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Quick Facts

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

focuses on measuring students’ proficiency on a specific set of outcomes.
is a more authentic way to measure student progress and mastery of standards taught in the
curriculum
is an accurate system of reporting student achievement separate from non-academic factors such as
behavior, timeliness, neatness, etc.
allows students to take ownership of their learning while reflecting on their progress
provides parents more information about their child’s learning so that they can better support
him/her

Standards-Referenced Grading (SRG):

Why

Standards-referenced grading (SRG) is a system of grading where teachers provide feedback to
students about their demonstrated level of understanding on a set of defined standards and levels of
performance. 

What

As students begin a unit of study, the classroom teacher shares a proficiency scale with the students.
A proficiency scale is a set of learning progressions showing what a student needs to know and be
able to do by the end of the school year. 
Criteria for mastery (3.0) should be displayed and reviewed in student-friendly language in the
classroom and student progress toward the standard should be reviewed throughout the unit.
Students generally start by learning important vocabulary and skills.
Students then move up the proficiency scale to the target level, which is considered “at grade level.”
Here they are demonstrating knowledge of the state standards. This usually involves higher level
thinking skills.
Some students may go beyond the target level, which is considered to be more in-depth and often
involves real world applications.

Standards Referenced Learning (SRL) is dependent upon a valid and standardized set of outcomes and
expectations, including: instruction, grading, common outcome assessments, and reporting for each
course. The Archdiocese of Portland Department of Catholic Schools will use an implementation
protocol based on research by the Marzano Research Institute. Together in Professional Learning
Communities (PLCs) teachers will customize proficiency scales and align assessments before schools are
expected to effectively use Standards Referenced Grading. This will allow teachers and school
leadership to build capacity and confidence before transitioning to standards referenced report cards.

The steps for SRG in a classroom:

How

Learning is a process that takes place over time and at different rates for different students.
Everything that happens in a classroom should support and build on a set of essential outcomes that
are identified in advance and shared with students.
A coordinated assessment and grading system, both among common course teachers and throughout
the school, clarifies the expectations for all students and maximizes academic opportunities.
A student’s grade should reflect academic learning and should never be used as a punitive tool.
The primary purpose of assessment and grading is to provide detailed feedback to inform student
learning.

Guiding Principles
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Catholic schools provide curricular and co-curricular experiences which are academically
rigorous, relevant, research-based, and infused with Catholic faith and traditions.

Standard 7 - An excellent Catholic school has a clearly articulated, rigorous curriculum aligned
with relevant standards, 21st century skills and Gospel values, implemented through effective
instruction.

Benchmarks 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.5, 7.6, and 7.7
Standard 8 - An excellent Catholic school uses school-wide assessment methods and practices
to document student learning and program effectiveness, to make student performances
transparent, and to inform the continuous review of curriculum and the improvement of
instructional practices.               

 Benchmarks 8.1, 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5

Source: https://ncea.org/NSBECS/
Domain: Academic Excellence

National Standards and Benchmarks for Catholic Education
(NSBECS)

Guiding Documents

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

The Department of Catholic Schools will facilitate systemic Professional Learning Communities
(PLCs) among and within schools.
Multiple forms of assessments will be utilized to analyze and measure student achievement and to
inform instructional programs and progress toward learning outcomes.

School-wide and student data generated by a variety of tools will be used to monitor, review, and
evaluate the curriculum and co-curricular programs and to plan for continued and sustained
student growth.

Source: https://schools.archdpdx.org/strategic-plan
Catholic schools will be academically excellent, preparing students holistically (spiritually,
intellectually, morally and physically) for the world in which they will live

The Department of Catholic Schools in the Archdiocese of Portland in collaboration with each school
within the Archdiocese of Portland will develop a clearly articulated curriculum.
Strategies:

In collaboration with the Department of Catholic Schools, each school will provide professional
development to form excellent teachers and school leaders.
Stragtegy:

Forming Disciples of Christ: A Strategic Plan for Catholic
Education in the Archdiocese of Portland
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educational standards
Educational standards are the learning goals for what students should know and be able to do at each
grade level. These are the standards that drive planning, instruction, and assessment in the classroom
every day. Education standards, like Common Core are not a curriculum. Local schools and educators
choose their own curriculum, which is a detailed plan for day-to-day teaching. (Source: 2022 Common
Core State Standards Initiative)

