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Competency-based  Grading and Record Keeping 
Recommendations 

Diploma Plus uses a competency-based approach to shape instruction, assess student learning, and specify 
what students need to learn in order to graduate from high school. The Diploma Plus Competencies 
emphasize habits of mind and the critical thinking skills that students need to use and master as they 
develop content knowledge in different academic areas.   To fully employ a competency-based system, 
DP schools and teachers must depart from traditional “grading” systems.    
 
Students of karate and the other martial arts are accustomed to being “graded” by competency.  Their 
instructors periodically assess them though a combination of formative (observation, daily practices) and 
summative assessments (official performance tests). In this way, students progress from white belt, to 
yellow, to green, and so forth up to black belt.  One’s belt color describes one’s relative progress on a 
continuum from novice to expert.  There are no letter grades; “black belts” are not “As.” “White belts” are 
not “Fs.”  Nor do the belts get averaged together to produce a final belt grade (“murky beige?”).   
 
Diploma Plus teachers also use competency-based “grading” and assessment.  But instead of awarding 
students with one “belt” to mark their overall progress, Diploma Plus teachers give students multiple 
“belts,” one for each DP Competency.    An “Emerging” in writing organization (E09) would mean the 
student is just learning how to organize his or her ideas on paper.  A “Proficient” in mathematical problem 
solving (M01) denotes a student who can use teacher-supplied problem solving strategies and is beginning 
to experiment with strategies of his or her own design.   
 
Measuring, recording, and reporting competency attainment gives students, parents, post-secondary 
institutions, and employers a richer and more comprehensive record of a student’s abilities.  This short 
document provides some hints and samples that should make the task easier and worthwhile. 

How do I Measure and Record Competency Attainment? 
Competency based Assignments and Rubrics 
� Focus on a small set of targeted competencies for each assignment.   

� Design assessments that reliably provide students with opportunities to demonstrate their 
proficiency in the competencies. 

� Show students how they will be assessed 
o Provide students with a competency-specific rubric with each assignment prior to their 

beginning work on the assignment. 
o Show students “benchmark papers” (examples of student work from each level of the 

rubric). 
o Give students the opportunity to understand the rubric and practice grading their own work 

using the rubric. 

� Measure competency attainment on a scale of Emerging (1), Capable (2), Proficient (3), Advanced 
(4), and Mastery (5). 

o Use (“Absence of Evidence”) NOT “Emerging” if a student fails to complete an 
assignment or a part of the assignment.  Remember “Emerging” is similar to “White Belt;” 
it is not an “F.”  



 
Grade Books, Report cards and Progress Reports 
� For each assignment, record each student’s performance specific to each of the targeted 

competencies in a grade book specifically designed to track competencies (see attached examples) 

� Use multiple assessments (data-points) to measure competency over time.   

� In addition to assignments, conduct conferences with students to discuss their competency-specific 
academic progress, goals, and instructional needs. 

� Do NOT average competency attainment like grades.  Rather, determine final competency 
attainment by considering the trend of the student’s most recent work. 

o For example, imagine you are a bike-riding instructor.  Over the course of a 
semester, a student was learning how to ride a bike.  At first she needed training 
wheels, then she needed you to hold her steady without the training wheels, and 
then finally she rode on her own in the last month of the semester.  Although she 
was not able to ride a bike for most of the semester, you would, of course, declare 
her “bike-riding proficient.” Reporting an average of her performance (“I need to 
hold her up”) would be both an inaccurate and unfair assessment of her ability.   

What about measuring, recording, and reporting Content Mastery? 
Unlike most state standards documents that focus on “content,” the Diploma Plus Competencies 
intentionally emphasize the habits of mind and critical thinking skills that students need to use and master 
as they develop content knowledge in different academic areas.   However, schools will want to use a 
combination of “content mastery” and “competency attainment” to determine their students’ progression 
through the DP Phases (i.e., “foundation “ to “presentation”).   For example a student who is generally 
“proficient” in problem solving (MO1) in pre-algebra, but does not know any algebra, should probably not 
progress to the Plus Phase.    But the line between “content master” and “competency mastery” is very 
fuzzy, particularly with Diploma Plus’s newly revised Bloom’s-based Competencies.  Students cannot do 
“application” and “analysis” level work without knowing content.   Therefore, DP schools need to decide 
on a content sequence for each DP Phase. 

How about effort, attendance, and other Life Skills Competencies? 
In addition to the “academic” competencies, you may wish to assess students on their “Life Skills” for 
such things as: 

o Participation/Enthusiasm 
o Communication and Listening skills 
o Group work—work with and respect others 
o Fulfilling commitments:  (#completed assignments/#total) 
o Time management:   (# assignments on time/total) 
o Attendance & Punctuality:  (# days attended/total) (# on time days/total) 

For more examples, see the BarT Success Standards (in the new “2005 Revised Competencies” 
manual) 

� BEWARE: The “Life Skills” grades can be dangerously subjective and open to racism, gender 
bias, etc.   Document grading criteria with clear rubrics, policies, and frequent communication with 
students.  

