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As the new school year gets under way, educators face the ongoing challenge of 
how to assess all of their students to accurately reflect what they’ve learned. In 
this special publication, read an exclusive interview with Thomas Guskey, PhD, on 
grading practices and adopt the formative assessment tools to provide valuable 
feedback to students. 

With the implementation of the Common Core State Standards assessments  
approaching in 2014, grading and assessment are receiving more scrutiny than 
ever from policymakers, educators, parents, and students. In this special publica-
tion, we provide additional resources to keep you up to date on the latest thinking 
on grading and assessment by ASCD authors and subject matter experts.

Introduction
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Thomas R. Guskey, PhD, is a professor in the Department of Educational, 
School, and Counseling Psychology, College of Education, University of 
Kentucky, Lexington. He has spent much of his career researching and 
writing about grading.

Q: Dr. Guskey, what drew you to research grading? 

A:  I have been both fascinated and troubled by grading issues since my days as a 
middle school teacher. I went about grading as most beginning teachers do: using 
the same policies and practices that my teachers had used with me. My formal 
study of grading began when I worked on the 1996 ASCD Yearbook, Communicating 
Student Learning. This was the first time I really explored it in depth.

Interview with Thomas R. Guskey
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Q: What do you consider the main purpose of grading? 

A: One of the biggest problems in grading is that different groups seldom agree on 
the purpose. Parents, teachers, school leaders, and students all see grading dif-
ferently. Even teachers who teach the same subject at the same grade level in the 
same school often have different views on the purpose of grading. This can thwart 
the most dedicated reform efforts. The essential first step in improving grading poli-
cies and practice is to reach consensus regarding the purpose of grades: What do 
they mean, for whom they are intended, and what do we hope they will accomplish? 

Q: What is the current thinking about best practices in K–12 grading?

A: We know that grades should be based on clearly specified learning criteria or 
standards, and never based on students’ relative standing among classmates or 
“on the curve.” We know that separate grades should be offered for product, pro-
cess, and progress criteria, rather than combining all into a single “hodgepodge” 
grade that is impossible to interpret in a meaningful way.

Q: Can you describe how standards-based grading differs from conven-
tional grading and how it is an improvement? 

A: The major advantage of standards-based grading is that it offers multiple 
grades or marks on different standards for student learning within a subject area. 
For example, in language arts, there may be separate marks for reading, writing, 
listening, speaking, and language skills. This makes grades more meaningful  
to parents.  

Q: You published a study that demonstrates a strong correlation between 
the grades students are assigned early in a term and the final grades they 
receive. What are the implications of this study? 

A: I looked at the records of thousands of students, took the first grade they 
received at the beginning of the school year, and tried to match it to final exam 
grades and final course grades. It is amazingly predictable. When I share the 



7

results of this study with secondary educators, few find it surprising. The critical 
question, however, is that if we know what’s likely to happen, why not intervene? 
What steps can we take to alter this predictable outcome? And can we not take 
those steps early on?

Q: Let’s discuss some conventional grading practices and their alterna-
tives. Many teachers give zeros for missing or late assignments. What 
does research show about this practice?

A: From my perspective, the problem isn’t the zero. The problem is the percentage 
system. Zero is such an extreme score in a percentage system, it is impossible for 
a student to recover. The solution is to abandon percentages and use an integer 
system such as 0–4. In an integer system, recovery from a zero is possible because 
it means improving from 0 to 1, not 0 to 60. 

Q: Some teachers use grades to sort, select, or rank students. Many 
believe that grades should fall on a bell curve distribution. What does 
research say about this? 

A: Most parents experienced “grading on the curve” in school. A C meant average 
or in the middle of the class. The problem with this is you don’t know if anyone 
learned anything. Maybe everyone did miserably, but some did a little less miser-
ably than others. It also makes learning highly competitive for students—they 
must compete against each other for the few good grades. This is detrimental to 
relationships between students.  

Q: Many teachers calculate a final “omnibus” grade based on student 
behavior, homework, class participation, and test and quiz grades. Why is 
this problematic?

