Supovitz & Taylor, 2003), but 
there is currently little empirical evidence of the extent to which standards-based 
systems have actually improved the quality or consistency of teachers’ grading 
practices. This paper is thus concerned with examining a secondary school 
mathematics teacher’s narrative account of her grading practice and reactions 
within an educational system that values accountability and consistency in 
teaching and reporting grades. 

Grading is a process within the practice of classroom assessment. It focuses 
specifically on the point where students’ final grades are being determined by 
the teacher for report cards. It differs from assessment in that grading doesn’t 
necessarily include all the assessment results collected over a time period (Senk, 
Beckman, & Thompson, 1997), but it should be based on multiple and varied 
sources of evidence (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evalua-
tion [JCSEE], 2003; National Council for Teacher of Mathematics [NCTM], 
2000). While the use of multiple and varied sources of evidence may be 
“more likely to yield an accurate picture of what each student knows and is 
able to do,” it makes the grading process “less straightforward” for teachers 
(NCMT, p. 23). 

As the importance of listening to teachers’ voice in reform contexts has been 
strongly advocated (Bailey, 2000; Cheung, 2002), we wished to highlight the 
personal journey of an individual grade 10 mathematics teacher in order 
to attempt to better understand the current issues involved in dealing with 
contemporary and traditional grading methods and ideals within a standards-
based educational system. This teacher’s account was obtained as part of a 
larger comparative study where teachers (n=315) in two Canadian provinces 
(Ontario and Saskatchewan) responded to a written survey and where some 
of them participated in a follow-up interview (n=12 in Ontario and n=5 in 
Saskatchewan).2

LITERATURE REVIEw

In what is now considered a pioneering study, Stiggins, Frisbie, and Griswold 
(1989) looked at the grading practices of 15 experienced secondary school 
teachers in the United States. They identified 19 recommendations for grad-
ing in measurement textbooks, and they found that the teachers followed less 
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than half of these. Stiggins and colleagues did consider reasons for this, but 
their emphasis lay more on the need for additional research, and they raised 
questions relating to a range of issues, including the quality of the data and 
the use of non-achievement factors in grading (e.g., effort), the relationship 
between grades and motivation, the place of policy, and the interpretation of 
grades by stakeholders. 

In tracing the history of grading, Brookhart (2004) notes that many of the 
concerns that were raised in the past about grading, such as the unreliability 
of percentage systems, the misinterpretations of report cards, and the inclusion 
of non-achievement factors in grades, continue to resurface in the present. 
An accumulation of research showed that teachers’ grading practices not only 
diverged from the recommendations of measurement specialists, they also varied 
considerably across teachers and were sometimes inconsistent even within a 
teacher’s own practice (Anders & Richardson, 1992; Brookhart, 1993; 1994; 
Cross & Frary, 1996; Friedman & Troug, 1998). McMillan (2001) surveyed 
teachers in the United States (n=1,483) and confirmed that the “hodgepodge” 
(Brookhart, 1991, p. 36) nature of grades and grading practices had continued 
into the 21st century. 

Duncan and Noonan (2007) built on McMillan’s (2001) work and surveyed 
secondary teachers (n=513) within the context of assessment reform in Sas-
katchewan. Their findings were consistent with previous research in that the 
teachers’ practices varied by subject-area, and non-achievement factors were 
frequently included in the calculation of students’ grades. Other areas of fo-
cus in recent research on grading include the relationship between students’ 
characteristics and their grades (Guskey, 2004), the grading process in special 
education (Guskey & Jung, 2009; Silva, Munk, & Bursuck, 2005), and the 
fairness of grading practices (Guskey, 2006; Resh & Dalbert, 2007; Zoeckler, 
2005). Although some of the research discussed here questions the influence 
of standardization on grading practices, how teachers produce final grades in 
established standards-based systems has yet to be well explored.