� Life Skills should be measured with language that is consistent with  
o Competencies (e.g., Mastery, Proficient, etc.)  OR  
o School-specific cultural norms (e.g. language included in behavior contracts) 
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What if I MUST Generate an Overall Letter Grade? 
Ideally, students will NOT receive an “overall grade.”  Instead they will receive disaggregated 
“Academic” and “Life Skills” Competency evaluations.   However, IF you MUST produce an overall 
letter grades, avoid equating letter grades with the language of competency attainment  (i.e., “Mastery” is 
not necessarily an “A”   
� Describe “Overall grade” with language such as: Exemplary—A, Commendable—B, Moderate—

C, Limited—D, Inadequate—F
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Competency-Based Grading Recording and Reporting 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Step 1: Assess student achievement on each the 
targeted competencies using an assignment-specific 
ANALYTICAL RUBRIC with a scale of “Mastery, 
Advanced, Proficient, Capable, or Emerging.”  

Step 2: Use a competency-delineated
GRADE BOOK to record the student’s 
competency-specific achievement scores; 
i.e., students receive a variety of 
competency-specific scores for each 
assignment. 

1

2

Step 3: Analyze and summarize each 
student’s overall progress towards mastering the 
competencies. 

3

4

Step 4: At the end of each marking 
period, use a PROGRESS REPORT to record 
the student’s overall level of achievement for 
each competency. 



 

Sample Rubric: Reaction Journal
 

Absence of 
Evidence 

Emerging 
(Remember) 

Capable 
(Understand/Apply) 

Proficient 
(Analyze) 

Advanced 
(Evaluate) 

Mastery 
(Create) Competencies 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

E01.  Comprehension 
Strategies: Apply a wide 
range of strategies to 
comprehend, 
summarize, interpret, 
evaluate, and appreciate 
texts. 

List comprehension
strategies. 

 Use teacher-
suggested 
comprehension 
strategies. Retell main points of 

passage or story  
Summarize and infer 
key points and 
supporting details.  

Independently select 
appropriate 
comprehension 
strategies. 
 
Analyze and identify 
implications of key 
points and 
supporting details.  

Evaluate and select 
the appropriate 
comprehension 
strategies in new 
situations that involve 
non-classroom texts. 
Evaluate and critique 
key points and details. 

Develop variations 
or combinations of 
strategies.  
Develop alternative 
understandings of 
the text (Same as 
E02, E03, E04, E05) 

E02.  Bias/Author Voice: 
Recognize that readers 
and writers are 
influenced by individual, 
social, cultural, political 
and historical contexts. 

Differentiate between
the author’s opinion, 
reader’s opinion, and 
fact. 

 Identify the author’s 
voice and bias (i.e., 
basic beliefs, 
perspectives and 
assumptions behind 
an author’s work)  

 

Explain how the 
author’s bias and 
voice influences the 
meaning of the text.  
 

Appraise how 
connections or 
conflicts between the 
reader’s and author’s 
biases influence the 
meaning the text.  

Develop an 
alternative 
understanding of the 
text or other texts by 
applying different 
biases 

E03.  Reaction to text: 
Explore responses to 
literature to build 
understanding of self, 
society, and the world. 
 

 Describe a personal 
connection/reaction 
to a text. 
 

Cite textual evidence 
(e.g., details, theme, 
etc.) to articulate 
personal connections 
and reactions to a 
text.  

Recognize other 
plausible reactions 
to a text or range of 
texts using 
individual or societal 
connections and text 
references. 

Compare and evaluate 
a range of personal or 
plausible reactions to 
a text or range of 
texts. 
 

Same as “E02 
Mastery” 

E04. Language 
Analysis: Identify an 
author’s use of 
language and literary 
devices appropriate to 
purpose, audience and 
task. 

 Identify when the 
author uses literal 
and figurative 
language/devises.  

Explain how an 
author uses literal 
and figurative 
language/devises to 
appeal to the senses, 
create images, 
suggest mood and 
develop meaning. 

Analyze how an 
author’s choice of 
words, dialect, or 
literary devices 
shapes how a 
reader understands 
the text.  
 

Critique the author’s 
choice of words, 
dialect, or literary 
devices. 

Compose 
alternative 
understandings of 
the text or other 
texts by applying 
different choices of 
language, dialect, or 
literary devises. 

 

 

Very 
powerful. 

Use direct 
quotes too! 