Definition of Terms

standards referenced learning
Standards referenced learning (SRL) refers to a comprehensive educational program, including
instruction, assessments, and interventions, that are “referenced” to or derived from established
learning standards—i.e., concise, written descriptions of what students are expected to know and be
able to do at a specific stage of their education.

standards referenced grading
Standards referenced grading (SRG) is a system of grading where teachers provide feedback to
students about their demonstrated level of understanding on a set of defined standards and levels of
performance.

curriculum
Guaranteed course of study and learning objectives that integrate standards, instructional strategies,
materials, and assessments to ensure that all students are able to achieve standards.

resources
Materials used for instruction that may include textbooks, websites, and other print and online
sources.

priority standards
Priority standards are detailed essential standards that serve as the primary focus of instruction and
should be assessed multiple times throughout the academic year.  Priority standards are precise
enough to communicate knowledge and skills but not so detailed that they lose significance and
usefulness. Priority standards are represented on the Standards Referenced Report Card to
communicate information about student learning to parents, students, and others. 

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

grading scale
Teachers will use a scale ranging from 0.0 to 4.0 to communicate students' academic performance
based on learning standards. In the 0.0 to 4.0 point scale, a 0.0 represents that, even with help, a
student is unable to demonstrate understanding of the learning goal(s) while a 4.0 represents that a
student's knowledge exceeds the learning goal(s). A score of a 3.0 on the grading scale indicates
success in meeting the learning target and should be celebrated.

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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Why did the Archdiocese of Portland implement Standards
Referenced Grading?

Meaningful feedback  has been defined as “just-in-time, just-for-me information delivered when
and where it can do the most good” (Brookhart, 2008). Students know the learning goals and that
the target is “at grade level” (a 3.0). By having clear learning targets, teachers can use the
proficiency scales to discuss where a student is on the learning progression and give specific
feedback as to how to improve. Feedback has a powerful impact on student learning; it is
considered one of the top influences on student achievement (Fisher, Frey & Hattie, 2015).
By receiving feedback based on a learning progression, students can document progress over time.
The teacher and student have a clear picture of what the student has learned and where
improvements can be made. When students track their own progress, student achievement
increases significantly (Marzano, 2010).
In SRG students have ownership of their learning. They are aware of what is required for success.
They can propose ways to show the teacher what they know and can do related to the standards.
Students should be able to answer and ask these questions for each lesson of the day:

What am I learning?
Why is it important to know and be able to do?
How will I know if I am successful or not?

The Archdiocese of Portland is working to establish grading practices that are highly effective. SRG is a
researched-based system that provides meaningful feedback to students, allowing them to document
progress and take ownership of their learning.

Frequently Asked Questions

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

How is Standards Referenced Grading different than
Traditional Grading?
You cannot really compare a traditional grading system to standards-referenced grading. It is like
comparing “apples to oranges”. Traditional grading typically averages all of the work assigned in a class
including homework, tests, quizzes, and projects. The scores may also reflect non-academic factors
such as behavior, timeliness, and participation. Averaging of scores does not indicate growth, nor does
it show what a student knows and can do. 

Standards-referenced grading identifies a standard and indicates whether or not a student is meeting
the standard at a given point in the school year. A score of 3.0 is defined as meeting grade level
standards and indicates that a student has demonstrated mastery of the skills that were expected to be
learned by that point in the grading period. SRG also tracks progress over time. It is expected for
students to have lower scores as they begin learning new and difficult material. Scores later in the unit
have more weight because it is expected that students would be closer to mastering the knowledge
and skills as the unit progresses. Non academic factors are recorded separately in SRG. 

How is Standards Referenced Grading different Standards
Based Grading?
SRG is a system in which students receive feedback about their proficiency on a set of defined
standards. Schools report students’ progress regarding grade-level standards. If a student masters
standards quickly, he/she is given the opportunity for more in-depth study and/or real world
applications. 

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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What is a Proficiency Scale?
A proficiency scale defines the progression of intended learning. It includes scores of a 1.0, 2.0, 3.0,
and 4.0 each representing levels of the learning progression. The proficiency scale below is a basic
scale that can be customized for other content areas. When academic content replaces generic
indicators, the tool identifies what students must know and be able to do. Schools in the Archdiocese
of Portland currently have access to proficiency scales for all priority standards in religion, ELA, math,
science, social studies, PE, and Health. 

