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Personalized Grading Plans:
A Systematic Approach to Making the Grades of
Included Students More Accurate and Meaningful

Dennis D. Munk and William D. Bursuck

Tommy is a fifth grader with a learning disability that severely affects his ability to orga-
nize and write responses to questions. He has just received his first report card grades
since being included in the general education social studies class. Tommy’s teachers made
several instructional adaptations for him, including providing him with study guides prior
fo tests. As he glances over his grades, Tommy is crestfallen to see the D in the social stud-
ies box. He knew he had not done well on the longer written tests in class, but he had
worked hard to prepare, and he had attended regularly and completed all of his homework
and in-class projects. What else could he do?

Samantha is a seventh grader with a learning disability that affects her reading and orga-
nizational skills. She is both excited and nervous as she receives her report card. Saman-
tha is most concerned about her math grade, so she is surprised to see that she received a
C- in science, a class she felt good about and in which the instructor seemed to treat her
like all of the other kids. The class had worked in cooperative learning groups the entire
semester; and Samantha’s group had worked well together. Their project on the causes and
effects of erosion was interesting, and Samantha had learned a lot. Unfortunately, the proj-
ect was only a part of her grade and the group work was not counted toward that grade.
Other assignments that required extensive reading and summarization were difficult for
her, and Samantha knew she had not done as well on those.

Dennis Munk is an associate professor and William Bursuck a professor in the department of teaching and
learning at Northern Illinois University in DeKalb, Illinois. They are the co-directors of Project PRIDE at North-

ern Illinois University, where Dennis Munk serves as project associate and William Bursuck serves as principal
investigator.
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How unusual are the experiences of Tommy and Saman-
tha? Do seemingly motivated students with learning disabil-
ities work hard in general education classes only to receive
lower grades than their peers? Donahoe and Zigmond (1990)
found that 60-70% of students with learning disabilities
passed their mainstreaming classes but received a below-
average (below a C-) grade. A similar finding was reported
by Valdes, Williamson, and Wagner (1990), whose survey
results indicated that 60% of secondary students with learn-
ing disabilities had grade point averages (GPAs) of 2.24 or
lower and 35% had GPAs below 1.74 (below a C-). In addi-
tion, at least one third of the students surveyed had received
at least one failing grade. More recently, Wagner, Blackorby,
and Hebbeler (1993; cited in U.S. Department of Education,
1994) reported that a nationwide sample of students with
learning disabilities in grades 9-12 had an average cumula-
tive GPA of 2.3; of particular concern was the performance
of 9th and 10th graders, whose average GPAs were 1.9. In a
study comparing outcomes for middle school students with
learning disabilities in an inclusive setting (36 students) ver-
sus a pullout model (22 students), Rea, McLaughlin, and
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Walther-Thomas (2002) reported the average report card
grades in the core subjects (language arts, math, science, and
social studies). Grades for students receiving inclusive sup-
port ranged from 2.3 to 2.6 for the core courses, while those
in the pullout model ranged from 1.6 to 1.8 for the core
courses. Although findings in this study suggest the potential
for students to receive passing grades in general education
classes, they are consistent with previous studies indicating
that students with disabilities are at increased risk for low or
failing grades in general education classes.

Although research findings suggest relatively poor out-
comes under traditional grading practices, individualization
of the grading system for students with disabilities, through
use of grading adaptations, may serve to alleviate this prob-
lem (Munk, 2003; Munk & Bursuck, 2001, 2005). Grading
adaptations are not a new idea, as evidenced by the fact that
50% of general education teachers report using them on an
informal basis (Bursuck et al., 1996), and as many as 60%
of school grading policies include stipulations for adapting
the grades of students with disabilities (Polloway et al.,
1994). Despite their apparent appeal to teachers, grading
adaptations must be implemented thoughtfully and system-
atically, especially in general education settings where rec-
ommended grading practices emphasize progress on learn-
ing standards, quality of summative assessments, and
exclusion of student effort (Marzano, 2000; O’Connor,
2002; Guskey & Bailey, 2001). Fortunately, grading adap-
tations can be used in a manner that increases access to the
general curriculum and avoids the perception that adapta-
tions just make it easier for a student to earn a higher grade.
The purpose of this article is to describe issues related to the
use of grading adaptations and procedures for a model that
develops personalized grading plans (PGPs) that has been
used to guide teams in implementing grading adaptations in
a systematic manner that enhances perceived accuracy,
validity, and fairness of the adaptations (Munk, 2003; Munk
& Bursuck, 2001, 2005).

