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HIGH GRADING STANDARDS

IMPROVE STUDENT

PERFORMANCE

DAVID N. FIGLIO AND

MAURICE E. LUCAS *

Grading standards at universities throughout the
world, even at the most prestigious institutions,
have fallen dramatically over the last few decades,
leading many academics and policy-makers to
question whether students are learning as much at
university as did their predecessors in prior gener-
ations. However, grading standards in primary and
secondary education have received remarkably
less attention. Very little discussion has been made
in the policy arena on this topic, and even less
attention has been paid to grading standards in the
scholarly literature.

There are two major questions related to the
analysis of grading standards in primary and sec-
ondary education. First, to what degree do the
grades distributed by schools and teachers corre-
spond to their students’ performance on some
objective measure of student performance, such as
state and national exams? Second, and more
important, how does “tough” or “easy” grading
affect students’ test performance and learning?

The literature on these questions is extremely thin.
In fact, to our knowledge, the analysis presented
here, describing our research earlier this year
(Figlio and Lucas 2004), represents the first study
to examine the grading standards of individual
teachers and how those standards affect students’
performance on independent exams. Our data set
enabled us to examine the test-score gains of indi-
vidual students from grade-to-grade and teacher-

to-teacher across three school years. Thus we can
see how individual students perform on nationally
norm-referenced exams as they move from
“tough” to “easy” grading teachers and vice versa.
Our results suggest that elementary students learn
more with “tough” teachers, and that the magni-
tude of these effects varies depending on students’
initial performance levels and on the overall per-
formance level of their classrooms.

Measuring grading standards

For this study, we analyzed confidential data pro-
vided by the Alachua County, Florida school dis-
trict, where Gainesville is located. This school dis-
trict is relatively large by American standards, with
about 1,800 test-taking students per grade, per
year, and contains a wide variety of school settings,
from urban to suburban to rural. Alachua County
is racially heterogeneous, with a student popula-
tion that is 60 percent white, 34 percent African-
American, 3 percent Hispanic, and 2 percent
Asian. Nearly half of all students are eligible for
subsidized lunches (which in the United States is
an indicator of low family income, as students in
families below 185 percent of the national poverty
line for their family size are eligible for subsidized
lunches), while 19 percent are identified as gifted,
8 percent are learning disabled, and less than 1 per-
cent are considered English learners. Our data con-
sist of observations on almost every 3rd, 4th, and
5th grader in the school system between the
1995–96 and 1998–99 school years, allowing us to
follow two cohorts with three years of data each.

Florida provides a unique advantage for a study of
this nature because it administers both the Iowa
Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), a nationally normed
test, and the Florida Comprehensive Assessment
Test (FCAT). The ITBS can be thought of as an
independent measure of how much students have
learned in a school year along a generic standard
that can be compared across a wide variety of edu-
cational systems, much like TIMSS and PISA are
intended to do. The ITBS, however, like TIMSS
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and PISA, does not reflect the specific standards of
the local educational system. But the FCAT was
designed to measure the degree to which students
are meeting the Sunshine State Standards, the
same standards that are intended to be the basis
for students’ letter grades and promotion to the
next grade. Students receive scores on the FCAT
from 5 (highest) to 1 (lowest), with the thresholds
for each performance level designed to correspond
with the letter grades A (highest) through F (low-
est). Thus, results from the FCAT are ideal for
developing a measure of how generous teachers’
grading policies are, and the ITBS is a useful mea-
sure for independently measuring how much stu-
dents have learned according to another objective
measure.

Our primary measure of teachers’ grading stan-
dards is the average gap between the letter grades
given by particular teachers and the FCAT scores
attained by their students. (We actually developed
three different measures of grading standards, but
the measure presented here elicits the most con-
servative results.) During the time of our study,
students took the FCAT math exam in 5th grade
and the FCAT reading exam in 4th grade.
Consequently, this measure of grading standards is
calculated using the math grades and test scores of
5th-grade teachers, and the reading grades and test
scores of 4th-grade teachers. Examining students’
performance on the ITBS in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th
grades enables us to compare their gains in reading
from 3rd to 4th grade, and in math from 4th to 5th
grade, with their teachers’ grading standards that
academic year.

