
HOW FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT AND 
STANDARDS-BASED GRADING ARE 
MOTIVATING OUR STUDENTS AND 

INCREASING ACHIEVEMENT

Formative Assessment & Standards-
Based Grading: 

The Journey for Dansville Schools



Purpose and Outcomes

Our Purpose:
{ Participants will learn how our high school has 

progressed from traditional grading and assessment to a 
student-centered philosophy that is motivating our 
students to succeed.

{ Participants will understand the process the staff 
embarked upon and how this philosophy shift has 
improved student achievement.

{ Participants will see practical examples and templates to 
further understanding in all content areas.

Outcomes:
{ That you will examine your current grading and 

assessment practices and decide whether the proposed 
changes make sense for your practice.



Dansville Schools

Demographics:

{Rural school, central to community

{Approximately 900 K-12 students

{Currently 53 teachers

{33% free and reduced lunch (and rising)

{1 secondary principal, 1 secondary assistant 
principal, 1 ES principal, 1 HS counselor



How It All Started…

The journey began for our staff during the 2007-08 year-long 
Carol Commodore Leadership Series during which she talked 
about reaching unmotivated learners. A high school team 
attended this workshop.

Carol Commodore also ran a year-long, 3-part series called  
“Building Classroom Assessment Literacy” in 2007-08.  A small 
team from each school in our district attended.

The main question that got us thinking about changing our 
grading and assessment philosophy:  

What does/should a grade mean?”

What does it communicate to students? To staff? To 
parents?  To colleges?



Assessment Dilemma

Consider the following example:



Who Do You Want Packing Your Parachute? 

3 students are 
taking a course 
in how to pack 
a parachute.

A. Davies, Making Classroom Assessment Work, 
2000



Packing a Parachute continued…

Imagine that the class 
average is represented by 
a dotted line.

Student Number 1 
initially scored very high, 
but his scores have 
dropped as the end of the 
course approaches.



Packing a Parachute continued…

Imagine that the class 
average is represented by 
a dotted line.

Student Number 2’s 
evaluations are erratic; 
sometimes he does very 
well and sometimes he 
doesn’t. The teacher has 
a hard time predicting 
from day to day how #2 
will do.



Packing a Parachute continued…

When marks were 
determined in the 
traditional fashion, 
Students 1 and 2 passed 
the course, and Student 3 
failed. 
{ But……



Packing a Parachute continued…

Only Student 3 
demonstrated consistent 
and reliable success in 
packing his parachute by 
the end of the course.



Packing a Parachute continued…

Again.... 

Who Do You Want Packing 
Your Parachute? 



“What we know 
today doesn’t make 
yesterday wrong; it 

only makes 
tomorrow better.”



PROCESS

*STEP ONE: 
{ ESTABLISH CLEAR LEARNING TARGETS.

Teachers spent time studying the content expectations in the 
Michigan Merit Curriculum.  
The K-12 teachers developed Power Standards for each content 
area. 
Teachers condensed the HSCEs  into student-friendly learning 
targets.



Establishing Clear Learning Targets

Clear learning targets/standards (statements of what 
we want students to learn): 
{Must be written in student-friendly language (“I 

can” statements).
{Must be attainable.
{Must be clear what it looks like when you have 

reached a standard (what does it look like to say 
“I’ve got it!” or “I still need to work on this”).

{Must include high quality assessments to 
accurately determine proficiency levels.



Impact of Clear Learning Targets School Wide

A school-wide focus on establishing clear learning 
targets ensures:

Students and teachers are focused on the most 
enduring standards.

There  are no secrets, as students know 
EXACTLY what they are expected to learn. 

There is increased transparency and improved 
communication with parents to focus their 
support.



PROCESS

*STEP TWO: 
{ DEVELOP COMMON ASSESSMENTS BASED ON 

LEARNING TARGETS.
Teachers who teach the same classes must work together to 
develop QUALITY common assessments.