KEY GRADING ISSUES

When selecting grading adaptations for individual stu-
dents, a number of key issues need to be considered. These
involve the purposes of grades, options for adapting grades,
the relationship of grading adaptations to district grading
policies, the impact of grading adaptations on transitions to
school and work, the interface of grading adaptations with
instructional and curricular adaptations, and the acceptabil-
ity of grading adaptations to teachers and students.

Purposes of Grading

Letter grades (i.e., A-F) are so ingrained in our image of
school, due in part to the fact that as many as 80% of schools



require letter grades (Polloway et al., 1994), that it is easy to
overlook the multitude of meanings or purposes that may be
assigned to grades. Educators may have one purpose for
grades (e.g., to indicate student performance relative to
other students), while parents may feel the grades have a
somewhat different purpose (e.g., to indicate how hard their
children tried), and students may ascribe yet another pur-
pose (e.g., to indicate that they passed their course and
received credit toward graduation). In light of the different
meanings attributed to grades, the process of considering the
need for and type of an adaptation to report card grades must
begin with discussion of the purpose of a grade. Figure 1
presents an overview of commonly cited purposes for grades
(Bradley & Calvin, 1998; Carpenter, 1985; Ornstein, 1994)
phrased as questions that educators, parents, and students
may ask themselves when identifying a purpose for grades.

A process for identifying and implementing grading
adaptations is presented later in this article. The first step
involves the educational staff, parents, and the student
reaching agreement on the purposes of a grade. Such agree-
ment may be difficult to achieve given the rigidity of current

When | give a grade, review a grade, or receive a
grade, do | expect the grade to

® communicate general achievement and quality of
work on school curriculum?

e communicate effort and work habits?
* motivate student/me to keep working?

e communicate progress on individual goals or mas-
tery of specific content?

® communicate how child’s/my performance com-
pares to that of other students?

e communicate strengths and needs, and provide
feedback on how to improve?

* provide direction for planning for future, after-
school life? .

* provide information to teachers for planning
instruction?

® convey abilities to postsecondary schools or
employers?

® provide information to teachers about which stu-
dents may need special help or programs?

FIGURE 1
Questions for Identifying the Purpose
of a Report Card Grade

grading schemes as well as the lack of involvement parents
and students have historically enjoyed in the grading
process. Still, while time-consuming, this initial step may be
the most informative of all of the steps in the process and
can result in the team agreeing to find ways to make report
card grades meet multiple purposes.

Grading Adaptation Options

Table 1 presents an overview of grading adaptations, with
potential advantages and disadvantages described for each.
Several types of adaptations are covered, including changing
grading criteria (e.g., varying the weight of assignments,
modifying curricular expectations for graded work, develop-
ing an individualized contract with the student, grading on
the basis of improvement), providing supplemental informa-
tion to letter and number grades (e.g., adding written com-
ments, adding information from the student activity log,
adding information from portfolios or performance-based
assessments), and using alternatives to letter and number
grades (e.g., using pass-fail grades, using competency
checklists). It is important to note that not all of these adap-
tations have been empirically validated, although the per-
ceived acceptability of specific adaptations to teachers and
students has been investigated as will be discussed later. At
this time, the authors are concluding a three-year, grant-
funded project involving personalized grading plans for stu-
dents with disabilities in inclusive middle school class-
rooms. Participating teams of teachers, parents, and student
selected from the following menu of grading adaptations: (a)
basing the grade on performance on prioritized content and
related assignments, (b) incorporating strategy use into
grading criteria for individual assignments, (c) incorporating
progress on individualized education program (IEP) objec-
tives into grades for individual assignments or the overall
grade for the marking period, (d) basing part of a student’s
grade on effort or improvement, or (e) changing the weights
that assignments count toward a final grade. A more detailed
description of the potential benefits for each type of adapta-
tion, as well as tools and procedures for implementation, can
be found in the book Solving the Grading Puzzle for Stu-
dents With Disabilities (Munk, 2003).