Grade inflation

On average, teachers tend to grade less stringently
than the state standards (as reflected in FCAT
scores) indicate that they should. For instance, just
9 percent of students who were awarded the high-
est letter grades by their teachers attained a score
of 5 on the FCAT. In fact, just 50 percent attained
even a 4. Only 11 percent of students awarded B’s
by their teachers attained level 4 or above, and a
mere 39 percent attained level 3 or above. And of
students awarded C’s, only 14 percent attained
level 3 or above, and only 39 percent attained level
2 or above. Put differently, 86 percent of “C stu-
dents” failed to achieve the minimum level of com-
petency accepted (level 3) as “proficient” on the

Florida standards, along with 61 percent of “B stu-
dents” and 17 percent of “A students.” Yet an im-
portant story is how different teachers are in their
grading standards, not just across schools but also
within schools, and indeed among colleagues at the
same grade level in the same school. Even a crude
example illustrates the stark difference across
teachers in their grading standards: Among
tougher-than-average teachers, 65 percent of A stu-
dents attained level 4 or above while just 5 percent
attained level 2 or below. For easier-than-average
teachers, a mere 28 percent of students attained
level 4 or above, while a remarkable 32 percent
failed to make even the minimum standard for
competency. Of course, looking at the quartile of
easiest-grading teachers would provide an even
more stark portrait of lax grading.

In short, teachers vary considerably in their grad-
ing standards, even within a single school district.
And it turns out that teachers’ standards often vary
as much within a single school as within the school
district as a whole. For instance, during the 1997–98
school year, the district-wide standard deviation in
teacher-level grading standards was 0.68, while the
mean within-school standard deviation in grading
standards was 0.60. This finding is reassuring, since
our empirical strategy relies mainly on within-
school variation in teachers’ grading standards to
isolate the effects of those standards.

Teachers do not change their standards over time

Estimating the effect of individual teachers’ grad-
ing standards on their students’ achievement gains
assumes that these standards remain relatively
consistent over time, that they are not unduly influ-
enced by the composition of their class, and that
they are not actually a reflection of some other
characteristic that might account for any effects we
observe. Fortunately, from the researcher’s per-
spective, our data provide evidence in support of
each of these assumptions.

To see whether teachers’ grading standards re-
mained stable over time, we divided the full sample
of teachers into thirds according to their grading
standards each year and examined how the posi-
tion of individual teachers changed from year-to-
year. For instance, we found that 75 percent of the
teachers whose standards put them in the “easy”
category (on a scale from “easy” to “moderate” to
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“tough”) in one year remained in that category the
following year, while just 6 percent evolved from
easy to tough graders in one year. This trend was
essentially the same across the three categories,
with very little movement between categories.

Nor does it appear that teachers’ grading standards
are influenced by the ability level of their students.
To gauge this, we compared teachers who taught a
higher ability class, as measured by their average
third grade test scores, in 1998–99 than the class
they taught the previous year, and vice versa. We
found that even large changes in the ability level
faced by teachers do not seem to affect their grad-
ing standards.

Turning finally to the relationship between other
observable teacher characteristics and standards,
we found that relatively tough graders are in fact
slightly more experienced and slightly less likely to
have attended a selective or highly selective under-
graduate institution, though none of these differ-
ences are statistically different. Tough graders are
more likely to hold master’s degrees, a difference
that is statistically significant. In any case, our
analysis below controls for each of these measures
of teachers’ qualifications in order to rule out the
possibility that teachers’ observed characteristics
may drive the estimated effects of grading stan-
dards on student outcomes.

Classroom assignment

The method by which students are assigned to
teachers can also cause problems for the
researcher. The fact that students may not be ran-
domly assigned to teachers would be especially
troublesome in a cross-sectional analysis, in which
one compares one classroom to another in the same
year. For instance, looking in cross-section across
our own data set reveals that teachers with high
standards also have students who are more likely to
be white or gifted, and less to be low-income or
learning disabled. This is true even within a school.
Hence, it is unclear whether the outcomes associat-
ed with high standards are actually due to the stan-
dards themselves, or to some factor that is associat-
ed both with high-achieving students and the teach-
ers to whom they tend to be assigned.