As part of our research, we also examined existing studies on teachers’ grading 
practices in secondary school mathematics. Most of these looked at factors 
associated with grading (e.g., class size, difficulty level of mathematics course, 
student ability, role of non-academic variables, semestering, and teacher beliefs) 
(Bonesronning, 2004; Cicmanec, 1999; Deeter, 2002; Howley, Kusimo, & Par-
rott, 2000; Resh, 2009). One research team in Ontario looked at the extent to 
which teachers practice new forms of grading in mathematics when all their 
students are required to take a mandated large-scale assessment (Suurtamm, 
2004; Suurtamm, Koch, & Arden, 2010; Suurtamm, Lawson, & Koch, 2008). 
Based on the results of a questionnaire administered to grades 7-10 teachers 
(n=1,096), they reported that the teachers had embraced the new ways of ap-
proaching mathematical teaching and assessment for learning but not those 
associated with grading (Suurtam, Koch, & Arden, p. 16). 
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In many of these studies, grading was examined as a mediating factor (e.g., 
Trautwein, Lüdtke, March, Köller, & Baumert, 2006), or its concept was 
relatively loosely defined to include assessment and marking. Resh’s (2009) 
study is perhaps the only one that explicitly looked at what rules or weighted 
combination of rules teachers applied in determining grade allocation to their 
students in mathematics, language arts, and sciences. However, it focused 
particularly on the relative weights teachers attached to performance and to 
effort, and whether their practice differentiated between weak and strong stu-
dents. Finally, most reviewed studies adopted initial experimental designs that 
yielded anecdotal results due to reduced and non-random samples. With its 
intended qualitative design, this paper adds to the knowledge base developed 
to date by offering an intimate view of grading as defined earlier. It provides 
a detailed narrative account of the rules that guided one teacher’s allocation 
of final grades within the reform context and of her thoughts about the issues 
and tensions that this process entails. 

FRAMEwORk

The framework used for this study is three dimensional. It looks at the 
alignment of grading principles, policies, and practices within a particular 
educational context.

Grading principles

Of 28 standards for classroom assessment developed by the JCSEE (2003), 
20 are listed under the heading of Grading. However, their direct relationship 
to grading, and more specifically to the aggregation process for the purpose 
of determining the final grade, is not always apparent in the standard state-
ment itself. This is the same for the information found in the Principles for 
Fair Assessment in Canada (Joint Committee, 1993) and in the NCTM (2000) 
principles document, except for the following: “To the extent possible, achieve-
ment, effort, participation, and other behaviours should be graded separately” 
(Joint Committee, p.11).

Various principles specific to the aggregation process have been promoted by 
assessment specialists over the past few decades. For example, Brookhart (2004) 
and O’Connor (2002) recommend calculating the median of a student’s sum-
mative assessment scores for a reporting period to arrive at a final grade, while 
Marzano (2000) suggests computing the median across learning expectations. 
Arter and McTighe (2001) and Arter and Chappuis (2006) present the con-
cept of disjunctive combination to aggregate rubrics derived from ordinal and 
continuous data. Marzano also proposed the selection of most recent scores or 
best scores overall (or eyeballing) to arrive at a final grade when dealing with 
qualitative data. In other words, grades should be reported as levels, medians, 
or modes as determined by teacher judgement (standards-based approach) 
rather than as simple means (measurement-based approach).
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Grading policies

In addition to the standards-based and measurement-based approaches to grad-
ing, Noonan (2002) also refers to policy-based grading practices. The policy-based 
approach to grading is related to teacher practices that are principally guided 
by school, district, or ministry policies. The Ontario Ministry of Education 
(OME) adopted the standardized approach to public education in 1995, at 
which time it released a number of key policy documents related to classroom 
assessment and grading (OME, 1999; 2000; 2004). In 2008, OME introduced 
a draft document titled Growing Success which grouped all assessment related 
policies into a single document. Following a lengthy consultation process, 
the document was released for implementation in Ontario’s elementary and 
secondary schools in September, 2010 (OME, 2010a). 

The various OME documents promote the use of a four-level rubric (i.e., the 
Achievement Chart) in which level 3 is the provincial standard. The purpose 
of the Achievement Chart is to “enable teachers to make judgements about 
student work that are based on clear performance standards” (OME, 2008, p. 
5). The Achievement Chart in the grades 9 and 10 Mathematics Curriculum 
contains four categories of knowledge and skills: a) Knowledge and Under-
standing, b) Thinking, c) Communication, and d) Application (OME, 2005). 
Teachers are encouraged to assess student learning using all four categories and 
levels from the Achievement Chart, but they are required to report a single, 
numerical grade in the form of a percentage for each course, and for each 
strand in the case of mathematics, on the secondary provincial report card. 
Although the provincial report cards were recently revised (also for implemen-
tation in September 2010), the new secondary report card contains the same 
basic elements with percentage grades being accompanied by comments and 
an evaluation of learning skills (or work habits) on a 4-point scale (Excellent, 
Good, Satisfactory, Needs Improvement). 

