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 PROFICIENCY-BASED GRADING®

What is Proficiency-Based Grading®?
Proficiency-Based Grading® is a standards-based grading system that communicates a studentʼs 

abilities in a second language so as to maximize the potential of each individual student by allowing 
them to focus on the specific areas where they may be deficient.

While traditional grading systems base grades on the products students produce in the classroom, 
Proficiency-Based Grading® focuses on the basic building blocks of second language learning as the 
basis for assessment. So instead of utilizing homework, quizzes, projects, and tests as the 
components of the studentʼs grade, Proficiency-Based Grading® employs the studentʼs knowledge 
and/or ability level in culture, vocabulary, structures, listening comprehension, reading 
comprehension, writing, and speaking.

Why did I create Proficiency-Based Grading®?
When I first began teaching, I graded just like everyone else did. I based my grades on homework, 

projects, quizzes and tests. It was simple and it worked, i.e. it produced a grade I could put on a 
report card. However, I quickly found that it was overly inaccurate. 

As teachers, we have gut feelings as to the ability-levels of our students. We can look at Sally and 
know that her ability  level was in the A-range, or that Billy was in the C-range. I grew ever more 
frustrated when the math of traditional grading didnʼt accurately match the studentʼs actual ability 
level. If a student was great at projects, that could inflate the grade. If the student was a poor test-
taker, that could deflate the grade. If the student always did their homework, but just couldnʼt do the 
language, their grade was an inaccurate measure of their ability. I needed something better.

Over the past five years, I have been working on and perfecting my Proficiency-Based Grading® 
system. And ever since, Iʼve finally been able to say that the grade that is reflected on the report card 
accurately reflects the studentʼs abilities in the second language. 

Benefits of Proficiency-Based Grading®
There are two major benefits of Proficiency-Based Grading® over traditional grading paradigms. 

Firstly, Proficiency-Based Grading® is a more precise measurement of a studentʼs ability in the 
second language. Rather than focusing on vocabulary building and grammar-rule memorization, 
Proficiency-Based Grading® measures how well a student can understand written and spoken 
language and how well a student can communicate through writing or speaking. These skills cannot 
merely be memorized or learned, but need to be acquired and Proficiency-Based Grading® is the tool 
that most accurately measures these abilities. 

Secondly, Proficiency-Based Grading® gives a clearer picture of a studentʼs strengths and 
weaknesses than traditional grading systems. A parent or student can look at the grade report and 
very  quickly see in which areas the student is excelling and in which areas the student could benefit 
from some additional help. Also, as a teacher, I can finally  answer that all-too-common question, 
“What can little Johnny do to better his grade?” With traditional grading, the easy answer was to say 
that little Johnny needed to do his homework and study for the quizzes and tests. And only with much 
effort and with Johnnyʼs quizzes and tests in hand, could we be any more helpful with traditional 
grading. However, with Proficiency-Based Grading® we can see the areas where little Johnny needs 
some help and provide specific solutions to help  Johnny improve his abilities. If Johnny was doing 
well in all areas except for writing, Johnny doesnʼt have to focus on studying vocabulary or grammar 
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rules or working on his listening, reading, or speaking abilities. He can focus his limited study  time to 
tasks that will improve his writing and as teachers, we can assist the parents and the students with a 
toolbox of those tasks that will assist the student in each of the graded areas.

Basics of Proficiency-Based Grading®
Proficiency-Based Grading® is based on a good standards-based grading approach. Instead of 

using homework, projects, quizzes and tests as your grading categories, you will use culture, 
vocabulary, structures, listening comprehension, reading comprehension, writing, and speaking as 
your grading categories. However, all of these categories are not created equal and therefore need to 
have separate weights assigned to them. I base my weighting system on Bloomʼs Taxonomy. The first 
three categories are merely knowledge-based categories. Either the student knows the culture, 
vocabulary item, or the grammar rule, or they donʼt. Bloom places knowledge at the lower end of the 
learning ladder, therefore, they  should be given relatively low weights. Listening and reading fall 
under comprehension and should be given relatively mid weights. And writing and speaking fall under 
application/synthesis, and as these are quite high on Bloomʼs Taxonomy, they should be given 
relatively high weights. In my classroom I currently have the following weights: culture 4%, vocabulary 
8%, structures 8%, listening and reading 15% each, and writing and speaking 25% each. I weigh the 
last four so heavily, not only  because they are higher on Bloomʼs Taxonomy, but also because they 
are the true goals of learning a second language. It really doesnʼt matter if you can list of 1000 
vocabulary items or recite all of the grammar rules if you canʼt apply them to everyday use.