But our analysis looks at year-to-year changes in
the grading standards faced by a given student,

making this less of a concern. We found that stu-
dents are nearly as likely to move to a teacher with
different standards as to experience the same
grading standards from year-to-year. For instance,
57 percent of students with teachers whose grad-
ing standards are below the median within their
own school continue to have below-median teach-
ers the next year. Likewise, 54 percent of students
with above-median teachers continue to have
above-median teachers the next year. This indi-
cates that year-to-year differences in grading stan-
dards within schools are close to random. Similar
patterns are observed for most subgroups-black
and white students are approximately equally like-
ly to transition between groups, as are free-lunch-
eligible and ineligible students. It is the case that
gifted students, no matter where they start out, are
considerably more likely to be placed with a high-
standards teacher the next year than are nongifted
students. Nevertheless, the vast majority of stu-
dents are almost as likely to move between low-
standards and high-standards teachers as to expe-
rience the same level of standards across years.
Nor do the results presented below change mate-
rially when gifted students are excluded from the
analysis.

Empirical results

We performed multiple analyses, progressively
adding controls for students’ and teachers’ charac-
teristics and the characteristics of their classrooms
and schools as we went along. For our primary
analysis, we controlled for the average annual gain
made by all students in the relevant school during
the period of analysis, such classroom characteris-
tics as the share of white students, the share eligi-
ble for free lunches, and the students’ average
math score in 3rd grade, as well as the teacher’s
years of experience, education level, and the selec-
tivity of his or her undergraduate institution. In the
end, we were interested in the effects on ITBS
scores of changing a student from one level of
grading standards to another.

Nearly all of our analyses found statistically signif-
icant relationships between higher standards and
improved performance and behavioral outcomes,
though the magnitude of the improvement differed
depending on which characteristics were controlled
for. Our primary analysis, which includes all of the
control variables of interest, found modest, statisti-



cally significant improvements in test scores associ-
ated with higher standards, and modest improve-
ments in behavior that were not statistically signifi-
cant. We found that moving from a low-standards
teacher to a high-standards teacher was associated
with over a half year’s worth of gains in reading and
mathematics—the same type of test score differ-
ence typically seen with regard to the difference
between a child of college-educated parents vis-à-
vis a child of a high-school dropout, and a larger
effect than has been found associated with very
large reductions in class sizes or very large increas-
es in teacher salaries. (A year of test-score gain is
measured as the average gain from one year to the
next in Alachua County Public Schools. Because
Alachua County’s gain scores tend to be larger than
the national average, these are more conservative
estimates of “years of gain” than are those based on
national grade equivalents.)

While the average effects of grading standards are
important, the theoretical literature on grading
standards suggests that there may be substantial
differences in how students experience standards,
with higher standards producing both winners and
losers. For instance, those students who achieve a
given standard may be made better off because the
standard becomes a more meaningful accomplish-
ment. But those students who are not able to
achieve the standard precisely because it is now
more rigorous are made worse off. In their empiri-
cal study of grading standards in secondary school
Betts and Grogger (2003) found that high-per-
forming students benefited the most from high
grading standards.

To study this issue, we tested whether the effect of
high grading standards differed for students with
different initial test scores. We found that an aver-
age student in 3rd grade benefits strongly (and sig-
nificantly) from higher grading standards, with
above-average initial performers benefiting as
well. In addition, the results suggest that higher
grading standards exert a significantly positive
influence on students who are no more than 0.8
and 0.9 standard deviations below the average
score in reading and math, respectively. However,
the estimated effects of grading standards are neg-
ative for less than 1 percent of the student popula-
tion, and never statistically significant.

We also examined how a classroom’s overall
achievement level, as measured by their average

third grade test score in the relevant subject, inter-
acts with grading standards. We found that higher-
achieving classes may fare somewhat better than
lower-achieving classes under teachers with tough
grading standards.

What may be more interesting, however, than the
performance of entire classes is the distributional
effect within a class. Put differently, are the benefits
of high standards uniform within a class, or do
some children benefit more than others? We found
that high-achieving students benefit most from
tough grading standards when they are placed in
classrooms of relatively low overall achieving. The
opposite is also true: tough grading standards elic-
it the most improvement from low-achieving stu-
dents when they are in classrooms with relatively
high overall achievement.

For instance, a student whose score in 3rd grade
was half a standard deviation below the mean expe-
rienced nearly a third of a year of extra growth in
learning when a teachers’ degree of toughness was
raised by one standard deviation in a classroom
with high overall achievement (where the average
score is 1.5 standard deviations above the mean).
This compares with an improvement of just 0.07 of
a year in a high-standards classroom with relatively
low achievement. Similarly, for a student whose
3rd-grade reading performance is 1.5 standard
deviations above the mean, the estimated effect of
increasing teacher toughness by one standard devi-
ation ranges from 0.18 years of extra growth (in a
classroom averaging 1.5 standard deviations above
the mean) to 0.71 years (in a classroom averaging
1.5 standard deviations below the mean).