A: If I combined measures of height, weight, diet, and exercise in an “omnibus” 
grade to describe a person’s physical condition, most would consider it laughable. 
Yet every day teachers combine measures of achievement, behavior, responsibility, 
and effort into a single grade and no one questions it. I urge teachers to distin-
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guish product, process, and progress criteria. Product is achievement, process is 
how they got there (homework, punctuality, class participation, behavior), progress 
is how far they’ve come or improvement. It’s more meaningful to give separate 
marks for these different criteria. Teachers can then distinguish between the bright 
student who understands the material but received a C because of not turning 
in homework versus the student who does not have a good understanding of the 
material but also received a C because of turning in timely homework assignments 
and extra credit.

Q: You helped design a standards-based report card used in Kentucky. 
How is it is working?

A: We began implementation by giving parents two report cards, the traditional 
one and the new one that gave marks for standards within each subject and re-
ported process elements separately. We then surveyed parents after two marking 
periods and asked them which report card format they preferred. Nearly all chose 
the new one. Teachers also liked it. It’s not a lot more work for teachers, because 
they already record homework, punctuality, and other process elements. Plus, now 
they don’t have to battle about how to combine these diverse elements into a 
single grade. 

Q: Conventional grading practices are subjective and inconsistent  
between teachers. Explain how standards-based grading practices  
improve consistency. 

A: The biggest first step to consistency is to define the purpose. Although no one 
purpose is clearly best, consensus about the purpose is essential. Teachers must 
reach consensus on the criteria they will use in assigning grades and then articu-
late graduated levels of quality regarding those criteria. We find four levels to be a 
good number; five on occasion. 
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Q: Students are frequently mystified about grades they receive. How does 
standards-based grading demystify the process?

A: If teachers are clear about their expectations and let students know what they 
want them to do, it makes the goal clear to the students ahead of time. Then their 
performance is self-explanatory. That’s the advantage of being standards-based.

Q: How do you think the Common Core State Standards assessments will 
affect grading?

A: The Common Core helps move us in the right direction, breaking things down 
into more meaningful strands and standards in language arts and mathematics. 
This helps parents understand what is expected of students and how, if they want 
to help, they can best focus their efforts. 

Q: Why do you think assessment and grading are not featured more promi-
nently in many preservice programs? 

A: It’s not a topic that’s addressed much in undergraduate preparation, gradu-
ate school, or professional development. I wish I could explain why it’s not given 
greater attention, because grades can have a really powerful impact on students 
at any level. It’s an area that has largely been bypassed, but hopefully people will 
begin thinking more about it.

This interview was conducted by Katie Rapp, a freelance writer and frequent contributor to  
ASCD’s publications.
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Good feedback is feedback students both understand and can use to improve. It 
doesn’t matter much whether the feedback sounds good to you, the teacher—if 
the student can’t figure out what to do, it isn’t helpful! Research suggests good 
verbal  feedback (oral or written) has the following  characteristics.

Good feedback is descriptive, not judgmental. Describe the work, not the student. 
Use descriptive adjectives. Avoid judgmental words (e.g., “good job,” “poor”) and 
instead talk about why the work is good or poor. I-statements (e.g., “I am not sure 
what you mean here”) are better than you-statements (e.g., “You aren’t clear”). 

Formative  
Assessment Tools

Giving Good Feedback

Source: From Formative Assessment Strategies for Every Classroom: An ASCD Action Tool, 2nd Edition (pp. 47–54), by S. M. Brookhart, 
2010, Alexandria, VA: ASCD. Copyright 2010 by ASCD. Adapted with permission.
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Giving Good Feedback

Good feedback is specific, not general. Use  specific vocabulary. Refer to particular 
aspects of the student’s work. Target your remarks to the needs of the particular 
student, taking into consideration the student’s developmental level as well  
as achievement.

Good feedback is clear to the student. Write  simply, avoiding textbook language. 
Use few pronouns—instead of “this” or “that,” use the specific referents.

Good feedback suggests the next steps the student should take to improve. 
Describe what the next short-term learning goal should be, and suggest specific 
strategies the student can use to get there.