*STEP THREE: 
{ INCORPORATE STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT 

WITH FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM.



Self-Assessment

Self-assessment is linked to clear targets and 
formative assessments.  

Self-assessment gives the students an avenue to 
reassess where they are in relationship to the targets 
and helps them form goals in how to improve. 

Common forms of self-assessment:
{ Scoring charts that the students use to review the targets and 

give themselves a personal score of where they feel their 
understanding lies in that particular target.

{ Writing assignments where the students can set goals based on 
some formative assessment information.



Research to Support Self-Tracking

In a Dec/Jan 2010 Educational Leadership article titled, 
“When Students Track Their Progress”,  Robert Marzano 
indicated that having students record their scores on a chart 
after taking each interim assessment and following their 
progress over time brings about 32 percentile-point gains 
in achievement.
When the assessment involves a rubric score, this gives 
students and teachers two kinds of information: a specific 
description of what is expected and a graphic representation 
of how each student is doing. 
“The combination of these two types of information,” says 
Marzano, “produces a powerful effect.”



Commonly Used Formative Assessments

Whiteboard work/Clickers – gives immediate feedback on how well the 
students understand the material (works well with math/science)
Learning logs – short written expressions of the student’s 
understandings about certain topics (works well for all subjects)
Journals – longer descriptions of the student’s understanding of 
concepts (works well for all subjects)
Quizzes/Worksheets – go over with entire class right after doing/taking 
in class to give immediate feedback (works well with all subjects)
Quick visual checks – fist to 5 on chest, thumbs up/down/sideways, 
green/red cards
Anything can be used as a formative assessment – it is how the 
assessment is used that makes it formative.  The information gathered 
from formative assessment needs to help the students know their gaps 
in knowledge and needs to help the teacher adjust teaching when 
needed.



PROCESS

*STEP FOUR: EVALUATE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM
Do teachers have a balanced assessment system with 
both formative and summative assessments?

The entire staff had a training session during PD that 
was led by ISD staff to teach us about the difference 
between the types of assessments. 



PROCESS

STEP FIVE:

{EVALUATE THE GRADING SYSTEM
Powerful thoughts that impacted our staff from the 
work of Rick Stiggins & Carol Commodore:

| If we use grades to threaten to fail students, it doesn’t 
lead to success but to hopelessness.

| It takes 30-50 encounters of positive engagement 
with learning to turn around a student with a 
negative attitude toward learning. 



PRACTICAL EXAMPLES 

IN MATH AND ELA

HIGH SCHOOL



Teacher’s Practical Example

Clear targets come in three parts in many of our classes:  
1) At start of a new unit, students  get the “Assignment and 

Assessment Plan.”
{ This plan lists all of the guaranteed assignments that we 

are going to use in class to help us learn the material.  
Each assignment is connected to some of the standards 
that are listed on the back.  

{ NOTE: Students visit the standards at least 4-5 times during 
the unit to self-assess their own understanding on a 0-4 scale.  
At the beginning of the semester (and when needed 
throughout the semester) we cover what a 0, 1, 2, 3 and 4 score 
looks like.  This helps students revisit what they need to know 
before the test and keeps reminding them of the learning 
targets.



Teacher’s Practical Example Continued…

2) For every formative assessment that the students take, they go 
over it in class to cover any questions (students usually “grade”
these in green pens). The teacher then takes them and gives 
them a score on the same 0-4 scale so they know precisely 
where their demonstration of understanding in each of the 
targets lie.  

3) The students take these formative assessments and track them 
on their “tracking sheet” and keep a record of all their 
formative assessment scores.  

Students should see an improvement in their formative 
assessment scores the more they are assessed on the individual 
standards.  
If they don’t, then they know exactly what standards they need to 
study before they get to the summative assessment where they 
need to demonstrate their understanding.         



