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There are many local decisions to be made regarding classroom assessment, grading, and credits during an 
extended distance learning situation. This document outlines many of those decisions and important 
considerations. State requirements provide the framework for what is necessary, and can be found at the end of 
this document.  

Local Decisions: Classroom Assessment, Grading, and Credits 

Guiding Question: How can your district make decisions about assessment and grading that does not penalize 
any students because of distance learning, and still hold high expectations for all?  

Classroom Assessment 

Assessment of student learning continues to be a local decision. Assessment, even in this distance learning 
period, should measure progress towards meeting academic standards.  

• Assess all subject areas at all grade levels: MDE recommends that teachers assess student learning in all 
subject areas at all grade levels. Assessment does not necessarily need to be summative, and for a grade 
(see grading section below). Formative assessment will be particularly helpful in evaluating student 
learning, equity, and the effectiveness of distance teaching practices in order to make improvements in 
instruction. It also helps motivate students and keep connections with each individual.  

o Assessment is particularly challenging for specialist teachers at the elementary level, who teach all 
students in the building every few days. Consider how specialist teachers coordinate with classroom 
generalist teachers, as well as how schedules could be set up. For example, one district has 
specialists working with one or two grade levels each week on a weekly rotation, allowing for larger 
projects that bundle multiple benchmarks.  

• Plan strategically: How can you transform current assessment plans for a distance learning model? Not 
all assignments and assessments will transfer to distance learning seamlessly. But student learning can 
almost always be assessed in multiple ways.  

o Assessments that involve student voice and choice, project-based learning, and other best practices 
are possible and recommended for distance learning.  



• Offer alternatives for assessment delivery: How many ways might there be for individual students to 
show their learning for a given task or assignment? For example, could one student take a photo of work 
and text it, could one email it, another describe it by phone, and another mail it in? Teachers could 
communicate which way is their preference, but offer alternatives that could accommodate different 
situations such as access to technology, privacy issues, etc.  

• Provide individualized student feedback: Determine how to provide individualized feedback to all 
students. Feedback is crucial to help students know what to do next when learning is project based, and 
provides opportunities to grow. It also helps motivate students and keep connections alive.  

• Communicate norms and expectations for assessments: How can norms be articulated for each mode 
of assessment? For example, what is the agenda for a check-in phone call with students and families? 
What are the evaluative criteria for each assessment (communicated through a rubric, checklist, etc.) 
When are assessments due? Consider the needs of families and communicate in multiple ways. 

• Communicate regarding handling paper submissions: How do your teachers and families feel about 
receiving hard-copies of assignments and student work? Following guidance from the Minnesota 
Department of Health is important, including effective handwashing.  

Grading and Credits 

Grading continues to be a local decision. Grading practices should focus on knowledge, skills and understanding 
of learning goals, and recognize that learning environments may not be equitable.  

• Variations in grading across K-12: Districts may choose to approach grading differently at different 
levels, such as elementary, middle, and high school.  

o Examples may include pass/fail, letter grades, or identification of standards mastered.  
o For high school, consider how assessment and grading will impact graduation, college and post-

secondary applications, scholarships, etc. (Note: MDE recommends that districts provide as much 
flexibility and understanding as possible in supporting students to graduate on time. 

o For dual- or concurrent-enrollment courses, be sure to work with the partner institution regarding 
how to approach grades. 

• Alignment with standards: Grading should be tied directly to assessment of learning, and not to 
compliance, arbitrary deadlines, or completion. MDE encourages flexibility and understanding of 
student situations.  

• Credits: No matter which grading approach a district chooses, the district will need to determine how to 
evaluate whether a credit can be awarded for a course.  

• Equity: How can we ensure that students are not penalized during distance learning? How can high 
expectations be held for every student? Distance learning situations should not result in a student’s 
grades being lowered. Systems are necessary to ensure that students can succeed.  

o Personalize and empathize: This is an opportunity to personalize learning to different students and 
situations. This distance learning situation necessitates empathy, communication, and flexibility to 
respond to individual considerations.  

https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/coronavirus/prevention.html
https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/coronavirus/prevention.html


o Tiered support: Teachers should use a tiered system of support, similar to Multi-Tiered System of
Support (MTSS), and districts should help facilitate that. What additional supports will teachers put
in place to support students who need them in order to succeed? Examples could be additional
check in calls, text message reminders, additional check-ins with other staff such as para-
professionals, etc.

For additional resources on distance learning, including assessment, see Student Instruction COVID-19 
Resources on MDE’s website. This page includes general “Distance Learning Considerations,” as well as subject 
and other need-specific resources. In addition, this “Facilitating Instructional Feedback in Distance Learning 
Contexts” resource provides tips for administrators in supporting distance instruction.  

State Requirements

Emergency Executive Orders from Governor Walz, Executive Order 20-14, Authorizing and Directing the 
Commissioner of Education to Temporarily Close Schools to Plan for a Safe Educational Environment  

See Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.021, subdivision 1 – Required Academic Standards 
See Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.02, subdivision 3 – Civics test. For additional information about 
this, visit MDE’s Social Studies webpage.  
See Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.02 – Graduation requirements 
See Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.024 – Credits 
See Minnesota Statutes, section 120B.018 – Definitions 

For questions, contact mde.academic-standards@state.mn.us. 

https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/health/covid19/AcademicStandardsCOVID-19Resources/
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/health/covid19/AcademicStandardsCOVID-19Resources/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1isXm6KEebJ9qL6sAP8nvHnCBYQ2NZ2Fk/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1isXm6KEebJ9qL6sAP8nvHnCBYQ2NZ2Fk/view
https://mn.gov/governor/news/executiveorders.jsp#/list/appId/1/filterType//filterValue//page/2/sort//order/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120B.021
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120B.02#stat.120B.02.3
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/stds/soc/
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120B.02
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120B.024
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/120B.018
mailto:mde.academic-standards@state.mn.us
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