Grading practices

The study focuses specifically on the rules and process teachers actually follow 
and apply to combine assessment results for the final grade that will appear 
on a high school student’s report card. This process takes into account the 
number (e.g., mark book columns) and types of marks to be combined (alpha, 
narrative or numerical), their relative weights, and what each mark represents. 
Although all of these approaches are plausible and recommended by respect-
able experts or organizations, they present more choice than consensus, which 
may be contributing to the inconsistency of teachers’ grading practices. Fur-
thermore, teachers may be unconsciously or unknowingly struggling between 
the familiar measurement-based approach, the dictated policy-based approach, 
and the emergent standards-based approach. This single case narrative study 
sheds light on the complexity of grading practices.
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MeThOd

The case presented here is bound by space and time as it is situated in On-
tario’s accountability-driven system and the participant’s account was given 
between March and June, 2007. It can be described as a “particularistic” case 
(Merriam, 1998, p. 29) because it concerns a specific aspect of the summative 
assessment process, and also an “instrumental” case (Stake, 2005, p. 445) be-
cause it goes beyond description to consider the results in relation to existing 
policies and principles. A single case is presented for the insight it provides 
about a teacher’s interpretation of her grading practices and related issues in 
a standards-based educational system. 

The high school mathematics context 

The Ontario secondary Mathematics Curriculum was released by the OME in 
l999 and revised in 2005. It provides some information on classroom assess-
ment. The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO), which is an 
arms-length agency created in 1996, has been responsible for yearly provincial 
testing since 1997, and it assesses all students in mathematics in grades 3, 6, 
and 9. Because one of EQAO’s goals is capacity building in assessment and 
grading, assessment materials are provided on the website, and teachers are 
invited to participate in the development and scoring of the yearly assessments. 
Curriculum documents are revised on a regular cycle in Ontario (OME, 2010b), 
and at the time of this study the OME was reviewing its assessment policies.

The participant

The teacher, Anne (a pseudonym is used to ensure anonymity), was from an 
urban, French-language school located within a French-language public school 
board in the northern region of Ontario. She was one of the first participants 
who volunteered to be interviewed. At the time of the interview, Anne had 
been certified to teach in Ontario for five years, and had taught mathematics 
mainly to grades 9 and 10 students. She was responsible for teaching two grade 
10 applied mathematics classes, each with approximately 20 students. This 
student load was typical of the 12 participating Ontario teachers interviewed 
for the study. Anne regularly worked and consulted with the Mathematics 
Department Head in her school. She was also involved in marking the EQAO 
grade 9 mathematics assessment in 2006.

Although data were available from 12 teachers from the larger comparative 
study, we purposively selected this teacher for several reasons. First, she cap-
tured most of the dilemmas other participants experienced in summarizing 
different types of assessment data. Second, she clearly articulated key tensions 
in grading that arise in standardized contexts where accountability pressures 
may sometimes conflict with the ideals of assessment for learning. Third, she 
also provided extensive accompanying artifacts to support and illustrate her 
grading practices. This allowed for a full discussion of sufficient key issues 
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associated with current grading practices in an era of accountability and of 
success for all. The findings related to the 12 teachers regarding grade alloca-
tion and more are the topic of a separate paper.

Data collection

Multiple sources of information were used for the study, including the teacher’s 
survey responses, a semi-structured interview, and relevant related documenta-
tion. Following a review process and discussions with members of the research 
team and colleagues, the planned interview protocol was reduced from eight 
to four key questions (see Appendix A). The first two questions (What grading 
process do you go through for one student to calculate the final mathematics 
grade for the report card? Can you describe that process using a clear example 
from start to finish?) are key for this paper. Other informal interview questions 
required the participants to provide information about the current number 
of grade 10 mathematics courses under their responsibility and about the 
number of students currently enrolled in those courses. The interview also 
provided an opportunity to clarify some of the teacher’s responses to survey 
questions. Participants received the questions prior to the interview by email. 
The interview with Anne took place at her school and lasted 38 minutes. It 
was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Follow-up e-mails were used for 
clarification questions and member checking. 

