
School districts making the
switch to standards-based
grading
BY: Chris Henry
POSTED: 7:03 PM, Dec 29, 2014
UPDATED: 8:16 AM, Dec 30, 2014
TAG: north kitsap (/topic/north+kitsap) | education (/topic/education) | local news (/topic/local+news)

NORTH KITSAP — The shift to Common Core State Standards brings with it a new form of

student evaluations and — at least at the elementary level — phasing out of letter grades.

The new standards-based system rates proficiency on a scale of four to one, but the numbers

don’t mean the same as A, B, C and D. In three local districts, parents are learning how to

interpret the new ratings.

Before winter break, North Kitsap School District sent a letter to elementary school parents

about changes they would see on their children’s report cards — including the possibility

grades could seem low — now that the district has revised its student evaluations to be in

line with Washington State K-12 Learning Standards.

State testing of the new standards, based on the Common Core State Standards, begins for

all schools this spring.

North Kitsap teaches to state standards at the secondary level but has no plans to change

official transcripts of its high school students, according to Tim Garrison, the district’s

director of teaching and learning. That’s because the state’s grade-point average calculations

are still based on letter grades. How and when the transition will occur is unclear, Garrison

said.

North Kitsap last school year incorporated the new math standards into its report cards for

elementary students. This year English Language Arts standards are reflected on report

cards.
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Now, instead of letter grades, students are given a 1 to 4 rating on dozens of standards,

expressed as grade-level skills they are expected to attain by the end of the year. In reading

for example, a standard measures whether a third-grader can “summarize a story and

determine the central message.”

The ratings range from “not meeting the standard” (a 1 rating) to “consistently and

independently exceeds the standard” (a 4 rating). Although the minimum target is a 3 — or

“student regularly meets the standard” — parents shouldn’t be discouraged with a 2,

especially early in the year, Garrison said.

Parents reading the letter learned that teachers in North Kitsap won’t be giving a 3 for

movement toward a standard, only for when the student meets the standard.

“For these reasons, your child’s report cards may be lower than you are used to,” the letter

states.

Bainbridge Island and North Mason school districts also have incorporated the new

standards into their elementary report cards, and North Mason uses standards-based

grading at its one middle school.

“The challenge is that most of the Common Core standards are primarily ‘year end’ goals,”

said BISD Instructional Coach Warren Read, a teacher at Wilkes Elementary. “So there can

be some difficulty giving a score in the beginning or middle of the year for a skill that has not

yet been mastered (and is not expected to be mastered until the end of the year).”

Bainbridge has tried to establish goals and communicate to parents students’ progress along

a continuum toward meeting those goals, Read said.

In North Kitsap, Garrison didn’t hear complaints from parents about the math standards

evaluation, and he expects more or less the same for English Language Arts. The only

wrinkle is that the district hasn’t yet adopted a new ELA curriculum, as it has for math

standards. North Kitsap, like most districts, is waiting to purchase new ELA materials,

which could cost up to $1 million, according to Garrison.



“We have these new standards, and we want to give publishers and education groups time to

get real quality stuff before we spend money on materials that aren’t properly aligned,”

Garrison said.

The benefit of the new reporting system is that it gives parents a more detailed idea of where

and why students are struggling academically.

“That’s the point of all this is to make sure parents know what their kids are expected to be

able to do and so parents know how their kids are performing,” Garrison said.

Other local districts are preparing for the shift to grading based on the new standards but

have no plans to make the switch before next year.

Central Kitsap School District has had standards-based grading for a number of years,

reflecting the various iterations of state standards for English Language Arts, math and

other subjects. Spokesman David Beil said the district is planning a move to a new

computer-grading system in conjunction with incorporating the new math and ELA

standards, but the change won’t happen during the current school year.
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