
LETTER FROM SUPERINTENDENT REYKDAL
Every aspect of our American experience has been impacted by the novel coronavirus, COVID
19. Around the world, 1.6 billion students are out of “traditional” school, including 53 million U.S.
students, 1.1 million of whom are Washington state public school students. We are not alone,
and we are not losing ground to other nations or other states—the entire planet is facing this
crisis.

As the impacts of the virus have unfolded, we have provided guidance to school districts and
policymakers. We have ~rounded our work in three core principles: compassion, communication,
and common sense. We have focused our system on continuous learning with a deep
understanding that distance learning models often exacerbate existing inequities. We value
deeply our state’s long history of local control, but we acknowledge that in some areas of
education and fiscal policy, the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) is granted
explicit legal authority to create statewide consistency and statewideaccountability. Policy
related to the awarding of high school credit is one of the areas OSPI has significant legal
authority.

As the learning continues, K—i 2 system leaders, educators, parents/guardians, and students have
asked OSPI to provide more detailed guidance related to student grading policies—most
specifically for high school level, credit-bearing courses. An examination of grading practices
uncovers deeply held, decades old debates around what constitutes student learning.

Is learning:

u A test score on a statewide assessment?
A 10-point vocabulary quiz?
Students learning from each other, independent of direct supervision of a teacher?

o Students creating a better understanding through project-based learning?
• Student report cards that reflect marks of 4-3-2-1 or A, B, C, D, or F?

In high schools, our students face post-secondary consequences that are the difference between
gaining access to well-paying jobs and health benefits or not. Grading implicates hundreds of
millions of dollars in scholarship opportunities. Grading systems can impact military recruiting,
college athletics, access to college majors, and more. But grading systems also shine a spotlight
on the inequities of an education system that despite real progress, still functions in high
correlation to family income and access to enrichment activities.

To put it simply, we have built a national education system at the high school level around seat
time and grades, even as the experts have challenged us to think more critically about deeper
learning, critical thinking, and problem solving. It is why Washington state has been moving
away from tasks, worksheets, and voluminous assignments and instead toward more focus on
powerful learning standards. What students should know and be able to do is a far more



important question than how many assignments they turn in on time. Now is a moment for
learning standards!

In this global crisis, teachers are overwhelmed, parents and guardians are overwhelmed, and
many of our students are overwhelmed. Getting through all the chapters and all the
assignments is not our priority right now. Checking in with students and families and offering
continuous learning against a handful of critical standards is our need. Together, we have eight
weeks to ensure that all our students have the most essential building blocks in place to achieve
success in their next class, their next grade, and their next pursuit.

For these reasons and after much thoughtful counsel from education stakeholders, I have made
the decision to eliminate the pass/fail grading option as a matter of state policy. It is neither
equitable, informative of student learning, nor is there a guarantee that it won’t harm students
in future educational pursuits.

This guidance and subsequent rule adoption wiN focus on the following framework:

1. Students in grades K—8 will be challenged to demonstrate effort and success in learning
standards established by their teachers. Students will move on to the next grade, unless by
mutual agreement between parents/guardians and teachers they agree to repeat a grade or
a portion of learning missed. Districts will retain complete decision-making on middle school
grading practices for students not taking high school credit-bearing courses.

2. Grades 9—12 and middle school students taking credit-bearing high school level work will be
graded using the following principles:

a. Do no harm!

b. Every student will get an opportunity to improve their grade with their March 17
status as a baseline.

c. No student will receive a “pass,” “fail,” or “no credit” grade for any course.

d. Teachers will assign grades or assign an “incomplete” for students who cannot
engage in an equitable way.

e. Every class taken during the closure period will be given a statewide designator on
the high school transcript to denote the unique environment in which the course was
taken.

f. Students assigned an “incomplete” for a course will be given opportunities to re
engage in the learning standards based on local school district decisions in
consultation with the student/parents/guardians, including but not limited to:

i. Summer school,
ii. Courses in the following term or year,
iii. Independent study,



iv. Competency-based courses,
v. Online courses, or
vi. Backfilling the incomplete grade with the letter grade obtained in the next

course taken in that subject area.

g. All students will be given an opportunity to engage in continuous learning to
maintain or improve their mastery of essential standards.

This statewide framework will create more consistency across the state, but districts will still
decide which letter grade system to use. However, “F’s” will not be an option. This is a very
complex problem, and I am incredibly grateful to the parents, students, and educators across
the state who offered their ideas and input.

Sincerely,

Chris Reykdal
State Superintendent
of Public Instruction

iv