All relevant documents supporting the grading process were either provided by 
the teacher or the school, or obtained from the school board and the OME 
websites. Anne offered copies of the following: a) a four-page mathematics 
course syllabus, b) the school’s assessment guidelines, c) the OME’s achieve-
ment chart, d) a checklist with six homework assignments, e) a copy of the 
electronic log sheet, and f) the OME assessment guidelines and Achievement 
Chart. Documents a, b, and c were part of a kit that was sent home to parents 
in Anne’s school board. 

Data analysis

In order to ensure dependability of the results, the principal researcher and 
two graduate students independently analyzed Anne’s interview transcript, 
sometimes referring to the audio file to get all relevant subtleties. Analyses 
were based on combined information provided by the interview and survey 
questions. They first consisted of a breakdown of the transcripts into responses 
to each individual interview questions. Then they were subjected to a coding 
system that relied on key concepts within the questions, such as the number 
of columns in mark log sheet, the nature of the marks (percentages, levels, 
letters, etc), the weighting system, the treatment of the four categories, the role 
of assignment tasks (homework, tests, quizzes, examination, project, etc.), the 
actual aggregation methods (mean, median, eyeballing, etc.), and the underly-
ing principles and policies. These codes were provided in a spreadsheet with 



Simon, Tierney, Forgette-Giroux, Charland, Noonan, & Duncan

542 REVUE DES SCIENCES DE L’éDUCATION DE MCGILL • VOL. 45 NO 3 AuTOMne 2010

additional space for emerging themes. Contextual details were drawn from 
accompanying policy documents and the teacher’s marks log. These docu-
ments were also used to triangulate some details with the teacher’s interview 
and survey responses. 

Limitations and benefits

As with any type of research, the single case study has both limitations and 
benefits. Case studies have been criticized because they do not generalize to 
a larger population, they can present a biased perspective, and they can be 
lengthy to produce and read (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2008). However, by clearly 
situating a case in a particular context, the transferability of the results may 
be revealed (Patton, 2002). Case studies can be used as the building blocks 
for meta-evaluations, allow for greater focus, and can also provide valuable 
insight for understanding the results of larger-scale studies. For example, 
Hamilton and colleagues (2003) noted the important role of case studies in 
their discussion about the challenges they faced as they evaluated the impact 
of large-scale, standards-based educational reform in the United States. Some 
strategies that are recommended in methodological texts for case study designs 
(Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2008), such as saturation and repeated observations 
across time, were not used for this case because it was drawn from a larger 
comparative study. However, to ensure the quality of the results, the collection 
and thorough analysis of supporting documents compensated for the relatively 
brief interviewing process. The research team also engaged in triangulation, 
systematic coding procedures, and discussions during the analysis to reduce 
the possibility of bias and present a balanced and credible interpretation. 

reSuLTS

The results are presented according to four themes arising from Anne’s in-
terview. These are: a) type and aggregation of marks, b) written information 
given to students on final grades, c) grading principles or guidelines in effect, 
and d) other specific grading issues. Each is closely examined in the following 
sections.

Type and aggregation of marks

As mentioned earlier, the first two interview questions invited the participants 
to explicitly describe the rules and process used to calculate the final grade 
and to support these with a clear example and artifacts. Anne referred to the 
grade book in which she had recorded her students’ summative assessment 
results as percentages. Her grade book had a row for each student and five 
columns. The first two columns reported data from the first half of the se-
mester, which represented 35% of the final grade. The second two columns 
showed results from the second half of the semester, also worth 35%. Each 
of the four columns was associated with a mathematics strand (e.g., algebra) 
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result and all four were given equal weight. These two sets of columns formed 
70% of the final grade. A fifth column represented the final examination and 
was worth 30%. The simple addition of these two percentages provided the 
final grade for the report card. 

Next, Anne described how she used to assign levels to student assignments 
based on teacher-made rubrics inspired by the provincial Achievement Chart. 
She would then use her school board’s chart to transform the rubric levels 
to percentages (see Table 1). Eventually, however, Anne was told by both her 
school’s principal and the Mathematics Department Head to revert to the 
traditional use of percentages throughout the grading process. In that respect, 
she explained that, “Before I only used the rubric, no percentages, and assigned 
a level, 4, 4- or 4++. . . Now I give only percentages.”3 Further conversation 
with Anne revealed that she was very much aware of inconsistencies across 
teachers’ grading practices, and that she tried to exercise her own professional 
judgement when grading.