As with all standards-based systems, also integral to Proficiency-Based Grading® are formative 
and summative assessments. So within each of the primary categories, I have two subcategories: 
formative assessments and summative assessments. I weight them equally within their category 
because by the nature of each type of assessment, there will be quite a few more formative 
assessments than summative assessments which will automatically weigh each individual formative 
assessment less than each individual summative assessment.

So, now that you have the basics set up, how do you plug in the grades? I use a rubric-based 
grading system that works well for me. I use a 4 for an A, 3 for a B, 2 for a C, 1 for a D, and 0 for an F. 
These numeric grades translate well for me from a rubric to the grade book. However, if youʼre more 
comfortable with percentages, they will work too. Now when I enter a grade for an assignment in the 
grade book, I have to think what am I truly assessing on this assignment. If itʼs a homework 
assignment and I asked the students to read something and summarize in English, Iʼm assessing the 
studentʼs reading comprehension ability  and I mark the grade in that category. If Iʼm having the 
student write an essay using the past tense, I would give two grades, one for structures (how well did 
the student utilize the past tense), and one for writing (how well did the student communicate a 
message through writing). My goal each grading period is to make sure that I have at least two 
formative assessments and at least one summative assessment for each grading category. Much 
more than that, youʼre spending too much time assessing and not enough time allowing the studentʼs 
to acquire the material and less than that, you donʼt have enough evidence to support the final grade 
for the student.

Want to learn more?
Have me come to your school and personally show you how you can implement my Proficiency-

Based Grading® system in your classroom and watch student achievement and motivation soar! Visit 
teachforjune.com for more information or email me at scott@teachforjune.com.
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My Grading Plan
worksheet

1. What are formative assessments?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

2. What are some examples of formative assessments?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

3. What are summative assessments?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

4. What are some examples of summative assessments?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

5. What does mastery look like in my classroom?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

6. How do I know when I see mastery in my classroom?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Fill in the following chart as we progress through the next few question. Please donʼt jump  ahead and 
fill in parts we have not yet discussed. 

Learning Goal Bloomʼs Taxonomy Ranking Percentage Weight

7. In the chart above, list 5 to 10 learning goals that are important to you in your classroom. Be sure 
that they are based on the standards.

8. In the chart above, assign each of your learning goals to a level on our simplified Bloomʼs 
Taxonomy.

9. Using your Bloomʼs Taxonomy levels, rank your learning goals 1 to 10 with 1 being the lowest.

10. Now assign percentage weights based on your rankings. You will assign lower percentages to 
your lower ranked learning goals. Your weights need to add up to 100%.

11. Using a blank rubric worksheet, design an overall rubric for 2 or 3 of your learning goals.

12. Choose one or two of your learning goals and design one formative and one summative 
assessment for each. (use space provided on next page)
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Formative Assessment

Learning Goal ___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

Summative Assessment

Learning Goal ___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
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Formative Assessment

Learning Goal ___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

Summative Assessment

Learning Goal ___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
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Sample
Rubrics



Vocabulary Rubric

Exceeds Target Meets Target Approaches Target Below Target Far-Below Target

Student is able to 
translate most, if not 

all of class 
vocabulary, and is 

able to use context 
clues and word parts 

to make educated 
guesses to previously 
unseen vocabulary.

Student is able to 
translate basic 

vocabulary and most 
of all class 
vocabulary.

Student is able to 
translate the basic 
vocabulary with a 

great deal of 
accuracy.

Student has trouble 
translating some 

basic vocabulary and/
or is lacking in 

accuracy.

Student is unable to 
translate basic 

vocabulary and/or is 
inaccurate.

Vocabulary Usage



Structure Rubric

Exceeds Target Meets Target Approaches Target Below Target Far-Below Target

Student is able to 
use the regular 

present tense in all 
its forms consistently   

in a variety of 
contexts. Knowledge 
of common irregular 

verbs is evident.

Student is able to 
use the regular 

present tense in all 
its forms consistently 

in a variety of 
contexts. Knowledge 
of common irregular 
verbs is not evident.