District Grading Policies

Polloway et al. (1994), in a nationwide survey of 225
school districts, found that 65% of the districts had written
grading policies; of those districts having written grading
policies, 60% included some guidelines for adapting grades
for students with disabilities. When we reviewed the grading
policies of several school districts, we found significant
variation in the conditions under which an adaptation might
be warranted, the process for selecting and documenting an
adaptation, and the process for receiving approval for the
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TABLE 1

Overview of Grading Adaptations

Adaptation

Description

Adaptations That Involve Changing Grading Criteria

Vary weighting of assign-
ments.

Modify curricular expec-
tations for graded work.

Develop individualized
contract with student.

Grade on basis of
improvement.

Supplemental Information to Letter and Number Grades

Add written comments.

Add information from stu-
dent activity log.

Add information from
portfolios and/or perfor-
mance-based assess-
ment.

Vary how much certain
assignments count
toward grade.

Prioritize specific curricu-
lum to be used to deter-
mine grade.

Teacher and student
agree on quality, quantity,
and timeliness for work
completion.

Assign extra points toward

final grade for improvement

in achievement or effort
since last marking period.

Add comments on prod-
ucts, performances, and
other criteria used to
determine final grade.

Maintain daily notes or
ratings of student perfor-
mance in specific areas.

Collect and summarize
student work that reflects
student effort, progress,
and achievement.

Alternatives to Letter and Number Grades

Use pass-fail grades.

Use competency check-
lists.

Give student a “pass” if
he or she meets the
preestablished require-
ments for the class.

Construct a list of goals
and objectives for mark-
ing period and mark
completion.

Example

Increase proportion of
final grade determined by
performance on in-class
science experiments.

Write on individualized
education program (IEP)
that grading in geography
will be based on research
on Wisconsin while rest
of class covers entire
region.

Contract indicates that
student will receive an
A- for completing all
assignments at 80%
accuracy, attending all
classes, and completing
one extra-credit report.

Change a Cto a B if
student’s total points were
significantly higher than
for prior marking period.

Write on report card or
attachment that grade
reflects performance on
combination of IEP objec-
tives and other class
requirements.

State on student’s report
card that while the stu-

‘dent’s grade was the

same this period, daily
records indicate improve-
ment in completing
assignments on time.

State on report card that
student’s written lan-
guage showed an
increase in word variety,
sentence length, and
quality of ideas.

Give student a “pass” for
completing 80% of daily
work with at least 65%
accuracy and attending
at least 90% of classes.

Attach a checklist to
report card indicating that
during the last quarter the
student mastered addition
facts, 2-digit addition with
regrouping, and counting
change to $1.00.

Advantages

Ease of implementation;
assignments can be tai-
lored to student abilities.

Ease of implementation;
requires no change to
curriculum.

Can be tailored to stu-
dent strengths; student
has input; may include
classwide assignments.

Reflects change in perfor-
mance; may motivate
student; requires no
change to curriculum.

Provides more detailed
information to parents
and student; may indicate
areas for improvement.

Provides more detailed
information to parents
and student; may indicate
areas for improvement.

Provides detailed infor-
mation to parents and
student; may indicate
areas for improvement;
may draw attention to
student strengths.

Establishes clear criteria
for student to follow;
reduces emphasis on let-
ter grades.

Provides detailed infor-
mation on content mas-
tered and remaining;
based on actual curricu-
lum.

Disadvantages

All assignments may be
equal in difficulty; may
require extra time for
teacher.

Important content may be
excluded; may require
individualized assess-
ment.

Requires judgment due to
lack of standards; student
may not be given input;
may require individualized
assignments.

Required amount of
change requires judg-
ment; requires separate
record keeping.

Policy may prevent writ-
ing on report card (teach-
ers should check policy
before marking report
card).

Policy may prevent writ-
ing on report card; main-
taining daily log may be

time-consuming.

Determining products to
collect requires judgment;
products may be difficult
to summarize; assem-
bling portfolio may be
time-consuming.

Postsecondary programs
and colleges may require
letter grades on tran-
scripts.

Postsecondary programs
or colleges may require
letter grades on tran-
scripts.




use of an adaptation. Because of the variation that exists in
grading policies, we recommend that prior to selecting a
grading adaptation, the team consult the school district grad-
ing policy, if there is such a policy.