 

TABLE 1. Scale for converting from rubic levels to percentages for report cards

0 R- R 1 1+ 2 2+ 3 3+ 4- 4 4+ 4++

0 1-34 35-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95-100

Written information given to students on final grades

Referring to the grade 10 mathematics course syllabus, Anne explained how 
the students were informed, in writing, of the grading system. At the beginning 
of the course, each student received information on late assignments and on 
the OME requirement to assess all four Achievement Chart categories. In the 
same document, students received a copy of the scale used to convert levels to 
percentages (see Table 1) and an explanation of the weighting system adopted 
by the school (first half of the semester = 35%; second half = 35% and exam 
= 30%). There was also a note explaining that student progress was taken 
into consideration when determining the final grade. Finally, students were 
told that an assessment result was provided on the report card for each of 
the following work habits: use of oral language (French), works independently, 
teamwork, organization, work habits/homework, and initiative.4 Students and 
their parents were expected to sign the document.

Although the written information that students received did not explicitly 
indicate whether homework was considered in the final grade, Anne hinted 
to her students that it was in order to motivate them. She recalled how she 
“threatened” the students to do their homework: “‘If you miss many home-
work assignments, chances are you will fail.’ When I tell them that, they [the 
students] think that there is a policy on homework.” 
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Grading principles and policies in effect

Throughout the interview, and more specifically in response to the question 
addressing grading principles, Anne referred to a key provincial policy that pre-
scribed a 70% - 30% split between student products submitted throughout the 
semester and the final summative assessment. The latter may be a combination 
of what the OME calls a “culminating task” plus a formal examination, or it 
may consist of only the examination. A school guideline further dictated that 
the semester be divided in half, each worth 35%. Here, Anne saw a problem 
because this provincial policy clashed with another one stating that teachers 
should take into account the most recent and most consistent work produced 
by the student (OME, 2000). She explained:

Last year we made an error, ah, I’m not sure if it’s an error but we counted 
the first half on 35, the second also on 35 and then 30 % for the culminating 
task. In separating the session like this, we don’t get a good assessment of 
the student because the first grade is set as soon as it is out there. So given 
that the Ministry wants to see progress, the mark should be spread out over 
the semester and be worth 70 %. 

As she understood it, Anne felt she had to assign a level to students’ work 
based on the OME Achievement Chart, collect a number of levels across the 
term, calculate the final level, and then use the school board’s chart to convert 
the final level into a percentage for the provincial report card. In her teacher 
education program, Anne was trained to develop and apply adapted rubrics, 
but she found this problematic within the school system. She described her 
dilemma as follows:

Really, for me, unfortunately, the rubric means very little for me. I use it 
and I attach it to the student’s work but the parents here don’t like it. They 
hate it because it means absolutely nothing to them. And the problem is 
when I used it religiously. The problem was that a 4 had such a range that to 
get a 4 meant between 80 and 100 but a 3 was between 70 and 80. It’s the 
first year that I use the rubric very little. Before, I used only the rubric, no 
points. But I had too many problems with the parents. Try to explain that; 
it’s incredible! Try to tell them that a 3, sir, is the provincial norm, listen, 
this is good. It just didn’t go through. They have trouble with the fact that 
a 76 is the norm. So I have lots of trouble with this, the school principal 
has even more trouble with explaining this process. That’s why they asked 
me to go with percentages.

Finally, Anne also knew that she had to produce a single percentage for each 
mathematics strand on the report card, according to the OME guidelines, 
and that this percentage had to reflect the four categories in the provincial 
Achievement Chart. She felt she was fortunate to have been able to attend 
a grading session at the EQAO, but she was still confused about her inter-
pretation of the four categories and how to find balance among them when 
assessing and grading. 
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Other grading issues

In response to the final interview question, Anne expressed concerns and 
confusion about two other key issues: borderline cases and marking home-
work. Considering borderline cases, Anne interpreted her school board policy 
to mean that a grade below 45 could not be assigned in the first half of the 
session. She explained: 

We can’t give a grade between 45 and 50. If the final grade is 47, then you 
have to decide whether the student fails by assigning a 45% or passes with 
a 50%. However, to show that the 50% was not granted only to pass the 
student, then we normally would assign 53%.

She was essentially concerned about higher achieving students not being given 
the same advantage as students with borderline grades, which she considered 
to be unfair. Anne also expressed uncertainty about grading homework, and 
struggled to find a way to incorporate homework in the final grade rather than 
just filling the separate section on the provincial report card for work habits/
homework. She stated that: 

I haven’t been assessing homework because I don’t have a rubric for that…. 
What I would like to do is to be able to count the number of homework 
assignments done on the total number of homework assignments (about 50) 
and integrate this score in the final grade.

