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LEGAL CAVEAT 

EAB Global, Inc. (“EAB”) has made efforts to 
verify the accuracy of the information it 
provides to members. This report relies on 
data obtained from many sources, however, 
and EAB cannot guarantee the accuracy of 
the information provided or any analysis 

based thereon. In addition, neither EAB nor 
any of its affiliates (each, an “EAB 
Organization”) is in the business of giving 
legal, accounting, or other professional 
advice, and its reports should not be 
construed as professional advice. In 
particular, members should not rely on any 
legal commentary in this report as a basis for 
action, or assume that any tactics described 
herein would be permitted by applicable law 
or appropriate for a given member’s situation. 
Members are advised to consult with 
appropriate professionals concerning legal, 
tax, or accounting issues, before 
implementing any of these tactics. No EAB 
Organization or any of its respective officers, 
directors, employees, or agents shall be liable 
for any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating 
to (a) any errors or omissions in this report, 
whether caused by any EAB organization, or 
any of their respective employees or agents, 
or sources or other third parties, (b) any 
recommendation by any EAB Organization, or 
(c) failure of member and its employees and 
agents to abide by the terms set forth herein. 

EAB is a registered trademark of EAB Global, 

Inc. in the United States and other countries. 
Members are not permitted to use these 
trademarks, or any other trademark, product 
name, service name, trade name, and logo of 
any EAB Organization without prior written 
consent of EAB. Other trademarks, product 
names, service names, trade names, and 
logos used within these pages are the 
property of their respective holders. Use of 
other company trademarks, product names, 
service names, trade names, and logos or 
images of the same does not necessarily 
constitute (a) an endorsement by such 
company of an EAB Organization and its 
products and services, or (b) an endorsement 
of the company or its products or services by 
an EAB Organization. No EAB Organization is 
affiliated with any such company. 

IMPORTANT: Please read the following. 

EAB has prepared this report for the exclusive 
use of its members. Each member 
acknowledges and agrees that this report and 
the information contained herein (collectively, 
the “Report”) are confidential and proprietary 
to EAB. By accepting delivery of this Report, 
each member agrees to abide by the terms as 
stated herein, including the following: 

1. All right, title, and interest in and to this 
Report is owned by an EAB Organization. 
Except as stated herein, no right, license, 
permission, or interest of any kind in  
this Report is intended to be given, 
transferred to, or acquired by a member. 
Each member is authorized to use this 
Report only to the extent expressly 
authorized herein. 

2. Each member shall not sell, license, 
republish, distribute, or post online or 
otherwise this Report, in part or in whole. 
Each member shall not disseminate or 
permit the use of, and shall take 
reasonable precautions to prevent such 
dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) 
any of its employees and agents (except 
as stated below), or (b) any third party. 

3. Each member may make this Report 
available solely to those of its employees 
and agents who (a) are registered for the 
workshop or membership program of 
which this Report is a part, (b) require 
access to this Report in order to learn 
from the information described herein,  
and (c) agree not to disclose this Report  
to other employees or agents or any third 
party. Each member shall use, and shall 
ensure that its employees and agents use, 
this Report for its internal use only. Each 
member may make a limited number of 
copies, solely as adequate for use by its 
employees and agents in accordance with 
the terms herein. 

4. Each member shall not remove from this 
Report any confidential markings, 
copyright notices, and/or other similar 
indicia herein. 

5. Each member is responsible for any 
breach of its obligations as stated herein 
by any of its employees or agents. 

6. If a member is unwilling to abide by any  
of the foregoing obligations, then such 
member shall promptly return this Report 
and all copies thereof to EAB. 
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1) Executive Overview 

Contacts at profiled institutions report standards-based grading systems do 

not impact a student’s standing in the admissions process. This is because 

admissions staff evaluate all applicants on equal grounds by converting grades to 

GPAs. To facilitate a smooth application review process, contacts recommend that 

high schools using standards-based grading convert grades to 4.0 GPA scales before 

sending transcripts. If high schools do not make this conversion, admissions staff will 

make the changes themselves, using information from sending high schools, often 

shared via school profiles. Contacts at Institution C suggest school profiles should 

clearly explain the school’s grading system, as well as provide grade trend data so 

admissions staff can determine where a student fits in comparison to their peers.  

