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	 With the zero, the student would receive a C as a final grade, whereas with the 65, the 
student would get a B.

•• Many teachers fail to use weighting of various components when combining scores on 
assessments to determine letter grades in the fixed percentage method (Moss, 2013). A 
simple average of students’ percentages can distort their actual achievement by overes-
timating or underestimating the final grade (Waugh & Gronlund, 2013). Consider the 
following example in which Student 1 performs better on homework assignments and 
quizzes than tests, and Student 2 shows an opposite pattern:

TESTS 
(WORTH 
60%)

QUIZZES 
(WORTH 
20%)

HOMEWORK 
(WORTH 
20%)

FINAL GRADE 
(SIMPLE AVERAGE)

FINAL GRADE
(WEIGHTED AVERAGE) 

Student 1 70% 98% 100% 89% (B) 82% (B)

Student 2 90% 70%  70% 76% (C) 82% (B)

A simple average would yield a higher overall grade for Student 1. However, a weighted 
average—taking into account how much tests, quizzes, and homework are worth toward the 
final grade calculation—indicates that the two students perform similarly. Consider the same 
two students using a total points system. In this system, the total for all course requirements 
is 200. Tests are worth 120 points toward the total (or 60% of the total), quizzes are worth  
40 points (20% of the total), and homework is worth 40 points (20% of the total). 

TESTS (120 POINTS) QUIZZES (40 POINTS) HOMEWORK (40 POINTS) FINAL GRADE
Student 1   84 39 40 163/200 = 81.5% (B)

Student 2 108 28 28 164/200 = 82.0% (B)

In this example, the students earned the same grades on tests, quizzes, and homework assign-
ments as in the weighted average example shown earlier (for example, 84 points out of 120 is 70%). 
However, the grading is more transparent and easier for students and their parents to understand.

SELF-REFERENCED GRADING
Self-referenced grading, also called growth-based grading, is a method in which teachers assign 
grades by comparing students’ performance to past performance or to the teacher’s perceptions of 
their ability. This approach is helpful for lower achieving students and students with disabilities 
because it prevents them from being penalized by a single grading structure that is used for all stu-
dents regardless of their ability level (Brookhart, 2013; McLesky & Waldron, 2002). When deter-
mining a grade for a lower achieving student, a teacher might take into account the student’s effort, 
motivation, and improvement, and assign a grade of B when the student actually earned a C+. 
However, this approach might be detrimental to higher achieving students in the same classroom 
because they would have less improvement to make. Also, a teacher may lower a grade (let’s say from 
a B to a B-) if he or she believed the student was not putting forth his best effort based on his ability. 
These examples of self-referenced grading raise issues of fairness because the approach may create a 
situation in which grading structures are not evenly applied to all students in the class.

In addition to fairness, self-referenced grading also may raise issues regarding the reliability 
and validity of grades (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011).


