
The Marzano Method in Rubric-Based Grading: A
Research-Based Introduction

 

The Marzano Method represents the most research-backed approach to standards-based grading and assessment, 
fundamentally shifting how educators measure and communicate student learning. Developed by Dr. Robert J. Marzano 
through over 40 years of educational research, this method prioritizes learning progression over traditional point accumulation and 
focuses on students' current level of understanding rather than averaged historical performance. A key principle distinguishes this 
approach: a score of 3.0 represents true proficiency and translates to A- performance (93%), recognizing that meeting standards 
deserves high-level grade recognition rather than being treated as merely "average."

About Dr. Robert Marzano and Research Foundation  

Dr. Robert J. Marzano is the cofounder and CEO of Marzano Research Laboratory in Denver, Colorado, with over forty 
years in education. He has authored more than thirty books and 150 articles on instruction, assessment, standards implementation, 
cognition, effective leadership, and school intervention. In 2012, the U.S. Department of Education's Institute of Education Sciences 
created the Regional Educational Laboratory (Central) at Marzano Research, with Marzano as executive director.

His foundational work, "Formative Assessment & Standards-Based Grading" (2009), provides educators with an integrated 
system of assessment and grading designed to enhance both teaching and student learning. Marzano's research 
demonstrates that formative assessment has significant impact on student learning, but teacher feedback is only effective when it is 
accurate, timely, and designed to improve performance.

The method's strength lies in research-based recognition that proficiency deserves recognition as A-level work, not 
average performance. This approach addresses fundamental flaws in traditional grading by ensuring grades communicate learning 
status rather than behavioral compliance, and by recognizing that learning is progressive rather than static. The conversion system 
uses granular score ranges to ensure that meeting standards (3.0) translates to A- performance, while exceeding standards results in A 
or A+ grades.

The 4-Point Proficiency Scale Structure  

The Marzano system uses a precise 4-point proficiency scale where each level represents distinct stages of learning 
mastery:

4.0 (Advanced/Exceeds Standard): Student has mastered the standard's expectations AND gone above and beyond, 
applying skills in an authentic and advanced manner (A+ = 100%)
3.0 (Proficient/Meets Standard): Student has MET the standard - this is the target proficiency level that all students should 
achieve (A- = 93%)
2.0 (Approaching/Developing): Student understands vocabulary and simpler processes of the standard - able to do 
prerequisites but not what the standard requires (C- = 73%)
1.0 (Beginning/Below Standard): Student can achieve partial success with vocabulary and simpler processes WITH HELP 
from teacher, assistant, or classmate (D- = 63%)
0 (No Evidence): No evidence of understanding (F = 60%)



A proficiency scale represents a progression of learning goals with three levels of difficulty: the target (level 3.0) content, 
the simpler (level 2.0) content, and the more complex (level 4.0) content. Scales make the entire learning path VISIBLE, providing a 
clear outline of getting from point 0 to point 4.

The Marzano Conversion Scale: Percentage Translation  

When conversion to traditional percentage grades is required, the Marzano Method uses a research-based conversion 
scale that properly values proficiency through detailed score ranges:

3.75-4.0: A+ (100%)
3.26-3.74: A (96%)
3.0-3.25: A- (93%)
2.84-2.99: B+ (89%)
2.67-2.83: B (86%)
2.50-2.66: B- (83%)
2.34-2.49: C+ (79%)
2.17-2.33: C (76%)
2.0-2.16: C- (73%)
1.76-1.99: D+ (69%)
1.26-1.75: D (66%)
1.0-1.25: D- (63%)
Below 1.0: F (60%)

The rationale for this precise scale is compelling: A score of 3.0 on a proficiency scale represents meeting the standard and 
translates to A- performance (93%), recognizing that proficiency deserves high-quality grade recognition. Scores above 3.0 indicate 
exceeding standards and receive A or A+ grades accordingly. This granular approach ensures that even small improvements in 
proficiency are reflected in meaningful grade differences.

Unlike simple percentage conversions that treat 3/4 as 75% (which undervalues proficiency), the Marzano Method 
recognizes that meeting standards should be rewarded with A-level performance, not treated as barely passing. This 
percentage conversion ensures that students who demonstrate proficiency receive grades that accurately reflect their achievement 
level, with clear distinctions between approaching, meeting, and exceeding standards.