The numbers on the proficiency scale represent a learning continuum and are not points to be
averaged. Level 2 provides important vocabulary and skills. Level 3 is the grade level standards and
requires knowledge of additional skills and concepts. Level 4 is considered more in-depth and
requires higher level thinking skills than the previous levels.

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

Score 4.0 In addition to score 3.0 performance, the student demonstrates in-depth inferences and
applications that go beyond what was taught.

Score 3.5 In addition to score 3.0 performance, partial success with score 4.0 content.

Score 3.0 Target content or level of mastery required for all students.

Score 2.5 No major errors or omissions regarding score 2.0 content and partial success with 3.0
score content.

Score 2.0 Simple content or basic knowledge and skill necessary for mastery of target content

Score 1.5 Partial success with score 2.0 content and major errors regarding score 3.0 content.

Score 1.0 With help, partial success with score 2.0 content and score 3.0 content.

Score 0.5 With help, partial success with score 2.0 content but not with score 3.0 content.

Score 0.0 Even with help, no success.  No understanding or skill demonstrated.

Source: Hoegh, J. K., Heflebower, T., & Warrick, P. B. (2019). A handbook for developing and using
proficiency scales in the classroom. Marzano Resources.

How will students' scores be determined?
A student’s scores consist of ongoing assignments, assessments, and projects that serve as evidence of
what a student knows and can do. In addition, informal evidence such as teacher observations,
classroom discussions, and student generated projects provide evidence of student learning. 

With a focus on academic learning, a Standards-Referenced System removes many of the supports,
such as extra-credit or completion-based homework that some students relied on to mask
weaknesses in their learning. The shift can be especially difficult for students who are normally “A”
students because of these factors. However, those supports are now replaced with the opportunity
for a student to continue learning and be reassessed to improve his/her scores. Under a Standards-
Referenced System, students may have multiple opportunities for re-dos and re-takes if they have not
reached level 3.0 proficiency.
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Sample Proficiency Scale

Grade Level: Kindergarten      Content Area: Literacy       Strand: Reading Fluency
Priority Standard: K.RF.1a Follow words from left to right, top to bottom, and page by
page.

4
test the idea that the letters in a word must be written in a specific order for it to be
understood (for example, write the letters from the word rainbow in several different
orders, including the correct order, and ask an adult which one means a colorful arch in the
sky).

The student will:

3.5 In addition to score 3.0 performance, partial success with score 4.0 content.

3 explain how written words are organized on pages (for example, when given a printed book
or booklet of blank pages, explain which words in the book would be read first, next, and last
and where in the booklet words would be written first, next, and last).

The student will:

2.5 No major errors or omissions regarding score 2.0 content and partial success with 3.0 score
content.

2
recognize or recall specific vocabulary (for example, back cover, book, bottom, front cover,
left, page, right, top, word) and perform basic processes such as:

State that words are written from left to right on a page; top to bottom on a page; left to
right on a page. 
State that words are read from top to bottom on a page. 
State that pages in a book are read in order from the front cover to the back cover. 

The student will:

1.5 Partial success with score 2.0 content and major errors regarding score 3.0 content.

1.0 With help, partial success with score 2.0 content and score 3.0 content.

0.5 With help, partial success with score 2.0 content but not with score 3.0 content.

0.0 Even with help, no success.  No understanding or skill demonstrated.

8

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

Sources:  
Marzano Resources (2021). The critical concepts: English language arts
Archdiocese of Portland (2022). English language arts standards

What is the purpose of a zero score on the scale? 
The reason for the zero on the scale is so that students who are having difficulty with concepts can
show growth on the scale. The half points also allow for opportunities to show growth. 

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

What can a student do to raise his/her score?
The goal is for all students to attain mastery on all of the proficiency levels. The teacher will continue
to work with the student to help him/her attain mastery. In addition, the student should meet with
the teacher to determine which assignments, assessments, or projects could be revised. The student
will need to share a plan with the teacher on how he/she plans to learn the material and arrange a
time for reassessment.

If a student receives scores 1.0 all year, does that mean he/she
will be retained? 
Intervention opportunities are in place at most of our Catholic schools to support learners who are
behind in math and reading. If a student receives scores 1.0 or 2.0, it means his/her work is not yet
meeting grade level standards. A number of academic interventions will be offered to those students
who are struggling to meet the established standards. Grade level retention is not a practice that is
generally supported by research and is only rarely used at the discretion of the pastor and principal. 