Adaptations that involve changing grading criteria—
including varying the weight of assignments, modifying cur-
ricular expectations, using contracts and modified course
syllabi, and grading on improvement—are most consistent
with practice in inclusive settings and are therefore less
likely to require special approvals or consideration. Such
adaptations should be documented in a student’s IEP. Prior
to adding a grading adaptation to an IEP, however, it is
important to determine if the adaptation overlaps with
instructional and curricular adaptations already required by
the IEP. Effective use of instructional and curricular adapta-
tions may mitigate the need for a grading adaptation, and the
distinction between types of adaptations suggested and
required should be clarified prior to implementing a grading
adaptation. Only grading adaptations that do not overlap
with present IEP components should be added.

Another policy concern involves how teachers may indi-
cate that a student is receiving adapted grades. Legal guide-
lines regarding what can or should be marked on a tempo-
rary or permanent report card vary among states, and
districts should be aware of their state’s regulations before
placing any additional information on a student’s report
card. Grading policies among districts also vary consider-
ably; before implementing an adaptation, educators should
consult their district and statewide policies.

Future Transitions to School and Work

Often, the motivation for making grading adaptations is
to enhance the quality of feedback provided to educators,
parents, and students. However, one must also keep an eye
on the future if alternatives to letter/number grades, such as
pass-fail grades and competency checklists, are used. High
schools rely almost exclusively on letter/number grades for
calculating GPA and class rank, both of which are used for
college admissions. In addition, training programs and col-
leges may not grant credit to classes in which an alternative
grade was given. Before choosing these adaptations, the
team should consider the student’s postsecondary plans, per-
haps as part of the regular transition planning process. If the
student plans to attend a particular postsecondary program
or institution, contacts should be made to determine how
alternatives to letter/number grades will affect admission or
scholarship status.

Interface With Instructional and
Curricular Adaptations

Considerable attention has been given to instructional
and curricular adaptations, or adapted instruction, for

students with disabilities included in general education
classes (e.g., Friend & Bursuck, 1999; Fuchs, Fuchs, Ham-
lett, Phillips, & Karns, 1995; Keogh, 1988; Schumm &
Vaughn, 1995; Zigmond & Baker, 1994). The resulting body
of literature suggests adaptations in the areas of classroom
organization (e.g., placing a student’s desk in close proxim-
ity to the teacher, implementing an individualized behavior
contract for class transitions); classroom grouping (e.g.,
using small-group rather than large-group instruction,
adopting peer tutoring to provide extra practice); instruc-
tional materials (e.g., using taped textbooks, making study
guides to accompany readings, using assistive technology);
instructional methods (e.g., providing extra teacher-directed
instruction, using hands-on experiments and multimedia
presentations, assigning fewer homework problems); and
evaluation (giving oral tests, allowing extended time on
tests, using individualized grading contracts). The use of
these adaptations may obviate the need for grading adapta-
tions, as is the case with the following two scenarios.

In one scenario, the aforementioned adaptations or meth-
ods are implemented classwide, with all students participat-
ing in very similar activities and producing like perfor-
mances and products. For example, a science teacher may
use hands-on experiments to enhance the motivation and
performance of all students, including those with disabilities
who struggle with comprehending dense texts and memo-
rizing technical terms. In such a situation, students with and
without disabilities may be graded on the same criteria.
There would be an underlying assumption that the instruc-
tional methods used had effectively equalized expectations
and facilitated success for students with disabilities.

In an alternative scenario, individual adaptations may be
made for one or more students with disabilities while no
attempt is made to adapt the classwide methods being used.
For example, in the science class just mentioned, students
with learning disabilities in written expression may be
allowed to make oral lab reports. In this situation, the indi-
vidual adaptations would be intended to equalize the expec-
tations, and students with disabilities would still be graded
according to the classwide criteria.

If we assume that the general and special educators in
the scenarios just described collaborated to provide the best
possible learning environment for students with disabilities,
then can we also assume that those students will receive the
grades they “deserve” and that the grades will serve their
intended purpose? A firm and confident response to this
question is often difficult, because no clear criterion for
making such a judgment exists. Further complication may
occur because of differing interpretations of guidelines
requiring schools to provide adequate, if not optimal, con-
ditions for student success. In the absence of a clear crite-
rion for determining when instructional and curricular
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adaptations have been properly selected, implemented, and
monitored, we cannot judge when it is appropriate to grade
a student based on classwide criteria or when a grading
adaptation would be helpful. The matter is further compli-
cated by the likelihood that some students who do receive
exemplary instruction and support will still receive rela-
tively low grades. Thus, while the type and extent of instruc-
tional adaptations being used and the resulting grade are
important pieces of evidence when considering the need for
a grading adaptation, these factors may not be as important
as the purposes for grading identified by the team in the first
place. Indeed, even low grades may communicate accurate
and helpful information, though perhaps to the detriment of
student effort and self-efficacy.