This result has intuitive appeal. Given that the dis-
tribution of grades within a class varies much less
across classes than does the distribution of perfor-
mance on external assessments, one can assume
that high-achieving students are more likely to
earn high grades in low-achieving classes than they
are in high-achieving classes. Likewise, low-achiev-
ing students in high-achieving classes are at rela-
tively more risk of receiving a low grade than are
low-achieving students in low-achieving classes.
Hence, it seems sensible that initially high-achiev-
ing students are challenged more to get a “good
grade” with tough teachers, particularly when they
are among the strongest members of a class.
Similarly, initially low-achieving students are chal-
lenged more to get a good grade with tough teach-
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ers, but particularly when they are among the
weakest members of a class.

Parental involvement

What might explain the positive effects of higher
grading standards? One possibility, of course, is
that high standards motivate students to work
harder. A second possibility is that parents may
devote more attention to their children’s school-
work if their grades suggest that they are strug-
gling, as they might with a tough-grading teacher.

To assess the latter possibility, in spring 2001 we
conducted a survey of parents with students in
both 4th and 5th grades in Alachua County. We
asked the responsible parent to report on how
much time he or she spends weekly helping each of
the two children with their homework. This
allowed us to control for factors, such as parental
motivation, that might be common to both siblings
in a household. We found that, holding constant the
child’s grade level, 3rd-grade test scores, and the
average 3rd-grade test score in the child’s class,
parents systematically spend more time helping the
child with the tougher teacher with homework
than they do helping the sibling with the easier
teacher. Indeed, we estimated that a parent of a
child with a teacher with tougher grading stan-
dards than 75 percent of all teachers would spend
60 percent more time helping that child than he or
she would spend with that child’s sibling who had a
teacher with grading standards tougher than only
25 percent of teachers.

These results do not appear to be due to tougher
teachers assigning more homework. Parental
reports suggest that the typical tough teacher
assigns just 10 percent more homework than the
typical easy teacher. This is consistent with findings
from interviews with principals in the district, who
reported that teachers within any given grade level
in the school work to assign the same amount of
homework per week. Unfortunately, we have no
way of judging whether the homework assigned by
tougher teachers is more challenging than that
assigned by easier-grading teachers, but casual evi-
dence suggests that it tends to be very similar in
nature and difficulty.

Another interesting finding from this survey is that
parents do not perceive tougher teachers to be bet-

ter teachers. We asked parents to grade their chil-

dren’s teachers from A to F. While there is rela-

tively low variation in these grades (in their own

form of grade inflation, two-thirds of the parents

gave their children’s teachers A’s), the results sug-

gest that, if anything, parents view tough teachers

less favorably than they view easier teachers.

Parents were 50 percent more likely to assign a

grade of B or below to a tough teacher than to a

relatively easy teacher, after adjusting for the same

controls as above. This result suggests that our

measure of grading standards is not merely reflect-

ing some other attribute of a teacher that is viewed

as desirable to parents. It also bolsters our argu-

ment that it is high grading standards rather than

some unobserved measure of teacher quality that

is responsible for the positive effects on students’

performance gains.

Conclusion

Our results indicate that students benefit academi-

cally from higher grading standards, both in their

test-score performance and on measures of behav-

ior in school. However, these results were not uni-

form: high-ability students appear to benefit more

than low-ability students from high grading stan-

dards. Moreover, initially low-performing students

appear to benefit more from high grading stan-

dards when they are placed in high-ability class-

rooms. Likewise, high-performing students appear

to react best to high grading standards when placed

in low-ability classrooms.

It is, however, premature to conclude from this

study that high grading standards are unambigu-

ously desirable. We cannot yet speak to the distrib-

utional consequences of teacher-level grading stan-

dards at the secondary grades, where it may be the

case that high grading standards would lead more

students to drop out of school altogether. Lillard

and DeCicca (2001) have found, for instance, that

raising graduation standards tends to lead to high-

er rates of student drop-outs as well. In addition,

the results here do not tell us anything about how

to raise the grading standards of teachers whose

standards are currently low. Before we can recom-

mend a general policy of higher standards, it is

important to understand the distributional conse-

quences at all levels, as well as to know how to

implement a policy of high standards.
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