She proposed to grade homework based on the amount of homework com-
pleted rather than on its quality, but was unsure about proceeding without 
a rubric. 

diSCuSSiOn And iMpLiCATiOnS

This contextually specific and detailed examination of a teacher’s grading 
practices is revealing because it provides an example of how various principles 
and policies are translated into practice. It also offers interpretive insight 
into understanding the various pressures, personal views, and administrative 
constraints that may sometimes clash with or contradict the ideals imposed 
within a standards-based context. 

The concerns Anne voiced regarding grading practices can be grouped into 
at least four categories for discussion. First, one source of tension resulted in 
part from conflicting policy guidelines at various system levels. For example, 
Anne’s aggregation of marks was accomplished by combining 70% for the 
semester assignments and 30% for the final examination, which conformed 
to the OME policy. However, the school board’s directive to further divide the 
70% into two set percentages conflicted with another provincial policy stating 
that the “most consistent level” and “more recent evidence” of student achieve-
ment should be used to calculate grades (OME, 2000, p.15). Also, the school 
administration’s directive to use percentage throughout the term proved for 
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Anne to be inconsistent with the OME guidelines and her sense of integrity. 
Suurtamm (2004) highlighted the need for administrative support to help 
teachers develop grading practices that are compatible with newer assessment 
methods and communicate about grading with parents and students. 

Second, some grading principles/policies may not easily apply to the context of 
mathematics. For example, although “the most recent, most consistent” policy 
reflects current assessment principles that foster learning (Marzano, 2000; 
O’Connor, 2002), in practice it may be problematic for subjects such as math-
ematics that are structured around content rather than skills. The mathematics 
curriculum presents content and skills under strands such as Trigonometry 
and Quadratic Relations (OME, 2005), and these are still typically taught 
independently rather than on an integrated basis, thus making it difficult to 
consider the most recent evidence. In such circumstances, teachers may react 
differently. Some may consider the most recent and consistent evidence within 
each strand, some may consider it for each of the four Achievement Chart 
categories across the strands, and others may disregard the policy and average 
all of a student’s assessment results to produce a final grade. Although this 
policy is based on a relatively recent grading principle, it has been retained in 
the most current version of Growing Success (OME, 2010a). As such, future 
studies should delve further into this area of practice to better understand 
how this policy is applied by teachers across levels and subjects. 

The third source of tension involves compliance to grading policies that 
contradict standards-based principles. For example, Anne had to convert 
rubric levels to report the students’ final grades as percentages as mandated 
by OME. This type of issue may be reflective of the policy-based approach to 
grading at play in Ontario. It clearly shows evidence of conflict between the 
OME’s need to bide by the traditional and popular use of percentages while 
simultaneously incorporating the recent standard-based reforms in assessment 
such as the use of rubrics. Suurtamm (2004) observed a similar tension in 
the case studies she undertook with five secondary mathematics teachers in 
Ontario, and she explained that:

Several of the teachers discussed the difficulty of matching authentic assess-
ment techniques with a more traditional method of reporting using percentage 
marks. The data gathered through authentic assessment frequently consists of 
levels on a rating scale or rubric or is anecdotal. This type of information is 
unsuited to being directly translated into a percentage mark. (p. 506)

These concerns support Brookhart’s (2004) conclusion regarding the pervasive-
ness of percentages despite the standards-based movement, and suggest the 
need for further inquiry into the impact of adopting varying scales on the 
perceptions, acceptance, and use of rubrics and performance levels by various 
stakeholders in order to counterbalance the community’s perceived need for 
the use of percentages.