Student is 
sometimes able to 

use the regular 
present tense in all 

its forms in a variety 
of contexts. 

Knowledge of 
endings is evident 
but inconsistently 

applied.

Student is rarely able 
to use the regular 
present tense in all 

its forms in a variety 
of contexts. 

Knowledge of 
endings may or may 

not be evident.

Student is unable to 
use the regular 

present tense in all 
its forms. Knowledge 

of endings is not 
evident.

Present Tense



Listening Rubric

Exceeds Target Meets Target Approaches Target Below Target Far-Below Target

Student is able to 
understand spoken 

language appropriate 
to their level 

consistently and is 
able to infer meaning 
not implicitly stated.

Student is able to 
understand spoken 

language appropriate 
to their level 

consistently, but is 
unable to infer 
meaning not 

implicitly stated.

Student is 
sometimes able to 
understand spoken 

language appropriate 
to their level. 

Student is rarely able 
to understand 

spoken language 
appropriate to their 
level, though some 

knowledge of 
vocabulary items is 

evident.

Student is unable to 
understand spoken 

language appropriate 
to their level. Little 
to no knowledge of 
vocabulary items is 

evident.

Listening Comprehension



Reading Rubric

Exceeds Target Meets Target Approaches Target Below Target Far-Below Target

Student is able to 
understand written 

language appropriate 
to their level 

consistently and is 
able to infer meaning 
not implicitly stated.

Student is able to 
understand written 

language appropriate 
to their level 

consistently, but is 
unable to infer 
meaning not 

implicitly stated.

Student is 
sometimes able to 
understand written 

language appropriate 
to their level. 

Student is rarely able 
to understand 

written language 
appropriate to their 
level, though some 

knowledge of 
vocabulary items is 

evident.

Student is unable to 
understand written 

language appropriate 
to their level. Little 
to no knowledge of 
vocabulary items is 

evident.

Reading Comprehension



Speaking Rubric

 

SPEAKING RUBRIC 

A 

E
x
c
e
e
d

s
 T

a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT CONSISTENTLY SPEAKS ABOVE INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! SPEAKING expands upon task with much detail, flows naturally using appropriate transitions, and with little hesitation; 
sentences are longer including uses of and/or/but and may include uses of because/since/therefore; ideas are fully 
developed and well organized; appropriate use of dialogue may be evident. 

! VOCABULARY use exhibits an extensive range of both current and previous vocabulary with minimal errors. 

! STRUCTURES are at upper tier of instruction; errors are minimal; pronunciation is accurate; consistent use of both basic-
beginner and intermediate-beginner structures; emerging use of advanced-beginner structures (object pronouns, adjective 
agreement, ser/estar, preterite/imperfect, stem-changers, and irregular past/future forms). 

B 

M
e
e
ts

 T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT CONSISTENTLY SPEAKS AT INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! SPEAKING develops task fully with some detail and flows naturally; some hesitiation is evident, but does not interfer with 
understanding; sentences are longer and may include uses of and/or/but; ideas are organized and developed,  

! VOCABULARY use is adequate and appropriate to task with few errors and exhibits much use of current vocabulary; some 
previous vocabulary may be evident. 

! STRUCTURES are appropriate to instruction; errors do not hinder overall comprehension; pronunciation errors are minimal; 
consistent use of basic-beginner structures; emergent use of intermediate-beginner structures (present/past/future, 
adjective position, irregular present forms, want to go/can write/has to study, reflexive verbs, gustar & similar verbs, and 
verbs after prepositions). 

C 

A
p

p
ro

a
c
h
e
s
 

T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT SOMETIMES SPEAKS AT INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! SPEAKING addresses task completely but is simple, lacking details; sentences may be choppy, but are organized and 
complete and may be merely a list of descriptions or actions. 

! VOCABULARY use is limited and may be incorrect, but some current vocabulary is evident. 

! STRUCTURES are at lower tier of instruction; errors begin to hinder comprehension; pronunciation may be influenced by 
native language; inconsistent use of basic-beginner structures (regular-verb endings, subject/verb/object word-order, 
plurals) as well as present/past/future. 

D 

B
e
lo

w
 T

a
rg

e
t STUDENT SPEAKS BELOW INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! SPEAKING may not address task completely; sentences are often incomplete, repetitive, and disorganized; difficult to 
follow. 