While use of standards-based grading does not impact admissions decisions 

at profiled institutions, contacts acknowledge several pros and cons 

associated with the grading system. For example, contacts at Institution C 

suggest standards-based grading gives teachers more control over how they measure 

a student’s progress in the class. In contrast, contacts also report the grading system, 

when it is not converted to a traditional GPA scale, may increase the margin for error 

while reviewing college applications due to potential misinterpretations of the non-

traditional scale. However, schools that convert the grades themselves do not face 

this issue. 

Admissions staff at all profiled institutions prioritize a student’s academic 

record when reviewing applications. In addition to overall GPA, contacts report 

they consider grade trends while reviewing applications in an effort to measure a 

student’s work ethic. Contacts report any grading system, even standards-based 

grading, typically will demonstrate these trends. Beyond the academic record, 

admissions staff consider standardized test scores and extracurricular activities.  

Like admissions decisions, standards-based grading does not affect 

scholarship allocation at profiled institutions. GPA factors significantly into 

scholarship allocation at profiled institutions, but admissions staff convert non-

traditional grades to 4.0 GPA scale before making scholarship decisions. Admissions 

staff at profiled institutions also consider several other factors beyond GPA when 

making scholarship recommendations. For example, contacts at Institution B take a 

holistic approach to scholarship allocation that also considers test scores and 

extracurricular activities. In the case of competitive scholarships, all applicants, 

regardless of grading scale, must participate in interviews. 

 

  

Key 
Observations 
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2) Perceptions of Standards-Based Grading 

Standards-Based Grading Does Not Impact Admissions 

Decisions at Profiled Institutions 

Admissions professionals at profiled institutions do not consider students who attend 

schools that use standards-based grading to be at an advantage or disadvantage in 

the application process. 

Contacts at Institution C believe schools should choose whichever grading system 

works best to demonstrate subject mastery for their students. Regardless of the 

grading system used, though, contacts suggest schools need to ensure that teachers 

appropriately evaluate that students learn the required material. Contacts at 

Institution A report the grading system a school uses is not as important as whether 

students complete core requirements and demonstrate mastery.  

Meanwhile, contacts at Institution B suggest the merit of any grading system 

depends on student outcomes. In particular, contacts suggest high schools using 

standards-based grading can help to validate the grading system by achieving a high 

graduation rate, with its students attending strong institutions after graduating. 

Contacts Recognize Potential Pros and Cons of Standards-
Based Grading  

While use of standards-based grading does not influence admissions decisions at 

profiled institutions, contacts acknowledge both perceived benefits (e.g., flexibility) 

and potential concerns (e.g., complexity) associated with the grading system. 

Perceived Benefits of and Potential Concerns with Standards-Based 

Grading 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact, Merits, 

and Concerns  

Potential Concerns Perceived Pros 

Contacts at Institution C suggest standards-based grading can give 
teachers more control over how they measure a student’s progress in their 
class. 
Contacts at Institution B suggest standards-based grading can be used to 
not only determine whether a student has learned certain subject material, 
but also whether they can apply it to real-world problems. Contacts suggest 
that transcripts should clearly articulate how a student’s ability to solve a 
specific problem translates to a certain level of competency in that subject 
matter. 

