
501Module 23: Assessing Student Learning

This is appropriate because it indicates that most students have achieved some level of mas-
tery (Rodriguez & Haladyna, 2013). Norm-referenced grading should not be used with this 
type of distribution (Waugh & Gronlund, 2013).

CRITERION-REFERENCED GRADING
Criterion-referenced grading is a method of assigning grades in which scores on an assessment or 
a set of assessments are compared to a predetermined criterion (or standard) for what is consid-
ered A performance, B performance, and so on. Two common methods are the fixed percentage 
method and total points method.

•• In the total points method, teachers decide the maximum number of points for each 
component of the final grade during the planning process. A teacher would plan the 
number and type of assessments for the entire course and the total amount of points to 
be earned, as in the following example:

Quizzes	 (five, 10 points each)	 = 50 points
Tests	 (four, 25 points each)	= 100 points
Project	 (one, 100 points)	 = 100 points

	 The maximum number of points for each component reflects the weight assigned 
to each. In this example, tests count twice as much as quizzes in the final grade or 
are more heavily weighted. Letter grades are then assigned based on the number 
of total points a student accumulated over a marking period using the maximum 
possible total points to set letter-grade boundaries. For example, a teacher may 

FIGURE 23.3	 Norm-Referenced Grading. This normal distribution shows 

segments corresponding to letter grades.
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FIGURE 23.4	 Ideal Distributions for Classroom Assessment. Negatively skewed 

distributions indicate mastery.
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Criterion-referenced 
grading: See also 
criterion-referenced tests 
in Module 25