Teacher tools on the following pages are designed to help you give good feedback. 
The Feedback Universe is a table describing the different kinds of feedback (e.g., 
evaluative, descriptive, etc.), the purposes for which each is most suited, and the 
effects on motivation and learning. Words to Live (and Learn) By is a chart with 
four principles for  giving effective verbal feedback for learning, a good example of 
each, and a counterexample (what not to do) of each.

Keep records of the important results of formative assessment. Use the data not for 
grading but to keep yourself organized. For example, you should know what sort of 
feedback you have given over time to a student on a particular skill (e.g., writing). 
Three record-keeping sheets (class, individual, and group) are included as tools to 
help you with that. You can also design your own record-keeping sheets for specific 
purposes. You may wish to use a computer spreadsheet or database program.
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 ❏ Understand target
 ❏ Produce work
 ❏ Compare work with target

 ❏ Evaluate strengths and weaknesses
 ❏ Prescribe action for improvement
 ❏ Take action for improvement

a 49 © 2010. All Rights Reserved.

Giving Good Feedback

Formative Assessment Strategies for Every Classroom  |  Teacher Tools

Teacher Tools

The Feedback Universe

STEPS IN THE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PROCESS SUPPORTED BY THIS TOOl:

HOW TO USE:

•  This tool is a chart that describes the different kinds of feedback and gives examples. 
Feedback may be classified as descriptive or judgmental, and as positive or negative. 
These categories are derived from research.

•  Review the tool to understand all the options. Although there are times for all the 
different types (even harsh words can be appropriate in some situations), the best 
kind of feedback to support learning is descriptive feedback. Use descriptive feed-
back as much as possible, and avoid judgmental feedback. Use positive descriptions 
more than negative descriptions.

WHAT TO lOOK FOR:

•  Check that the feedback you give students is descriptive and that the descriptions 
are statements of how the work relates to criteria you have shared with students.

•  Keep in mind that although the intent of descriptive feedback is to give students 
information they can use to improve, not all students will experience even carefully 
worded feedback that way. For example, some failing students may simply hear 
one more reason why they are “stupid,” despite your good intentions. Observe how 
students hear and respond to your feedback and what they do as a result.

NEXT STEPS:

•  Provide opportunities for students to use the feedback they receive. Observe the 
results. Did students benefit from the feedback? In what ways? What still remains 
to be done?

4

4

4

The Feedback Universe

Steps in the formative assessment process supported by this tool:

HOW TO USE:

•  This tool is a chart that describes the different kinds of feedback and gives 
examples. Feedback may be classified as descriptive or judgmental, and as posi-
tive or negative. These categories are derived from research.

•  Review the tool to understand all the options. Although there are times for all 
the different types (even harsh words can be appropriate in some situations), the 
best kind of feedback to support learning is descriptive feedback. Use descrip-
tive feedback as much as possible, and avoid judgmental feedback. Use positive 
descriptions more than negative descriptions.

Giving Good Feedback
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR:

•  Check that the feedback you give students is descriptive and that the descrip-
tions are statements of how the work relates to criteria you have shared  
with students.

•  Keep in mind that although the intent of descriptive feedback is to give stu-
dents information they can use to improve, not all students will experience even 
carefully worded feedback that way. For example, some failing students may 
simply hear one more reason why they are “stupid,” despite your good inten-
tions. Observe how students hear and respond to your feedback and what they 
do as a result.

NEXT STEPS:

•  Provide opportunities for students to use the feedback they receive. Observe 
the results. Did students benefit from the feedback? In what ways? What still 
remains to be done?

TIPS/VARIATIONS:

•  Adapt this tool for students to use when they are giving peer evaluations.

Giving Good Feedback
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Giving Good Feedback
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Giving Good Feedback

Teacher Tools

The Feedback Universe

Positive Negative

Descriptive Sharing the criteria for good work.

Example: A good paragraph has a 
topic sentence and several supporting 
details that clearly relate to the topic.

Describing the strengths of the work  
(in terms of the criteria).

