
Grading 
The General Assembly has elected to give the responsibility for the operation of a Missouri 
school district to a local board of education rather than create a state controlled educational 
system. The local board of education has been given the primary duty of establishing the 
procedures, rules, and regulations for a school district, as well as for the schools within that 
district. Establishing the grading policy for the schools within the district is an example of 
decisions that are considered local decisions. 
 
Grading English learners is an additional challenge faced by teachers and administrators. When 
formulating grading policies, district personnel must consider the proficiency level of the 
student and the accommodations or modifications made by the teacher. The Lau v. Nichols 
Supreme Court decision stated that it is insufficient for schools to place English learners in 
classes with the same expectations and resources as all other students. Without differentiation 
strategies that enable students to master the content standards and assessment options that 
are accessible to ELs of varying proficiency levels, the students are deprived of a meaningful 
education.  Schools cannot assign failing grades to students for whom they did not provide 
evidence-based modifications, accommodations or supports.  

Besides the legal aspect of assigning grades, there is a motivational aspect. Students who 
consistently earn failing grades without a chance to acquire the knowledge and skills or to 
perform a task that is within their zone of proximal development are more likely to drop out. 
Educators must find the balance between providing students an opportunity to access the 
curriculum and maintaining the rigorous standards of the course. 
 
Grading policies become especially critical at the secondary level. However, the following guidelines 
can help make the policies more equitable for ELs. Instruction and assessment in content classrooms 
must be differentiated based on students’ English proficiency level (Lau v Nichols, 2014, MISP 5 
Process and Resource Standard-Instruction). Expecting ELs to do the same work with the same 
resources and assessments as non-ELs is a violation of the student’s civil rights. The key to 
appropriate grading policies and decisions for ELs is making conscious decisions about what a 
student can do to show mastery of a content standard within the limitations of his/her English 
proficiency level.  
 
Usually already available is a Pass/Fail grading alternative, but perhaps not in courses the EL student 
is taking. It is especially important to consider this alternative if the EL student is in a class where the 
English expectations are beyond the student’s abilities. EL students putting forth the effort and 
making steady progress, but not qualifying for an A, B, or C, should be considered for pass/fail also. In 
order for the pass/fail grade to make sense, though, a narrative explaining what subject matter has 



been learned should accompany the grade. However, providing multiple pathways for students to 
demonstrate their understanding of the curriculum and standards based on their English proficiency 
level is the best - and most equitable - method.  
Schools that use standards-based grading frequently use the terms “developing” or “working 
toward” a standard. This is undoubtedly an accurate description. The issue becomes more 
complicated in high school where the students’ GPA has lasting effects. Some schools provide a 
pass/fail option. Others allow teachers to add an acronym, such as ELD or Sheltered, to the 
course name on the transcript noting that the class was taken with accommodations, 
modifications and teaching strategies for ELs. For example, while most students in the class 
have Biology on their transcript, the transcript for an EL will show ELD Biology even though all 
the students were in the same class. 
 
An Individualized Career and Academic Plan offers a comprehensive approach to academic goals and 
objectives for evaluation. Objectives for the student, and strategies for attaining them, are 
developed according to grade level and ELD need. A representative group such as the student’s 
teacher(s), counselor, and ESOL teacher develops and periodically reviews the plan. The following 
items are discussion points the team should consider when creating a motivating pathway to 
graduation.  
 
 

• Any specific graduation requirement may be waived for an EL if recommended by the 
IAP team. 

• ELs may be graded on modified scales, as determined by their IAP team. If this is the 
case, it must be indicated as such in the student’s IAP. 

• ELs should receive grades and have their grades transcripted the same as other students 
when they complete the same courses as other students with no modifications. 

• ELs who have courses modified to accommodate their English proficiency level should 
receive grades and have them transcripted the same as other students on their report 
cards. Transcripts may indicate that the EL has taken classes with a modified or alternate 
education curriculum. 

 