Teachers’ and Students’ Perceptions
of Grading Adaptations ;

In the absence of empirically validated standards for
determining the need for a grading adaptation or for match-
ing a particular adaptation to student characteristics, addi-
tional factors, such as the perceived acceptability of specific
adaptations, may inform a decision to make an adaptation.
Perceived acceptability of a grading adaptation can be
defined as the extent to which teachers find the adaptation
helpful in accurately describing a student’s performance
(Polloway, Bursuck, Jayanthi, Epstein, & Nelson, 1996).
When Bursuck and colleagues (1996) surveyed 368 elemen-
tary and secondary general education teachers on the use
and utility of grading practices and adaptations, the results
indicated that while number and letter grades were most
commonly used, teachers found the less often used adapta-
tions of pass-fail grades, checklists, and written comments
actually more helpful for students with disabilities. How-
ever, the teachers indicated that letter and number grades
could be adapted for students with disabilities by (in
descending order of perceived helpfulness) (a) basing grades
on process instead of product, (b) basing grades on amount
of improvement, (c) basing grades on progress on IEP
objectives, (d) adjusting grade weights based on assignment
and ability, and (e) basing grades on criteria met in an indi-
vidual contract. Adaptations the teachers rated as less help-
ful were basing grades on less content, using a modified
grading scale, assigning a passing grade for effort, or assign-
ing a passing grade no matter what.

Evidence that teachers consider grading adaptations an
appropriate and viable strategy for improving the accuracy
and purposefulness of grades is found in the fact that 50% of
the teachers in the study by Bursuck et al. (1996) reported
that they had used specific grading adaptations for students
without disabilities. Thus, adapting grades is not considered
solely an intervention for special education students.

An explanation for teacher preferences for specific grad-
ing adaptations may be student preference; teachers may be
unlikely to use adaptations that are perceived negatively by
their students (Schumm & Vaughn, 1995). A study by Bur-
suck, Munk, and Olson (1999) sheds light on student pref-
erences in this regard. The researchers surveyed 275 high
school students, including 15 with learning disabilities,
about the fairness of nine commonly used grading adapta-
tions. For each of these adaptations, students were asked
whether they thought making the adaptation for some stu-
dents in class but not for other students in the class was fair.
For each one, a majority or better of the students felt that
making the adaptation for some students but not others was
unfair, although significant variation in responses was evi-
denced across the various adaptations. Students thought that
raising grades when students tried their hardest and giving
two grades, one for effort and one for achievement or qual-
ity of product, were the most fair adaptations. The adapta-
tions that students thought were least fair included changing
grading weights, using a different grading scale, and passing
students no matter what. A majority also thought that grades
in more difficult classes should count more toward overall
GPA. The students believed that a grading system should
treat everyone equally; therefore, they felt that any adapta-
tion made available to only certain students was unfair.

Perhaps not surprisingly, students with disabilities
viewed at least two of the adaptations more favorably than
did their peers without disabilities. Two thirds of the stu-
dents with disabilities thought it was fair to grade some stu-
dents using a different scale and to have grades count the
same toward GPAs regardless of the difficulty of the class.

Educators looking to student and teacher perceptions for
guidance in selecting an adaptation might draw several con-
clusions. First, the use of adaptations seems to be acceptable
to teachers, who report using them with students with and
without disabilities. However, students without disabilities
think that using adaptations for some, but not all, students is
unfair. Thus, some teachers may be reluctant to use adapta-
tions that cannot be applied classwide, such as changes
made for tracking IEP objectives and alternatives to letter
and number grades. Teachers may be particularly reticent to
make individualized adaptations for students with learning
disabilities whose differences are not obvious and who are
not likely to require an alternative curriculum. Second,
teachers and students seem to be sensitive to the impact of
grades on the motivation of students with disabilities, a pur-
pose for grading listed in Figure 1. Encouraging news is that
adaptations that could have a positive effect on student moti-
vation, such as grading on the basis of improvement,
weighting assignments, and grading on effort and achieve-
ment, were considered by teachers and students to be more
fair. A third theme is found in the overwhelming perception



that passing students no matter what they do is unfair and
will discourage effort by those students as well as their
peers. Finally, the perceptions of teachers and students seem
to reinforce the overarching need for implementing a grad-
ing adaptation only when a mutually agreed-upon purpose is
identified by the teacher, parent, and student. This important
step, along with others in a potential process for implement-
ing a grading adaptation, is presented next. -

