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Please share with your faculty: 
Competency-based grading vs. traditional grading

Traditional grading focuses on students’ performance at a fixed point in time and is evaluative in nature.  In contrast, competency-based grading focuses on students’ mastery of specific skills and abilities (Hanson, n.d.).  Unlike traditional grading schemes which provide students with a fixed grade or score, competency-based grading focuses on students’ progress toward meeting competencies or objectives.  Students work is evaluated on a proficiency level scale including levels such as developing, emerging, proficient, and extending (Pitzer, 2025). With competency-based grading, students are typically given multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency with a variety of assessments and opportunities for revision.  

For example, if one of the standards for demonstrating quality writing is that students can support claims with credible and relevant sources of information then a competency-based rubric would be effective in assessing students’ development of this skill across time using various writing assignments in a course or program. Competency-based rubrics differ from traditional product-based rubrics which evaluate students’ performance on a final product or work (Hanson, n.d., par. 10).   For example, a product-based rubric for an essay assignment may evaluate students using a scale ranging from poor to excellent on criteria such as writing mechanics, organization, and a quality thesis statement.  This type of product-based rubric does not measure growth in these skills over time but is looking at how students perform on assignment-specific criteria at a single-point in time.  On the other hand, with competency-based grading, the essay no longer serves as the product to evaluate students work with a grade, but as Hanson (n.d.) writes the “essay becomes the vehicle for learners to demonstrate various skills” and growth over time.  

Competency-based grading is more likely to promote growth mindsets among students since the goal is to develop proficiency.  This focus on mastery of material and growth mindset, contrasts from traditional grading which lends itself to students’ fixation on performance and grades.  When students feel like their performance is fixed, and there are little opportunities to revise their work and demonstrate growth, students’ motivation diminishes (Dweck and Master, 2007).  On the other hand, competency-based grading, which provides students with detailed feedback and opportunities to demonstrate improvement is more likely to increase motivation and in turn mastery of objectives. 

 Pitzer (2025), suggests the following strategies to transition from traditional grading to competency-based grading: first start small by applying competency-based grading to one assignment or unit of study vs. changing the whole course grading structure at once.  Second, she emphasizes the importance of defining clear learning objectives that are specific, measurable and student-centered.  Lastly, it is important to design specific outcome-based rubrics using a 3- or 4-point scale.  The rubrics should focus on mastery vs. points, and use clear, descriptive, and objective language for the different proficiency levels.  
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Check out!: 

Pitzer, Lisa (2025).  Grading for growth:  Reconsidering points, purpose, and proficiency.  Faculty Focus.  Retrieved October 21, 2025 from https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/educational-assessment/grading-for-growth-reconsidering-points-purpose-and-proficiency/

Reminder:  Please remember that all programs are asked to directly assess two of their program-level, student-learning objectives each semester and submit an end-of-semester report about their assessment methods, findings, and use of assessment results.  It is important to meet with your colleagues to develop program assessment plans, and discuss findings and recommendations based on the findings.  If you have any questions about your Fall assessment activities, please contact me.  

Rachel.Ebner@yu.edu
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