Core Assessment and Grading Principles  

The Marzano Method operates on several key principles that distinguish it from traditional approaches:

Current Status vs. Historical Averaging: Formative scores should never be averaged to arrive at a student's summative score. A 
summative score is based on formative scores collected throughout a unit rather than a single final assessment. When teachers track 
student formative scores, scores generally show learning progression, meaning early scores are typically lower than later scores. 
Averaging would result in summative scores lower than students' actual current skill level.

No Zero Policy: A score of 0 is never recorded in the gradebook if a student has missed an assessment or has not completed an 
assignment. No score should be entered into a gradebook that is not an estimate of a student's knowledge status for a particular topic 
at a particular point in time.

Three Types of Formative Assessment: Marzano explains how to design and interpret unobtrusive assessments, obtrusive 
assessments, and student-generated assessments, each serving different purposes in measuring student understanding.



Probing Discussions: Teachers meet one-on-one with students and ask follow-up questions designed to give clear insight into what 
students do or do not know, using proficiency scales for guidance and creating questions aligned to 2.0, 3.0, and 4.0 levels.

Instructional Planning with Proficiency Scales  

Teachers can align instruction to scale levels through three types of lessons:

Direct Instruction Lessons: Teachers explicitly present factual information related to a topic - typically for 2.0 content, building 
foundational knowledge students need.

Practicing and Deepening Lessons: Students perform exercises that enhance understanding through examining 
similarities/differences, practicing skills, or examining logic errors - helps students master the 3.0 level content.

Knowledge Application Lessons: Students apply knowledge to real-world situations and generate/test hypotheses - suited to the 
4.0 level where students demonstrate advanced application.

Assessment Design: Teachers can determine which content will be tested and how many items will assess each level of difficulty. 
Typically, at least three to five items per level are needed; however, 4.0 content may only require one or two items because of its 
complexity.

Benefits for Educators and Students  

For Students: The 4-point proficiency scale empowers students to track their progress relative to expectations and celebrate their 
growth and proficiency for each standard. The scale puts focus on learning and what to learn next rather than on points possible on 
assignments. Students gain clarity about exactly where they stand and what they need to achieve.

For Teachers: Educators gain confidence knowing exactly what students need to master next, with every sequential step laid out. 
Differentiating assignments becomes less overwhelming when the learning progression is clear. Teachers develop deeper 
understanding of standards and more purposeful instructional design.

For Communication: Proficiency scales provide clarity and transparency relative to levels of mastery and increase clarity for 
students, teachers, and parents to discuss what the student currently can do and what they're still working on.

Comparison to Traditional Methods and Why Not 100-Point Scales  

Marzano's research demonstrates why it is usually inappropriate to use the 100-point scale in conjunction with 
formative assessment, as it doesn't accurately reflect learning progression and can penalize students for early learning attempts. 
Traditional systems focus on point accumulation and historical averaging, while the Marzano Method emphasizes current 
understanding and learning progression.

The key differences include:

Meeting standards should be rewarded, not treated as barely passing
Learning is progressive, not static  
Current understanding matters more than historical struggle
Grades should communicate learning status, not behavioral compliance



Implementation Considerations  

Professional Development Required: The method requires deep understanding of standards-based assessment principles and 
cannot be reduced to simple algorithmic conversions. Educators need comprehensive training in scale development, assessment 
design, and grading practices.

Scale Development: Creating high-quality proficiency scales requires understanding how to write learning progressions with 
appropriate levels of complexity for 2.0, 3.0, and 4.0 content.

Student-Friendly Language: Scales should be rewritten in student-friendly language to provide clear guidance on what it looks like 
to demonstrate 2.0, 3.0, and 4.0 competence. Students are more likely to understand goals when given the opportunity to rewrite 
scales in their own words.

Conclusion  

The Marzano Method represents a paradigm shift from traditional grading toward authentic assessment of student 
learning. Its strength lies in the research-based recognition that proficiency (3.0) deserves recognition as A-level work, specifically 
A- performance at 93%, not average performance.

By focusing on current understanding rather than historical averages, and by providing clear learning progressions with meaningful 
percentage conversions that properly value mastery, the Marzano Method serves both assessment accuracy and student motivation. 
This approach creates meaningful grades that truly reflect student learning status and provide actionable feedback for continued 
growth.

For educators implementing standards-based grading, the Marzano Method offers the most comprehensive, research-
supported framework available, backed by decades of educational research and practical classroom application. The method's 
granular percentage conversion system ensures that proficiency is properly valued with A-level recognition while maintaining 
compatibility with traditional reporting systems when needed.
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