Contacts at Institution C report standards-based grading could increase the 
margin for error during application review due to misinterpretation of the 
grading scale. To mitigate this issue, contacts report they take extra time to 
review such transcripts, which may slow the broader review process. Schools 
that convert standards-based grades to GPAs avoid this issue. 
Contacts at Institution B suggest there may be concerns about whether 
students at standards-based grading schools receive comprehensive 
instruction or are just taught to solve a specific problem, which does not 
necessarily mean they have mastered an entire subject. However, this 
concern does not impact how admissions staff view students from these 
schools.  

https://www.eab.com/
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Current Grading Systems Face Standardization Issues 

Both traditional and non-traditional grading systems suffer from standardization 

issues. 

Contacts at Institution A report current practices may not ensure consistency in 

grading among similar courses across schools (e.g., a lower grade in one school may 

be as valuable as a higher grade in another school depending on the rigor of the 

course). Additionally, standardization issues can occur among different teachers 

within the same school. For example, some teachers focus on content knowledge, 

while others focus on the cultivation of skills when determining student grades.1 

Acknowledging that some students are not strong test takers, contacts at Institution 

A report they use standardized test scores to try to level out these differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1) Thomas M. Buckmiller and Peters, Randal E., “Getting a Fair Shot,” School Administrator, February 2018, 
http://my.aasa.org/AASA/Resources/SAMag/2018/Feb18/Buckmiller.aspx. 
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3) Evaluating Applications 

Academics Outweigh Other Admissions Criteria 

Admissions professionals at all profiled institutions prioritize a student’s academic 

record (e.g., GPA, type of courses completed) when reviewing their application. 

However, contacts also factor criteria beyond academic outcomes into admissions 

decisions, including standardized test scores (i.e., SAT, ACT) and extracurricular 

activities.  

Prioritizing Admissions Criteria at Profiled Institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contacts also accept and review additional application materials beyond transcripts, 

test scores, and extracurricular experiences. These include writing samples and 

letters of recommendation. Contacts at Institution A report these materials should 

convey information that is not already included in a transcript, and should seek to 

give admissions professionals a sense of a student’s character or work ethic.  

Academic Record 

• Overall GPA 
• Individual course grades 

• Types of courses taken 
(e.g., core requirements, 
AP credit, dual enrollment 
credit) 

Academic record in practice: 

• Contacts at Institution C 

report grades in individual 
courses outweigh overall 
GPA in their admissions 
process. 

• Admissions counselors at 
Institution B consider 
whether the courses a 
student takes in high school 
align with their intended 
major.  

1 

Standardized Test Scores 

• SAT 
• ACT 

Test scores in practice: 

• Institution A uses a 
student’s super score when 
making admissions 
decisions. In the case of the 
SAT, this means admissions 
professionals create the 
best possible score for a 
student who has taken the 
SAT multiple times by 
combining the best scores 
of each section. 

• Contacts at Institution B 

check test scores to see if 
they match up with a 
student’s grades. However, 
noting that some students 
who perform well 
academically may not be 
strong test-takers, contacts 
favor a student’s academic 
record over their test 
scores. 

2 

Extracurricular Activities 

• Club participation 
• Volunteer experiences 

• Leadership experiences 

Extracurriculars in practice: 

• While extracurricular 
activities may not 
overcome a weak 
transcript, contacts at 
Institution B suggest that 

an applicant’s listed 
extracurricular activities 
can help admissions 
professionals determine 
whether an applicant would 
integrate well with the 
campus community and 
expand their network. 

• Similarly, Institution A, 
where about 94 percent of 
students participate in at 
least one campus activity, 
allows students to submit a 
resume of their previous 
experiences. Contacts 
report this helps them 
determine whether an 
applicant would be a good 
fit on campus. 

3 

Admissions 
Criteria 
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Regardless of Grading System, Admissions Staff Look for 

Mastery of Content and Improvement over Time 

When making admissions decisions, contacts consider a student’s grade trends 

throughout their high school career in an effort to evaluate a student’s work ethic. For 

example, admissions staff may determine a student is a hard worker if they can see 

improvements in grades over time. This process also can help admissions staff 

account for students who did not initially adjust well to high school. Contacts note 

they can observe grade improvements under both standards-based grading systems 

and traditional grading scales. 