MCGILL JOURNAL OF EDUCATION • VOL. 45 NO 3 FALL 2010

The Process of Determining Report Card Grades

547

The fourth and final discussion theme stemming from Anne’s experience re-
lates to the role of non-academic variables such as effort, homework, and late 
assignments in calculating final grades. Anne believed that homework should 
be incorporated within the overall grade but was unsure of how to proceed. On 
the secondary provincial report card, students’ work habits should be reported 
in a separate section for learning skills.5 The issue of non-achievement factors 
has long been evident in research on teachers’ grading practices, especially in 
relation to borderline cases (Cicmanec, 1999; Howley et al, 2000; Marzano, 
2000; McMillan, 2001, 2008; Resh, 2009; Rich, 2002). This seems to be 
particularly true when a standards-based approach is adopted. As Duncan 
and Noonan (2007) have shown, teachers often consider non-achievement 
factors in adjusting their students’ final achievement grades. In theory, some 
non-achievement factors should not influence grades (e.g., students’ charac-
teristics such as gender), but others are considered to be academic enablers 
(i.e., work habits such as completion of homework, late assignments, etc.). 
Research suggests that students will complete their homework, whether it is 
graded or not, if it is closely tied to the learning objectives (Scriffiny, 2008). 
Given the importance that teachers, parents and students attribute to these 
enablers, their role within assessment practices should be investigated further 
in different educational contexts.

In the context of accountability and responsibility, the need to regularly assess 
on a large-scale basis while advocating reform may undermine smooth transition 
in teaching and assessment practices at the classroom level. Whereas the OME 
promotes a mathematics curriculum that values professional judgement, the 
EQAO which assesses all grade 9 students across the province every year tends 
to adhere to the traditional, measurement approach to develop its assessments 
(Suurtamm et al. 2008). As both the OME’s and EQAO’s given goals, objec-
tives, and purposes are to directly impact teaching and learning, these often 
unintended, conflicting underlying assessment models become a significant 
source of dilemma for those teachers who believe in the visions of their edu-
cational contexts and who wish to assimilate their respective demands.

COnCLuSiOn

This paper provides meaningful information regarding the rules and process 
a secondary teacher experienced while calculating final grades for standard-
ized report cards and the difficulties and tensions that this ensued. Such data 
would not be captured by a broad survey or large-scale questionnaire. Despite 
the fact that it is based on a single participant and is specific to Ontario’s 
educational context, Anne’s case clearly illustrates some of the tensions 
that characterize the implementation of measurement principles and policy 
guidelines in a standardized educational system. In particular, it highlights 
the difficulty of reporting percentage grades in a system that promotes the 
use of achievement levels (rubrics) for assessment. It also shows the misalign-
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ment that can happen at the various administrative levels (i.e., mathematics 
department, school, school board, and OME). To some extent, this tension 
is consistent with observations made by Brookhart (2004), McMillan (2001), 
Suurtamm (2004), and Suurtamm and colleagues (2008, 2010). The teacher 
in this study was also very much aware of inequalities and inconsistencies of 
grading practices among teachers, despite standardization, and she tried to 
exercise her professional judgement in adopting the provincial guidelines. She 
also felt torn between ideals and their potential articulation in practice, such as 
how to treat non-achievement factors, including homework, in the calculation 
of the final grade. Finally, Anne struggled with fairness issues resulting from 
the distortion of policies, such as the imposition of a minimum grade (40%) 
on all students, which favours students with borderline assessment results.  

The issues emanating from this teacher’s account form the basis for meaning-
ful areas of research, particularly with respect to the grading process within 
a standards-based approach where higher order skills are targeted, where as-
sessments hold the dual goal of accountability and assessment for learning, 
and where the grading process incorporates both qualitative and quantitative 
assessment data. Although the teacher in this case was not an expert in grading, 
her account contributes to the knowledge base by revealing specific informa-
tion about an area of practice that is generally considered “mysterious” (Speck, 
1998, p. 17) because it relies on professional judgement. Understanding the 
issues and dilemmas she experienced while grading lends some transparency 
to the process, which may ultimately improve the fairness of teachers’ grading 
practices. It also highlights the need for ongoing support for teachers to de-
velop the knowledge and understanding of grading principles and policies that 
should inform their professional judgement. This may be especially important 
in educational systems where assessment policies change through continuous 
reform, and teachers and school leaders are expected to adapt their practices 
accordingly. Our work in this area suggests that the extent to which teachers 
and school leaders are able to implement evolving assessment principles and 
policies, and the reasons they may face challenges, should be studied regularly 
as part of the reform process. At present, it should not be assumed that the 
grades on students’ final report cards are calculated with sufficient consistency 
to allow meaningful interpretation by all stakeholders. 

nOTeS

1.  This paper reports a part of a study that was funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council standard program, Canada.