Assignment and Assessment Plan



Tracking Sheet and Self-Assessment Sheet



Self-Assessment Sheet Continued…



Sample Formative Assessment Connection



Scoring Rubric for Math



Gradebook



ELA Practical Example:  Curriculum

• Step 1: Analyzed 
Common Core Standards 
and combined where 
possible to reduce 
learning targets.

• Step 2: Categorized and 
labeled for ease of 
classroom use.

• Step 3: Utilized new 
targets as structure for unit 
goals and planning.



ELA Practical Example:  Start of Unit



ELA Practical Example:  End of Unit

• Assignment descriptions 
aligned to learning targets.

• Format similar to 
formative assignments 
throughout unit.

• Test questions marked 
with learning targets.



ELA Practical Example:  End of Unit, cont.



ELA Practical Example:  New for 2011-2012



Student’s Perspective

Lana is a hard working student who has also made 
great gains in this new assessment and grading 
system.



Fifth Grade Teacher Completely Rethinks 
Instruction



How This Became a School Wide Initiative

This was always viewed as a journey that would take 
time.  We are currently beginning our fifth year. 

YEAR ONE:
{ We started in 07-08 with early adopters experimenting with 

different grading policies during the second semester.

{ The early adopters reported about their action research at 
every staff meeting for the rest of the year.

{ The books the early adopters were reading were offered to the 
rest of the staff to read over the summer. 



How This Became a School Wide Initiative

YEAR TWO: 
{ As a result of reading the assessment book over the summer, 

more staff chose to change their grading system to start the 
08-09 school year.

{ Throughout the year, all who were implementing the new 
system shared out at staff meetings.  

{ What works wins… more staff were compelled by the anecdotal 
data and student reaction to the change.

{ Teachers who had implemented the system were getting 
positive feedback from students and parents. 

{ A small group of representatives from each subject area 
formed an assessment team with an ISD coach.



How This Became A School Wide Initiative

YEAR THREE:
{ Before school started, all staff met in their departments to 

decide if they wanted to adopt common grading systems 
for the new school year.

{ All departments adopted a common, new grading system 
for the new year with a majority of the final grade being 
comprised of summative assessments.

{ The entire staff agreed on policies regarding: retakes, 
extra credit, late work and cheating.

Note:  Changing grading systems was never mandated.



New Grading Practices School Wide



New Grading Practices School Wide

Zeros – across the board we do not give zeros for late 
work, cheating, missing work.  Instead, it is seen as 
incomplete or not enough information.  
Late work – not penalized by a reduction in score.  It is 
viewed as incomplete until it is turned in.  
Cheating – affects their behavior and participation but 
not achievement in curriculum.  Can result in other office 
consequences.
Extra Credit – teachers that give “extra credit” really use 
it as extra learning opportunities and count them as extra 
assignments.  Essentially, there is not extra credit given 
in classes.  
Grades are based primarily on summative assessments.  



New Grading Practices School Wide

Retake Options:
{ Retakes are available on any summative assessment that a 

student takes except for final exams (currently).
{ Students retake only the learning targets that they missed the 

first time around.
{ Some teachers use interviews for retakes.
{ Before doing the retake, students have to demonstrate that 

they have prepared themselves by either doing tutoring, doing 
extra practice problems, studying at home, etc.

{ Students must make an appointment with the teacher within 
one week of getting the summative assessment back in order to 
retake. 

{ The student’s new score replaces the old one.



How This Became a School Wide Initiative

YEAR FOUR:
{We agreed upon our grading policy school-wide.  All 

but the ELA core content area teachers will count 
summative assessments as 90% of the final grade 
and work habits as 10% of the final grade. (ELA = 
80/20)

{ All students self-assess regularly in all classes using a 
common work habits rubric developed by the entire 
staff.  The results of this rubric will be clearly 
communicated via teachers and report cards, as this 
will comprise 10% of students’ grades. 



Work Habits Rubric



WHAT ARE THE RESULTS SO FAR?