What about homework in a Standards Referenced Grading
system?
Homework plays a role in the education of children. Based on the work of Ken O’Connor, How to
Grade for Learning, the purposes of homework tasks are to allow students to practice, integrate, and
prepare for learning. In addition, homework needs to be related to instructional objectives and/or
content standards.  One way to convey the value is to remind students that they are assessed on
everything they do. Everything from class discussions to homework to assessments informs your
decision about the student’s level of proficiency on an outcome, so it is in the student’s best interest
to put forth the best effort at all times. 

What about extra credit? 
Extra credit does not measure learning. In a standards-referenced system, students are actually able
to demonstrate their learning in many different ways and timeframes. In a traditional grading system
in which points determine everything, extra credit and extra points will influence a grade and not
reflect any actual or additional learning. For instance, a student who has a 2.0 on a specific learning
goal may have multiple opportunities to demonstrate his/her learning at the 3.0 level. However, in a
traditional system in which extra points are simply added into the overall grade, extra points can be
earned regardless of whether or not learning may have occurred. 

Are non-academic factors, such as participating in class,
behavior, attitude, and work ethic part of the overall score?
Leadership in the Archdiocese of Portland believes strongly in valuing work ethic and therefore
separates work ethic from the academic score. Academic grades/scores should contain information
about academic achievement separate from behavior, habits of work, attendance, timeliness, and
attitude. 

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

How does Standards Referenced Grading support students
with exceptional learning needs?
Students with exceptional needs must be provided with the same opportunity to receive passing grades
and advance in grade level with their peers. The same range of scores available to ALL students must be
available to students with exceptional needs. Students with exceptional needs may require special
services and support to achieve certain grade-level standards, including Individualized Learning Plans
(ILPs) that include specific accommodations and/or modifications that enable a student to meet the
standards. 

Students with ILPs are expected to achieve the same rigorous learning outcomes; the standards are the
same in all of our schools and for all of our students. For students with accommodations, the content of
the standard remains the same, but the method for learning and demonstrating mastery of that
standard may be adjusted. If a student with consistently implemented accommodations is still not
making progress towards achieving the grade level standards, then the accommodations are not having
the planned impact to remove the barriers (related to the students exceptional needs) and other
accommodations may be needed. Modification, on the other hand, could mean changing the standard
itself, which includes identifying standards that are fundamentally related but also developmentally
appropriate. The school leadership and support team, including the parents, make decisions regarding
what content areas (if any) require accommodations or modification of the grade-level standards. 

Will standards-referenced grading prepare students for
grading in high school?
“As far as preparing students for high school and beyond, clearly the best preparation that any school can
offer is to engage students in a rigorous and challenging curriculum and then do what is possible to
guarantee that students learn excellently what the curriculum includes. A standards-referenced report
card identifies the specific learning goals within the curriculum so that appropriate rigor can be ensured.
It also communicates more detailed information about higher levels of success. These distinct benefits
serve to prepare students well, no matter what type of learning environment they enter after they leave
school” (Guskey & Bailey 2010). 

Identifying one’s strengths and weaknesses as a learner, being self-motivated to meet grade level
objectives, developing strong study habits, and mastering grade-level standards are all aspects of the
Standards Referenced System that will help students succeed in high school. The Department of
Catholic Schools and area Catholic high schools have been in communication throughout the process
of transitioning from traditional grading to standards-referenced grading.  

What about students who are English language learners? How
will their progress be represented through standards-
referenced grading?
Standards-referenced grading principles and tenets are equally as applicable and appropriate for
students who are learning English as they are for their native English speaking peers. English Language
Learners may have modified grade-level expectations for any oral language and/or communication
standard within various content areas. This includes all Reading, Writing and Communicating Standards,
as well as any communication standards within other content areas. The modification within these
standards should be adjusted based on the student’s current placement along the language acquisition
continuum. The GRC that represents the modified oral language or communication standard should be
noted on any report card or progress report and parents should be aware that their student is working
toward a modified communication standard, including knowledge about their student’s current
language development on the continuum.

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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Report Cards

Your child’s performance is measured against the standard, rather than simply being compared to
other students in his/her class.
It measures how well your child is performing in relation to the grade-level standards as compared
to the traditional letter-grade system that gives a compiled grade for work completed in a subject
area.
It gives every child in every school the opportunity to meet or exceed the Archdiocese of Portland
educational standards.
It gives you, the parent or guardian, a more detailed and accurate assessment of how your child is
progressing academically. 