PROPOSED PROCESS FOR MAKING
GRADING ADAPTATIONS

Obviously, the decision to implement a grading adapta-
tion involves a considerable degree of professional and
parental judgment. We have recently completed a research
project involving the PGP process for implementing grading
adaptations for students with disabilities (Munk & Bursuck,
2005). Our model is outlined in Figure 2.

The first two steps involve the identification of purposes
for grading. We recommend that teachers spend time prior to
the first meeting with the parents and student developing a
clear sense of the purposes that grades may have, including
identifying specific examples for each. The teacher can then
clearly explain the grading purposes listed in Figure 1 to the
parents and student at the beginning of the first meeting and
encourage the parents and student to ask for additional
examples or clarification. Once the potential purposes for
grades have been discussed, each participant should take
several minutes to write down the purposes he or she per-
ceives for grades. After everyone has had the opportunity to
generate one or more purposes, the teacher should record
everyone’s responses and begin the process (Step 3) of
selecting, by weighting or ranking, 2-3 purposes that the
group will use to guide the selection of an adaptation.

Once the first three steps are completed, the team should
proceed to Step 4, in which they identity, discuss, and com-
pare the learner’s characteristics and the classroom demands
(i.e., assignments, activities, behavioral expectations). The
discussion should begin with a review of the class require-
ments and demands that will contribute to the course grade.
The discussion can be expedited if the teacher has already
completed a worksheet that includes demands (assignments,
activities, behavioral expectations) for the marking period
and indicates how much weight each will have in computing
the final grade. Next, the team should compare the student’s
characteristics to the course demands and grading system
and project how the interaction of the demands and learner
characteristics will affect the student’s course grade.
Although the teacher should retain a facilitator’s role in this
step, it is important that the discussion not be centered
around standardized testing results, as might be the case in
a multidisciplinary conference. Rather, this discussion

Step 1:  Clarify teacher purposes for grades (i.e.,
the information the grade should convey).
Clarify parent and student purposes for
grades (i.e., the information parents and
students want to receive).

Arrive at mutually agreed-upon purpose(s)
for grades.

Examine student learning characteristics
(achievement level, impact of disability,
areas of strength, limitations) and class-
room demands that will contribute to the
student’s grade. Identify potential grading
problems (learner characteristics interact-
ing with class requirements and grading
system).

Review current grading system and deter-
mine if grade could be higher and/or more
meaningful if a grading adaptation was
implemented.

Select an adaptation that meets agreed-
upon purposes and addresses the grading
problems identified previously.

Document the adaptation in the individual-
ized education program and begin imple-
mentation.

Monitor the effectiveness of the adapta-
tion (i.e., does it meet the purposes identi-
fied?).

Step 2:

Step 3:

Step 4:

Step 5:

Step 6:

Step 7:

Step 8:

FIGURE 2
Protocol for Implementing a
Grading Adaptation

should be frank and should center around the requirements
for the class (e.g., tests, in-class assignments, homework)
and how the student’s disability causes him or her to be
more or less successful on these requirements. The outcome
of this step should be a list of activities on which the student
is most successful and a list of those activities that exacer-
bate the student’s limitations. This discussion may include a
brief review of existing curricular and instructional adapta-
tions. For example, the team might conclude that a student’s
algebra grade is low not because the student is unable to
solve complex equations but because he or she has problems
remembering math facts, which is causing lower test scores
and hence lower grades. The team might then decide that
giving the student a calculator to use when problem solving
may eliminate the need for a grading adaptation.
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Step 5 involves a review of the current grading system for
the class. Having already highlighted classroom demands
that may interact with the student’s characteristics to pro-
duce more or less success, the team would be prepared to
project the student’s grade for the course. Two questions can
be used to establish the need for a grading adaptation: (a)
Could the student’s grade be higher if a grading adaptation
were implemented?, and (b) Could the student’s grade be
more meaningful (meet the desired purposes) if a grading
adaptation were implemented? A positive response to either
question would prompt the team to enter Step 6, which
involves the selection of an adaptation. Step 6 begins with a
review of the types of grading adaptations and identification
of one or more adaptations that would address student char-
acteristics and meet the purposes for grading identified in
Step 3. Here again, the teacher should prepare ahead of time
by becoming familiar with each adaptation and developing
examples for parents and students. Once an adaptation is
identified, an addendum to the IEP describing that adapta-
tion should be written and attached to the IEP (Step 7).
Finally, before the team meeting is adjourned, the partici-
pants should pinpoint expected grading outcomes and agree
to a timeline for reviewing the effectiveness of the adapta-
tions (Step 8). As evaluation will be ongoing, this step
should involve periodic written communication between the
teacher and the parents.