 
 

Diploma Plus Competency-based Grading Page 5  Commonwealth Corporation, 2005 



Sample Progr—ELA  
 
Student Name: Stew Dant            X  X X  Portfolio 

Item 

Instructor: Mr. Ed. U. Kator 

Course: English 1 

DP Stage: Presentation 

Grading Period / Date: 1st Quarter 2005 Bo
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Competencies 9/5 9/7 9/11 9/17 10/1 10/5 10/7 10/15 10/18 10/21 11/3 11/5 11/12 11/13 11/20 11/25  

E01.  Comprehension Strategies 1              1 1 1 N/A 1 2 2 2.5 3 2 N/A 3 2.5 

E02.  Bias/Author Voice               2 1  2 2 3 3  3 3 

E03.  Reaction to text 1                1 1 1.5 1 2 2 1.5 2 2 

E04.  Language Analysis  1                2 2 2 2 3 2 3 2.5 

E05.  Genre Analysis  1                2 2 2 

E06.  Writing Process 2                2 2 2 3 2.5 

E07.  Idea Development  1                1 2 2 2 2 2 2 

E08.  Meaning 2                3 3 2 3 3 2 2.5 

E09.  Organization 1                1 2 2 2 2 

E10.  Language Choice  1                1 2 2 3 2 

E11.  Conventions  1                2 2 2 2 2 

E12.  Oral Communication                 2 2 2 

E13.  Research skills                  N/A 

 Scoring Key: (Insufficient data=N/A, Emerging=1, Capable=2, Proficient=3, Advanced=4, Mastery=5) 
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Sample Progress Report—ELA  
Grading Period: Fall 2005      Student: Stew Dant 
Subject: ELA     Course: Eng 1 DP Stage: Presentation  Instructor: Ed. U. Kator 
 
 
  (Insufficient data=N/A, Emerging=1, Capable=2, Proficient=3, Advanced=4, Mastery=5)

Academic Competency—ELA  Quarter 1 Quarter 2 
E01.  Comprehension Strategies 2.5  Capable + 3 Proficient 
E02.  Bias/Author Voice 3   Proficient 3 Proficient 
E03.  Reaction to text 2  Capable 3 Proficient 
E04.  Language Analysis  2.5  Capable + 2.5 Capable + 
E05.  Genre Analysis  2  Capable 3 Proficient 
E06.  Writing Process 2.5  Capable + 2.5 Capable + 
E07.  Idea Development  2  Capable 2 Capable 
E08.  Meaning 2.5  Capable + 4 Advanced 
E09.  Organization 2  Capable 3 Proficient 
E10.  Language Choice  2  Capable 2.5 Capable + 
E11.  Conventions  2  Capable 2 Capable 
E12.  Oral Communication 2  Capable 2.5 Capable + 
E13.  Research skills  N/A  N/A  
Life Skills Competency   

Participation/Enthusiasm Capable Proficient 
Communicate/Listen effectively Advanced Advanced 
Independent Thinker/Worker Emerging Capable 
Group work—work with and respect others Proficient Advanced 
Fulfill commitments: (# completed 
assignments/total) 

 14  20 

Time management:  (# assignments on time/total)  5  12 

Punctuality:  (# tardies/total days)  1  1 

Attendance:  (#absences/total days)  2  3 

20 16 
20 

16 
22 22 

22 22 
   
 
Teacher Comments: Portfolio Entries Date 
Stew, Personal Essay  
Great improvements on your time management but you’ve got more work  Children’s literature project  
ahead.  I love your contributions in class, particularly how you build Persuasive Essay: ethical debate  
off the comments of others…  how can we get you to do that in your  Autobiography project  
writing?   
   
Student Response:   
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Sample Conferencing Record 
STUDENT:       PERIOD/CLASS: 

DATE 
 

What I (the teacher) learned about what this student demonstrates in their 
reading / writing… 

What mini-lesson I chose to leave the student with (to 
practice)… 

RUBRIC 
LEVEL 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Absence 
of 

Evidence 

Emerging 
(Remember) 

Capable 
(Understand/Apply) 

Proficient 
(Analyze) 

Advanced 
(Evaluate) 

Mastery 
(Create) Competencies 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

M05.  Communication:  
Communicate 
mathematical ideas 
verbally and in writing 
using diagrams, 
tables, graphs, 
symbols, 
mathematical 
vocabulary, etc. 

 Show 
mathematical 
ideas, procedures, 
and results. 
 
Identify what is 
needed to clearly 
communicate 
mathematical 
ideas:  neatness, 
organization, 
appropriate 
vocabulary, 
diagrams, notation, 
tables, graphs, 
labels, etc. 

Summarize and 
explain 
mathematical 
ideas, procedures, 
and results. 
 
Use what is 
needed to clearly 
communicate 
mathematical 
ideas:  neatness, 
organization, 
appropriate 
vocabulary, 
diagrams, notation, 
tables, graphs, 
labels, etc. 

Compare 
mathematical 
ideas, procedures, 
and results of 
others to one’s 
own. 
 
Investigate and 
use different 
methods of 
communication in 
order to express 
the same 
mathematical idea, 
procedure, or 
result.  
 
 

Detect strengths 
and fallacies in 
mathematical 
ideas, 
procedures, and 
results. (Similar 
to M02.) 
 
Critique the clarity 
of communication 
of mathematical 
ideas. 

----------- 
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