The standards-referenced report card provides information about how your child is progressing
towards meeting the Archdiocese of Portland educational standards during the course of the school
year. Standards specify what all students should know and be able to do by the end of their school
year. Other positive attributes of standards-referenced report cards are as follows:

What are standards-referenced report cards and why are
schools converting? 

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

The purpose of the standards-referenced report card is to provide more detailed feedback regarding
the progress children are making towards specific content indicators at each grade level. This report
card allows parents and students to understand more clearly what is expected at each grade level.
With this understanding, parents will be better able to guide and support their child, helping him/her
to be successful in a rigorous academic program.

What is the purpose of the standards-referenced report card?

What type of progress should I expect to see on a report card? 
The purpose of an SRG report card is to communicate information about students’ achievement;
provide information to students for self-evaluation and goal setting; and evaluate the effectiveness of
instructional programs. 

Some of the proficiency scales are based on “year-end performance” standards such as reading on
grade level. For many students a 3.0 (mastery) level may not be reached until the end of the school
year. For recording grades and for the report card, teachers will report students’ current level toward
the year-end performance goal. If the student is “on target” to be at a 3.0 (proficient) by the year-end,
teacher comments via email, conference, or in the grade book should reflect this. There may be few
proficient grades on “year-end” performance standards until toward or at the end of the school year.
Level 3.0 is not expected until the end of the school year on year-end performance standards, and
teachers will let parents know if their child is on track to achieve mastery by the end of the year. Some
standards are content-based and mastery may be expected in the first or second trimester, rather
than year-end.

Receiving less than a 1.0 on a grade report/report card can be a sign that a student is in need of extra
support in the areas where they are receiving low marks. This is one benefit of a standards-referenced
report card, areas in need of support are clearly evident.

How will I know if my child needs help? 

Department of Catholic Schools: Stakeholder Guide to Standards Referenced Grading
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Implementation Timeline

STANDARDS REFERENCED LEARNING

Implement prioritization and proficiency scales with existing resources in all K-5 levels in all
schools
Implement the Archdiocese of Portland Standards Referenced Report Card for students in grades
Kindergarten through 5th, with specific feedback provided to students and parents about progress
using proficiency scales and aligned assessments
Collect and monitor feedback form all stakeholders on standards referenced learning and provide
support/intervention as needed

Implement targeted stakeholder group communication efforts
Finalize and approve standards-referenced report card and reporting procedures for all schools in
the Archdiocese of Portland
Continued development and customization of proficiency scales for all content areas
Teacher training for standards referenced grading practices and instructional planning with
proficiency scales
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) will develop common assessments
Establish and begin a peer-review process for teacher-created documents
Monitor understanding, levels of use, and concerns for standards referenced grading, and provide
support/intervention as needed
Implement standards referenced reporting during spring trimester in pilot schools

Principal and teacher leader training for leading standards referenced learning
Teacher and principal training on supporting the shift to a standards referenced learning system
and understanding how the components (i.e., proficiency scales, planning, instruction, assessment,
and grading) work individually and together
Develop proficiency scales using Marzano Research Institute's Critical Concept Scales in ELA,
Math, and Science. Teachers of Religion, Social Studies, PE, and Health developed proficiency
scales with the support and guidance of the Marzano Resources
DCS and Curriculum Committee to produce stakeholder guide and FAQ for  standards based
learning implementation in the Archdiocese of Portland schools to communicate purpose,
implementation plan, and timeline
Teachers will continue implementation of research-based grading practices (i.e. separating
academic and non-academic factors)
Collect and monitor feedback form all teachers and principals on standards referenced learning
and provide support/intervention as needed
Identify pilot schools for Fall 2022 implementation of standards referenced learning 
Form committee to review standards-referenced report card options

2021-2022

2022-2023

2023-2024

Prioritization of standards in core content areas
Teacher introduction to standards referenced learning to understand how standards-based
grading supports the use of more effective instructional strategies, and how the development of
quality assessments and shifts in grading practices can better represent student learning

2020-2021
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Department of Catholic Schools
2838 E. Burnside
Portland, OR 97214
503-233-8300

For inquiries,
contact us.
We welcome the opportunity to answer questions about this important transition. Please email
dcs@archdpdx.org or visit: www.schools.archdpdx.org. Thank you for your support as we prepare
students spiritually, intellectually, morally and physically for the world in which they will live.