It should be obvious by now that parents and students
would be active participants in the protocol, a role for which
they may be neither accustomed nor prepared. In general,
team meetings will be more productive if parents are made
to feel welcome, their perceptions and concerns are care-
fully considered, they are treated as important, and profes-
sionals work with them to address student needs (Friend &
Bursuck, 1999). More specifically, parents may feel more
comfortable if, as suggested in the protocol, they are
allowed to identify the purposes they feel grades should
have before being asked to participate in a discussion of
adaptations. Educators should also provide parents and stu-
dents with clear, nontechnical information about the
school’s grading policy and potential adaptations. As stu-
dents are not accustomed to participating in decisions
regarding their grades, they will likely benefit from receiv-
ing concrete examples of how adaptations would affect their
assignments and grades in a specific class. Students may
also benefit from direct instruction in how to contribute to a
team meeting (see Van Reusen and Bos, 1994, for a specific
strategy).

Because we are still in the process of investigating this
protocol for identifying and implementing a grading adapta-
tion, we can only hypothesize what will transpire when a
team meets to begin the process. The following is one pos-
sible scenario involving Samantha, one of the students

profiled at the beginning of this article, her parents, and her
teachers.

A GRADING ADAPTATION FOR SAMANTHA

Both Samantha and her parents were disappointed with
the C— Samantha received in science and felt that the grade
was unfair because Samantha liked the class and had always
received positive feedback from the general and special edu-
cation teachers. Following a call to Mrs. Stoneman, the sci-
ence teacher, a meeting was scheduled to discuss the possi-
bility of using a grading adaptation for the next marking
period. Mrs. Simon, the special educator, prepared a
“reader-friendly” handout on the grading adaptations that
were allowed under the school’s grading policy. When the
team met, Mrs. Simon opened the meeting by reviewing the
list of purposes for grades. Then, each person took 5 minutes
to prioritize the purposes from most to least important. Each
team member then shared his or her list with the group.

Not surprisingly, differences existed in the lists. Saman-
tha thought her grade should indicate how hard she had
worked because she did everything her teachers had
requested. Her parents had a similar view; however, Saman-
tha’s father also thought that he should be able to ascertain
from a grade how much of the material Samantha had mas-
tered and what she needed to improve on. Both parents gave
a high ranking to the importance of a grade communicating
the probability that Samantha would be able to go on to col-
lege. Mrs. Simon indicated that grades should serve many
purposes, with the most important being communicating
achievement and measuring effort. Mrs. Stoneman added
that grades are usually used to provide information on how
a student’s performance compares with that of other stu-
dents, although she did not necessarily agree with that
emphasis. After an enlightening discussion, the team agreed
that the most important purpose of Samantha’s grade in sci-
ence should be to measure effort and communicate the qual-
ity of her work.

Mrs. Stoneman then led the team through a review of
Samantha’s learning characteristics and the demands of the
science class. This was accomplished by writing Saman-
tha’s strengths and limits on a large sheet of poster board
and then outlining the class demands on a second piece of
poster board. By comparing the two boards, the team could
quickly see that Samantha’s limits in responding to timed,
written production test items would interact with the exams
for the class, which involved several open-ended questions
requiring students to integrate and summarize multiple con-
cepts and write clearly and quickly.

Having identified the potentially negative interaction
between Samantha’s learning characteristics and their likely
effect on her grade, the team responded to the questions



“Could Samantha’s grade be higher” and “Could Saman-
tha’s grade be more meaningful?” with a unanimous yes.
Everyone agreed that the C— she had received was unsatis-
factory because it was so heavily influenced by just three in-
class exams rather than taking into account her day-to-day
performance in group work and on exercises completed
when reading.