2.  The results of the interviews with the 17 participants will be published in a separate paper.

3.  All quotations from Anne have been translated from French to English.

4.  At the time of this study, these were the six learning skills included on the provincial report 
card for secondary students in French-language school boards in Ontario.
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5.  The new assessment policies and standardized report cards (September 2010) in Ontario con-
tinue to mandate the separation of achievement and learning skills/work habits (see Growing 
Success, Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010a, p.10).
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AppENDIx A. 

TOwARD A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF GRADING pRACTICES wIThIN ASSESS-
MENT-DRIVEN CONTExTS, MAy 2007

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEw qUESTIONS

The purpose of the interview is threefold: a) to obtain actual examples of the grading processes 
teachers use to calculate the final grade for the report card, b) to further question teachers on 
their knowledge and familiarity with grading principles as found in the literature and c) to clarify 
information in light of the data obtained from the written questionnaire. 

Questions of interest:

What grading process do you go through for one student to calculate the final Math-1. 
ematics grade for the report card? Can you describe that process using a clear example, 
from start to finish? If possible, provide all relevant documents.

What instructions do you provide to students regarding the grading of their work in 2. 
Mathematics?

Do you follow any specific grading principles when determining the final grade in 3. 
Mathematics? If so, which one(s)? 

Are there grading practices policies or principles that you think should be a) empha-4. 
sized? b) de-emphasized? Which ones?

MArieLLe SiMOn is full professor at the Faculty of Education. her teaching and research 
interests include classroom assessment, large-scale assessment, assessment rubrics, 
secondary data analyses, grading issues and policies.

ROBIN D. TIERNEy was an elementary teacher in Ontario and a research assistant at 
the Faculty of Education, University of Ottawa. She graduated with a Doctorate in 
philosophy (Education) in 2010. her doctoral dissertation draws on teachers’ practical 
wisdom (phronesis) to understand fairness in classroom assessment. She now lives 
in California.

RENéE FORGETTE-GIROUx was full professor at the Faculty of education at the time 
of the study and was one of the principal investigators. her work is mainly is the area 
of evaluation, assessment, research methods and statistics. 

Julie Charland is currently principal of a French language secondary school in 
Eastern Ontario.  She was a doctoral student at the time of this study.  her research 
focuses on the assessment of school principals.

briAn nOOnAn was associate professor in the department of educational psychol-
ogy and Special Education at the time of the study. he was also one of the principal 
investigators of the study.

rAndy dunCAn studied in the Department of Educational psychology and Special 
Education, College of Education and obtained his phD degree in measurement and 
education in 2009. he was involved in this project from beginning to the end. 
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MArieLLe SiMOn est professeur titulaire à la Faculté des sciences de l’éducation 
de l’Université d’Ottawa. Ses intérêts d’enseignement et de recherche englobent 
l’évaluation en contexte de la salle de classe, l’évaluation à grande échelle, les grilles 
d’évaluation, l’analyse des données secondaires ainsi que les problématiques et les 
politiques de notation.

ROBIN D. TIERNEy a enseigné à l’élémentaire en Ontario et travaillé comme assistante 
de recherche à la Faculté des sciences de l’éducation de l’Université d’Ottawa. Elle 
a reçu son diplôme de doctorat en philosophie de l’éducation en  2010. Sa thèse de 
doctorat analyse le discernement et la sagesse pratique des enseignants en classe 
(phronésis) pour expliquer le phénomène de justice dans l’évaluation en classe.  Elle 
habite maintenant en Californie. 

RENéE FORGETTE-GIROUx était professeur titulaire à la Faculté des sciences de 
l’éducation de l’université d’Ottawa au moment de l’étude et en est un des princi-
paux investigateurs. Sa démarche de recherche couvre principalement l’évaluation, 
l’appréciation, les méthodes de recherche et les statistiques. 

JuLie ChArLAnd est présentement directrice d’une école secondaire francophone 
dans l’est de l’Ontario. Elle était une étudiante au doctorat au cours de l’étude. Ses 
recherches portent sur l’évaluation des directeurs d’école. 

briAn nOOnAn était professeur agrégé au département d’Educational psychology and 
Special Education de l’Université de la Saskatchewan lors de l’étude. Il est également 
un des principaux investigateurs de la recherche. 

rAndy dunCAn a étudié au département d’Educational psychology and Special Educa-
tion du College of Education de l’Université de la Saskatchewan. Il a reçu son doctorat 
en mesure et éducation en 2009. Randy Duncan a été impliqué dans la réalisation du 
projet du début à la fin.
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