ACT DATA:

Our ACT composite score (including all students) 
increased to 20.0 this year.  The composite score has 
steadily increased over the past three years.

In all but one content area the ACT subscore has 
increased by between 0.7 and 1.4 in the last two 
years, which is when the staff changed its retake and 
grading practices.



Impact on Students-Anecdotal

Adam is a senior who has struggled in past math classes. 

Adam is talking about the difference the grading policy had on 
his motivation and achievement in Algebra I.
Adam was able to earn a B due to his commitment to retaking 
the learning targets.



Anecdotal Data Collected in the Classroom
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Impact on Parents

Jan is a parent of three girls that have been through 
Dansville High School.  Her youngest daughter is 
currently enrolled as a junior.



Why Have Parents Accepted The Change?

It is very important to realize that because NO 
teachers were forced to make the switch to 
standards-based grading, which means all of the 
teachers were ON BOARD and ENTHUSIASTIC 
about the switch.

Teachers spent a SIGNIFICANT amount of time 
training students and because the teachers so 
strongly believed in standards-based grading, they 
always emphasized the benefits of the switch for 
students.



Why Have Parents Accepted The Change?

Because TEACHERS were on board and made an effort to 
get their STUDENTS on board, our PARENTS are largely 
on board. 

In addition, we communicated THROUGHOUT the journey 
with parents in the following ways:

*We had a HS Parent Advisory Committee that met three 
times per year.  All parents were invited to attend these 
meetings.  Every agenda had information about the changes 
teachers were making in the areas of grading and assessment.  
At least two teachers attended every one of these meetings and 
spoke about the positive results.

*Teachers communicated via syllabi and conferences with 
parents throughout this journey.



Impact from Principal’s Perspective - Anecdotal

The implementation of these grading and assessment 
changes has been great for the overall culture of our 
school.

Teachers feel rejuvenated by the change. 

Students are more hopeful overall, which has led to a 
decrease in discipline referrals. 

Parents are excited about the changes.  They report that 
they feel the staff truly cares about the success of their 
students.  They expect their children to take advantage 
of the opportunities they have been given to retake, etc.  
The parent focus is on the child rather than the teacher. 



Future Steps

We are hoping to make a standards-based report card.  We 
would like to replace GPAs with transcripts that reflect 
actual proficiency on learning targets.

We would like to create a separate work habits section on 
the report card.   Every teacher would give the student a 
score in these areas which would be combined into an 
overall score per semester. (Summative assessments would 
then be 100% of the class grade.)

This format will provide colleges and future employers with 
specific data on the competencies of our students.  

Continued work on implementation throughout the district.



Resources

Classroom Assessment for Student Learning – Rick Stiggins, 
Judith Arter, Jan Chappuis, Steve Chappuis

How to Grade For Learning – Ken O’Connor

Classroom Assessment and Grading that Works – R. Marzano

A Repair Kit for Grading – Ken O’Connor

Inside the Black Box – Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam
{ http://weaeducation.typepad.co.uk/files/blackbox-1.pdf 

www.assessmentinst.com

http://mrsbraman.wordpress.com/ (under “assessment for 
learning” tab)

http://formasmt-inghamisd.wikispaces.com

http://www.assessmentinst.com/
http://mrsbraman.wordpress.com/
http://formasmt-inghamisd.wikispaces.com/


Any Questions?

Amber Cross Leah Braman

HS Math Teacher HS ELA Teacher

crossa@dansville.org bramanl@dansville.org

517-623-6120, Ext. 277 517-623-6120, Ext. 281

Amy Hodgson

Superintendent

hodgson@dansville.org

517-623-6120, Ext. 250

mailto:crossa@dansville.org
mailto:bramanl@dansville.org
mailto:hodgson@dansville.org


What Are The Next Steps For YOU?

You’re welcome to call, email or 
come visit us at Dansville 

Schools…☺
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