Example: Your supporting details are 
very nice because each of them gives 
an event from the story that supports 
your claim that John was ambitious.

Describing what positive actions the 
student could take to improve.

Example: Work on where to use com-
mas in a sentence, and your next 
paragraph will be even better.

Describing the weaknesses of the work  
(in terms of the criteria).

Example: Your report does not give any 
more information or insight into the 
French Revolution than we get from the 
textbook.

Example: None of your answers to 
the word problems are labeled. For 
instance, you should have written “4 
square feet,” not just “4.”

Describing negative actions that are 
related to the work.

Example: If you had taken more time 
and consulted more sources, you 
would have found additional informa-
tion for your report.

Descriptive feedback is well suited for learning. Giving students information gives them 
the key and the power to change. Descriptive feedback is also generally motivating. it 
puts students in control of their work and fosters internal motivation.

Judgmental Rewarding the student for good work.

Example: You can have five extra 
 minutes of recess.

Praise that is not linked to work or criteria.

Example: Good for you!

Punishing the student for poor work.

Example: You stay in from recess today.

Warning or disapproving comments that 
are not linked to work or criteria.

Example: Watch it, mister!

Judgmental feedback leaves students aware of how they are evaluated but does not 
give them the information they need to do anything about it. Students usually perceive 
judgmental  feedback as controlling. it puts them in the role of working for approval or 
working to avoid disapproval.
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Giving Good Feedback

 ❏ Understand target
 ❏ Produce work
 ❏ Compare work with target

 ❏ Evaluate strengths and weaknesses
 ❏ Prescribe action for improvement
 ❏ Take action for improvement
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Giving Good Feedback
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Teacher Tools

The Feedback Universe

STEPS IN THE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PROCESS SUPPORTED BY THIS TOOl:

HOW TO USE:

•  This tool is a chart that describes the different kinds of feedback and gives examples. 
Feedback may be classified as descriptive or judgmental, and as positive or negative. 
These categories are derived from research.

•  Review the tool to understand all the options. Although there are times for all the 
different types (even harsh words can be appropriate in some situations), the best 
kind of feedback to support learning is descriptive feedback. Use descriptive feed-
back as much as possible, and avoid judgmental feedback. Use positive descriptions 
more than negative descriptions.

WHAT TO lOOK FOR:

•  Check that the feedback you give students is descriptive and that the descriptions 
are statements of how the work relates to criteria you have shared with students.

•  Keep in mind that although the intent of descriptive feedback is to give students 
information they can use to improve, not all students will experience even carefully 
worded feedback that way. For example, some failing students may simply hear 
one more reason why they are “stupid,” despite your good intentions. Observe how 
students hear and respond to your feedback and what they do as a result.

NEXT STEPS:

•  Provide opportunities for students to use the feedback they receive. Observe the 
results. Did students benefit from the feedback? In what ways? What still remains 
to be done?

4

4

4

Words to Live (and Learn) By

Steps in the formative assessment process supported by this tool:

HOW TO USE:

•  This tool is a chart that lays out the principles for good verbal (oral or written) 
feedback. It may be helpful to see the four principles laid out this way, with sug-
gestions and examples. The principles are derived from research.

•  This tool is best used for feedback on one assignment to one specific student, 
but it may also be used as a tool for general reflection on your feedback.

•  Review the tool as you prepare to provide feedback to students. Then, give 
feedback in words that are in keeping with these principles.



16

Giving Good Feedback

WHAT TO LOOK FOR:

•  Check your feedback for adherence to the principles. The first page (p. 53) of the 
tool is a table with some examples of these principles. Then, a checklist version 
of the tool (p. 54) is provided so that you can evaluate your own feedback.

NEXT STEPS:

•  Observe student responses to the feedback. Especially, note whether and in 
what ways students use your feedback to improve their work.

TIPS/VARIATIONS:

•  Use this tool for evaluating (and possibly revising) written feedback you have 
put on student work.
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Giving Good Feedback
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Giving Good Feedback

Teacher Tools

EXAMPLEWords to Live (and Learn) By

How to Give Good Feedback

Principle: 
Feedback should Suggestions Examples

Describe and inform 
(not judge).