Additionally, contacts at Institution B report admissions staff use grading scales to 

see if a student is meeting, exceeding, or not achieving expectations. Contacts 

suggest any grading system, even standards-based grading, typically will show 

admissions staff how well a student understands a specific subject. 

Traditional Grading Scales Account for Most Applications 
at Profiled Institutions 

Contacts report the overwhelming majority of applications they review list student 

grades and academic performance on traditional grading systems (i.e., 4.0 GPA, “A” 

through “F” letter grades, 0 to 100 scale).  

Contacts at Institution C and Institution A suggest these grading systems are the 

easiest for admissions professionals to review because schools have used them for a 

long time, and admission staff can read through them more efficiently. That said, 

contacts report all grading scales, even traditional systems, can require some level of 

interpretation. For example, admissions staff at Institution B often see GPA systems 

that exceed the 4.0 scale. 

Admissions Staff Convert Standards-Based Grades to 
Traditional GPA Scale 

While contacts suggest traditional grading scales are easiest to review, admissions 

professionals are trained and accustomed to reviewing applications that use non-

traditional systems. 

Admissions staff at profiled institutions convert all non-traditional grading scales 

(e.g., standards-based grading) on transcripts to traditional 4.0 GPA scales when 

reviewing applications. To make these conversions, admissions personnel rely on 

information and guidance from the sending high schools.  

At Institution C and Institution A, admissions staff first look for a detailed school 

profile that clearly explains how a high school’s teachers evaluate their students. In 

addition to explanations of the grading system, contacts at Institution C suggest high 

school administrators should provide grade trend data so admissions staff can 

contextualize a student’s performance. Contacts report this information helps 

admissions staff gain a greater sense of clarity about student performance under the 

grading system. 

If a school profile does not provide enough information, admissions staff at profiled 

institutions search through a school’s website for more information or contact staff at 

the high school for guidance in putting a non-traditional grading system in a more 

traditional perspective. 

Adjusting 
Processes to 

Standards-Based 

Grading 
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Components of an Effective School Profile 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Standards-Based Grading Does Not Impact Scholarship 
Allocation at Profiled Institutions 

Contacts at Institution C recognize that some students and families may be 

concerned that standards-based grading could affect scholarship allocation. Like 

admissions decisions, however, contacts at profiled institutions report standards-

based grading does not impact scholarship allocation, mostly because admissions 

staff convert the grades to 4.0 GPA scales. 

Further, admissions staff at profiled institutions take a holistic approach to strategic 

scholarship allocation that incorporates more than academic outcomes. Institution C 

contacts report that a high GPA and/or SAT score is not enough to guarantee a 

scholarship, given the large number of eligible applicants (i.e., anyone who applies by 

the scholarship deadline). As a result, an admissions committee at Institution C 

considers unique experiences and extracurricular activities when making 

recommendations for scholarship awards – in addition to an applicant’s grades and 

test scores. Admissions staff at Institution B similarly make scholarship decisions 

based on not just GPA, but also test scores and extracurricular activities. In the case 

of competitive scholarships, all applicants also must participate in an interview.  

High Schools Should Convert Standards-Based Grades to 
Traditional Grading Scales 

Contacts suggest the best thing high schools can do to remove any concern of 

confusion and to facilitate a smoother application review process for colleges and 

universities is to convert standards-based grades to a traditional GPA scale prior to 

sending transcripts. Contacts report this conversion eliminates the potential for 

misinterpretation and ensures all students are evaluated on equal grounds. 

If high schools do not make the conversion themselves, contacts recommend that 

high schools provide as much additional information on their grading system and 

student performance as possible.  