! VOCABULARY use is severely limited, often incorrect, and little current vocabulary is evident and/or incorrect. 

! STRUCTURES are below level of instruction; errors make comprehension difficult; pronunciation is highly influenced by 
native language; incorrect use of basic-beginner structures far outweighs correct usage. 

F 

F
a
r-

B
e
lo

w
 

T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT SPEAKS FAR-BELOW INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! SPEAKING does not address task, sentences are incomplete; student made little attempt. 

! VOCABULARY use is practically nonexistent, incorrect usage outweighs correct usage; little to no current vocabulary is 
evident and/or correct. 

! STRUCTURES are far below level of instruction; errors predominate making comprehension extremely difficult, if not, 
impossible; little evidence of correct usage. 

An F grade will be earned if speaking fails to address task or is insufficient to make proper evaluation. 
 



Writing Rubric

WRITING RUBRIC 

A 

E
x
c
e
e
d

s
 T

a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT CONSISTENTLY WRITES ABOVE INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! WRITINGexpands upon task with much detail, flows naturally using appropriate transitions, and approaches student’s 
English ability; sentences are longer including uses of and/or/but and may include uses of because/since/therefore; ideas 
are fully developed and well organized; appropriate use of dialogue may be evident. 

! VOCABULARYuse exhibits an extensive range of both current and previous vocabulary with minimal errors. 

! STRUCTURESare at upper tier of instruction; errors are minimal; spelling and accents are accurate; consistent use of both 
basic-beginner and intermediate-beginner structures; emerging use of advanced-beginner structures (object pronouns, 
adjective agreement, ser/estar, preterite/imperfect, stem-changers, and irregular past/future forms). 

B 

M
e
e
ts

 T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT CONSISTENTLY WRITES AT INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! WRITINGdevelops task fully with some detail and flows naturally; sentences are longer and may include uses of 
and/or/but; ideas are organized and developed,  

! VOCABULARYuse is adequate and appropriate to task with few errors and exhibits much use of current vocabulary; some 
previous vocabulary may be evident. 

! STRUCTURESare appropriate to instruction; errors do not hinder overall comprehension; spelling and accent errors are 
minimal; consistent use of basic-beginner structures; emergent use of intermediate-beginner structures 
(present/past/future, adjective position, irregular present forms, want to go/can write/has to study, reflexive verbs, 
gustar& similar verbs, and verbs after prepositions). 

C 

A
p

p
ro

a
c
h
e
s
 

T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT SOMETIMES WRITES AT INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! WRITINGaddresses task completely but is simple, lacking details; sentences may be choppy, but are organized and 
complete. 

! VOCABULARYuse is limited and may be incorrect, but some current vocabulary is evident. 

! STRUCTURESare at lower tier of instruction; errors begin to hinder comprehension; spelling and accent errors are evident; 
inconsistent use of basic-beginner structures (regular-verb endings, subject/verb/object word-order, plurals) as well as 
present/past/future. 

D 

B
e
lo

w
 

T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT WRITES BELOW INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! WRITINGmay not address task completely; sentences are often incomplete, repetitive, and disorganized. 

! VOCABULARYuse is severely limited, often incorrect, and little current vocabulary is evident and/or incorrect. 

! STRUCTURESare below level of instruction; errors make comprehension difficult; spelling and accent errors predominate; 
incorrect use of basic-beginner structures far outweighs correct usage. 

F 

F
a
r-

B
e
lo

w
 

T
a
rg

e
t 

STUDENT WRITES FAR-BELOW INSTRUCTION LEVEL. 

! WRITINGdoes not address task, sentences are incomplete; student made little attempt. 

! VOCABULARYuse is practically nonexistent, incorrect usage outweighs correct usage; little to no current vocabulary is 
evident and/or correct. 

! STRUCTURESare far below level of instruction; errors predominate making comprehension extremely difficult, if not, 
impossible; little evidence of correct usage. 

An F grade will be earned if writing fails to address task or is insufficient to make proper evaluation. 
 

 



Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target

Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target
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Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target

Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target
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Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target

Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target
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Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target

Learning Goal ________________________________________

A
Exceeds Target

B
Meets Target

C
Approaches Target

D
Below Target

F
Far-below Target
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