Thus, the team reviewed the possible adaptations and
reached consensus that a grading adaptation involving an
individual contract was desirable, because the contract could
include measures of effort, such as questions asked during
class, attendance, and preparation, as well as formal projects
and assignments. Furthermore, the contract would allow
Samantha’s parents to monitor her performance in each area
and to determine areas in which they might help her when
needed.

Mrs. Simon and Samantha wrote the contract, which
indicated that Samantha’s grade would be based on the fol-
lowing performances or activities: completion of reading
guides prior to class, participation (questioning, explaining,
note-taking) during cooperative learning group activities
and projects, and word-processed responses to reading
questions. Criteria for accuracy and timeliness were estab-
lished for each type of assignment. Both Samantha and her
parents recognized that Samantha’s workload would not be
reduced but rather would be prioritized so as to take advan-
tage of her strengths and motivation to succeed. The team
agreed to meet again halfway through the marking period to
assess the effectiveness of their choice. An example of what
Samantha’s grading contract might look like is presented in
Figure 3.

SUMMARY

The practice of making grading adaptations is certainly
not new. For years, teachers have made informal adaptations
based on student characteristics and classroom require-
ments. Interest in a more systematic approach to making
adaptations has no doubt been sparked by the increase in the
number of students with disabilities, particularly learning
disabilities, being included in general education classes.

The purpose of this article was to provide an overview of
the types of grading adaptations and to discuss the factors
that might influence the selection of a particular adaptation.
A protocol that has been field-tested was described, with the
caveat that educators should be prepared for a variety of
responses from parents and students about the purposes of
grades. Indeed, the step of identifying the purpose(s) of a
grade promises to be enlightening.

Regarding the grading adaptations themselves, several
findings from the fairness research may be useful. Teachers
interested in implementing grading adaptations only for

students with disabilities might expect some protest from
other students. Future research might address the effects of
informing general education students about the rationale for
grading adaptations on student perceptions of fairness. The
importance of using grades to acknowledge effort and
improvement by students for whom school is difficult is also
evident. Adaptations that involve giving two grades, one for
effort and one for achievement, or that involve varying grad-
ing weights are perceived by students as more fair and may
have a positive impact on student motivation to succeed.
Such adaptations are also attractive in that they require rela-
tively less effort by the teacher and communicate more
information about the student’s performance. We hope that
research on the relative effectiveness of specific adaptations
will become available. Until that time, the protocol for mak-
ing grading adaptations will be built primarily upon the
cooperation and judgment of teachers, parents, and students.
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A report card grade for the third marking period (12 weeks) will be based on the following assignments:

1. Reading Guides: Samantha will receive a study guide from her science teacher each time a reading
assignment is given. Reading assignments will be given 2 days per week. Each guide will include
questions about the reading and may include simple activities or experiments. Each guide will be
worth 10 points. Points will be deducted for incorrect or missing answers. Incorrect answers can be
corrected by the next class to earn back 1/2 point.

2. Participation in Group Activities/Experiments: Samantha will participate in group activities or experi-
ments 2 days per week. Each of those days she will earn 0-10 points for fulfilling her role as note-
taker, questioner, or summarizer. Roles will be assigned by her teacher. Samantha will receive daily
feedback on a checklist that includes the responsibilities for each of the three roles. Points will be
deducted when Samantha is not prepared for her role or does not pay attention during the activity.

3. Answers to Essay Questions Using a Word Processor: At the end of each of the four chapters in the
text, Samantha will complete three essay questions that require summarization and synthesis of
information covered by the text and in class. She will outline her answers to these questions while
other students take the chapter test. She will complete her answers during her free period and at
home using a word-processing program. The teacher will assign a due date. Each of the four sets of
questions will be worth 40 points.

A report card grade will be based on the following criteria:

Study Guides: 12 weeks x 2 guides per week x 10 points each = 240 points
Participation Grades: 12 weeks x 2 grades per week x 10 points each = 240 points
Essay Questions: 4 chapters x 40 points each = 160 points

Total = 640 points

Grading Scale:

576-640 points = A
512-575 points = B
448-511 points = C
384-447 points =D
383 or below = F

Signatures

Samantha

Parents

Special Educator

Science Teacher

Principal

Guidance Counselor

FIGURE 3
Samantha’s Grading Contract
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