Interpreting 

Standards-Based 

Grading Systems 

Potential 

Scholarship 

Implications 

Key Components 

Definition of 
Grading System 

Overall Grade 
Trends 

Types of Courses 
Offered 

Graduation 
Rates 

School Profile 
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For example, contacts at Institution C recommend that high schools clearly define 

their grading system in their school profiles. Additionally, contacts suggest 

counselors, if possible, should notify colleges and universities about their school’s 

non-traditional grading system and draw special attention to students who receive 

high marks to explain they are among the top possible grades under the system. 

Contacts suggest this can help admissions staff consider pieces of a transcript they 

might have overlooked otherwise. Contacts at Institution C recognize that counselors, 

particularly those at larger schools, may not have the time to do this for every 

student. However, they suggest the more detail a counselor provides, the easier it is 

for admissions staff to review applications. 

Contacts at Institution A also recommend that high schools that do not convert their 

grades to a traditional scale should provide grading keys to help admissions staff 

make the conversion themselves. Additionally, contacts suggest that schools using 

non-traditional grading systems could send secondary school reports that provide 

more background on a student and the schools that is not already included in the 

school profile. Contacts report this additional information helps to put a student’s 

performance into context of the school’s grading process and trends.  

Strategies to Facilitate a Smoother Application Review Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Counselor Support School Profile Grade Conversion 

High schools should 
convert grades to a 4.0 
GPA scale to remove 
potential for 
misinterpretation. 
Schools that do not 
make the conversion 
themselves should 
develop a grading key 
to help admissions staff 
do so. 

High schools that do 
not convert grades 
should create a school 
profile that clearly 
explains their grading 
system, as this is one 
of the first places 
admissions staff look 
for more context. This 
also can benefit schools 
that convert grades. 

If possible, counselors 
at high schools that do 
not convert grades 
should share additional 
context on their grading 
system and call 
attention to student 
performance. This 
practice also can be 
useful at schools that 
convert grades. 

https://www.eab.com/
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4) Research Methodology 

Leadership at a member district approached the Forum with the 

following questions: 

• Which factors do college admissions staff rely on when evaluating applicants? 

• How do college admissions professionals adjust to non-traditional grading 

approaches from sending high schools? 

– What specific differences exist in the applicant evaluation process for students 

with traditionally-derived grades and those with standards-based grades? 

• How do college admissions professionals perceive standards-based grading? 

– What merits, if any, do contacts associate with standards-based grading? 

– What concerns do college admissions professionals hold regarding standards-

based grading? How, if it all, do these concerns differ from their concerns 

regarding traditional grading? 

• Do college admissions professionals believe that applicants who attend school 

districts with standards-based grading are at a disadvantage in the admissions 

process? At an advantage? 

• What impact on scholarship allocations, if any, do college admissions 

professionals associate with standards-based grading? 

• How can districts with standards-based grading ensure that the grading system 

does not impact college admissions professionals’ evaluations of their students? 

 

The Forum consulted the following sources for this report: 

• EAB’s internal and online research libraries (eab.com) 

• The Chronicle of Higher Education (http://chronicle.com) 

• National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (http://nces.ed.gov/) 

• Buckmiller, Thomas M. and Randal E. Peters. “Getting a Fair Shot.” School 

Administrator, 2018, 

http://my.aasa.org/AASA/Resources/SAMag/2018/Feb18/Buckmiller.aspx. 

 

The Forum interviewed directors of admissions, associate directors of admissions, and 

admissions counselors. 

A Guide to Institutions Profiled in this Brief 

Institution Location 

Approximate 
Institutional Enrollment 
(Undergraduate/Total) Classification 

Institution A Midwest 4,500 / 5,000 Master’s Colleges & 
Universities: Larger 
Programs 

Institution B Midwest 1,000 / 1,000 Baccalaureate 
Colleges: Arts & 
Sciences Focus 

Institution C Midwest 30,800 / 40,800 Doctoral Universities: 
Highest Research 
Activity 
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Project Sources 

Research 
Parameters 
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