Describe the work, not the student. 
 
 

choose adjectives and adverbs that 
refer to the work. 

Avoid bad judgment words (“poor”);  
if you use good judgment words, 
describe what is good. 

State your own response to the work 
instead of judging the student.

not: You need to write a better 
hypothesis. 
BetteR: The hypothesis was too vague 
to test.

not: Interesting story! 
BetteR: Freddie is a believable 
character. 

not: Poor. 
BetteR: Add more details in your 
summary of Jefferson’s theory of 
democracy.

not: Nice job! 
BetteR: Your story makes me want to 
meet your uncle.

not: You aren’t clear. 
BetteR: I can’t tell what you mean 
here.

Be as specific as  
possible.

Use specific vocabulary words.
talk about particular aspects of the  
work.

not: Try harder. 
BetteR: Practice division with 
remainders.

communicate clearly 
to the student.

Write simply, avoiding “textbook” 
 language.
Use nouns instead of pronouns.

not: Not clear. 
BetteR: Your argument that Captain 
Ahab was crazy doesn’t make sense 
because . . . .

Suggest what the  
student should do to 
improve.

Describe what the next short-term 
goal or learning target should be.

Suggest a strategy or practice activ-
ity that could help the student reach 
the next goal.

Your lab report tells all the right facts. 
Next time, show how those results lead 
to conclusions about your hypothesis.
Find out if there is any recycling going 
on in your neighborhood. How does 
that relate to the information in your 
report?
Try making flash cards for your spelling 
words next week.
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Giving Good Feedback

How to Give Good Feedback

Principle: 
Feedback should Does my feeback Checklist (add notes, if needed)

Describe and inform 
(not judge).

Describe the work, not the student?

Choose adjectives and adverbs that 
refer to the work?

Avoid bad judgment words (“poor”) 
or, if I use good judgment words, 
describe what is good?

State my own response to the work 
instead of judging the student?

 Yes       No    

 Yes       No     

 Yes       No     
 

 Yes       No    

Be as specific as  
possible.

Use specific vocabulary words?

Talk about particular aspects of the  
work?

 Yes       No    

 Yes       No    

Communicate clearly 
to the student.

Write simply, avoiding “textbook” 
 language?

Use nouns instead of pronouns?

 Yes       No     

 Yes       No    

Suggest what the  
student should do to 
improve.

Describe what the next short-term 
goal or learning target should be?

Suggest a strategy or practice activ-
ity that could help the student reach 
the next goal?

 Yes       No     

 Yes       No    
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The following ASCD article, video, and infographic resources explore 
grading and assessment more fully. As an ASCD member, you have 
complete access to our rich archives to help you find solutions to the 
challenges you face.

Education Update:

Bound by Tradition: Today’s Grading Practices Reflect the Past

Educational Leadership:

Effective Grading Practices

Policy Priorities:

A U.S. Experiment in Assessment

Additional Resources

www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/education-update/jun12/vol54/num06/Bound-by-Tradition.aspx
www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/nov11/vol69/num03/toc.aspx
www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/policy-priorities/vol17/num01/toc.aspx
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Common Core Assessment Consortia Infographic

Formative Assessment: Deepening Understanding

ASCD Express:

How Narrative Feedback Can Crush the ABCs

How Grade Book Reflection Can Improve Teacher Practice and Effectiveness  
in the Classroom

Balanced Assessment: Improving Student Achievement and Standardized  
Test Results

Research-a-Topic

Assessment and Grading

www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/policy-priorities/vol17/num01/Common-Core-Assessment-Consortia.aspx
www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/nov11/vol69/num03/Watch-This-Spot!.aspx
www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol7/703-barnes.aspx
www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol7/703-enciso.aspx
www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol7/703-enciso.aspx
www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol7/703-video.aspx
www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol7/703-video.aspx
www.ascd.org/research-a-topic/assessment-and-grading-resources.aspx
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