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THE DISQUISITION!

Overview

The culminating activity in the doctoral program in Educational Leadership
(Ed.D.) at WCU is a problem-based disquisition. A disquisition is a formal discourse or
treatise in which a subject is identified, analyzed and addressed in depth. The disquisition
provides a concrete good for the larger community through the dissemination of new
relevant knowledge. The program faculty at WCU intentionally chose this term to
represent the final and culminating work of the newly re-designed Ed.D. program to
highlight the collaborative work scholar practitioners do as they participate in action
research and address critical problems of practice in the field of education. More
particularly, for the purposes of our program, within a disquisition, issues of social
justice, equity and ethics are typically at the forefront of the discourse. The process of
developing the disquisition (in conjunction with the associated coursework) helps to
prepare scholar practitioners who will (continue to) serve as educational leaders. The
preparation of the disquisition is an exacting, stringent, worthy, dignified and towering
encounter that prepares outstanding scholar practitioners in P-12 institutions, school
districts and community colleges.
A Problem-Based Exercise

The WCU Ed.D. disquisition is a relevant, congruous and well-suited culminating

activity for educational leadership scholar practitioners. It focuses on the issues and

! Adapted from: Western Carolina University. (2014). Scholar practitioner handbook:
Executive Ed.D. in educational leadership. Cullowhee, NC: Author.



demands of scholar practitioners and the institutions in which they work. It sheds
additional, directed and effective light on an effort to address a particular organizational
quandary. In the disquisition process, scholar practitioners utilize theoretical and day-to-
day understandings to address practical situations. Through the exercise, they gain
expertise in differentiating between the present state of an organization and the sought
after or preferred state. Indubitably, the act of preparing a disquisition--absolutely and
with forethought--guides scholar practitioners in addressing the challenges faced in P-12
schools, school districts, community colleges and other educational organizations.
The Disquisition Process

The disquisition process begins long before the investigation and writing begins.
It starts with the evidence-based identification of a problem of practice within an
institution followed by a query of effective strategies to address the problem. It
culminates in the implementation and evaluation of one or more selected strategies. Such
problems will often include issues of social justice, equity and ethics. The intent of the
exercise is to improve the situation through investigations within the institution(s) and the
acquisition and application of relevant knowledge. Critical thinking, knowledge of the
field(s) and some give-and-take are necessary. While previous literature is utilized, it is
not used to develop an argument, but, instead, to support and inform it. Ultimately,
scholar practitioners develop a perspective on the problem and appropriately
communicate the perceived resolution(s). For the disquisition, scholar practitioners work
with other P-12 and community college practitioners, as well as WCU faculty to explore
the problem in question. [S]cholar practitioners who complete the WCU Ed.D.

disquisition will (1) possess enhanced comprehensive research skills; (2) provide a
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significant and meaningful benefit to identified constituencies around them; (3) embody
the enhanced values traditionally associated with the doctoral experience, e.g., critical
thinking, disciplinary inquiry and argumentation; and (4) encounter a unique and

rewarding educational experience.
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ABSTRACT

STANDARDS-BASED GRADING: MOVING TOWARD EQUALITY OF

OPPORTUNITY AND ADVANCEMENT OF LEARNING FOR ALL STUDENTS

Catherine Andrews, Christopher Barnes, & Jeremy Gibbs
Western Carolina University (February 2016)

Director: Dr. Jess Weiler

This disquisition aims to identify and explore: (1) the unintended, negative
consequences of traditional classroom grading practices, (2) an alternative grading
practice—standards-based grading—with its positive outcomes, and (3) a process for
implementing reform via standards-based grading at a small, rural high school. The
authors begin by critically examining the literature surrounding four traditional, common
grading practices and detailing two shared and concerning outcomes: traditional grading
practices (1) do not allow for the equitable treatment of students, and (2) hinder learning.
Following this examination, the authors detail an alternative grading practice—
standards-based grading—including its associated, positive outcomes and literature
support.

The authors detail their improvement initiative for transitioning one high school
from a traditional to a standards-based-grading model. The implementation process
included a full transition of two teachers’ courses from traditional to standards-based
grading. Following their proposed improvement initiative, the authors evaluated the

effectiveness of the intervention, including an analysis of stakeholder interviews and
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focus group results. Data obtained shed light on the advantages and disadvantages of the
implementation process, as well as the positive and negative outcomes experienced by
students, parents, teachers, and school leaders who participated in the transition from

traditional to standards-based grading.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION & STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

“Grades have massive power in our schools and in the lives of the people whom
we grade” (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013, p.122).

We begin this disquisition with this quote from Tomlinson and Moon (2013) to
underscore the reason school leaders must pay close attention to grading practices.
Grades have the power ultimately to determine the direction of a student’s life. Before
exploring this in greater detail, grading must be defined. Merriam-Webster (Grade,
2015) provides several definitions of the word grade both as a noun by describing a grade
as, “a number or letter that indicates how a student performed in a class or on a test” and
as a verb by stating that to grade is, “to separate (things) into groups or classes according
to a particular quality.” In digging deeper, the word grade has an etymological origin
from the Latin gradus meaning step or degree and from the Latin gradi meaning to step
or to go (Grade, 2015). In the context of schools, grades are symbols, typically numeric
or alphabetic, used to report and communicate information about a student’s performance
level to critical stakeholders. Such symbols generally reference student performance
within a range of possible performance levels. For example, teachers often use letter
grades, “A,” “B,” “C,” “D,” or “F” to report performance. Each letter grade is intended
to represent a different level of performance across a continuum. Furthermore, grades
represent the teacher’s judgment of student performance, often at a specific time or time
period (Guskey, 1994). Marzano and Heflebower (2011) describe traditional grading as a
system where “students acquire points for various activities, assignments, and behaviors,

which accrue throughout a grading period” (p. 34). At the conclusion of each defined
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grading period the teacher then tallies the various points earned and assigns an omnibus
letter grade (Marzano & Heflebower, 2011; Reeves, 2011).

Most readers, having been the recipients of grades within this type of traditional
grading system, are familiar with the terminology and processes described. However,
few have considered the problems inherent in this traditional system. In the following
paper, the disquisitioners outline four common, traditional grading practices employed
widely in schools and explore the problems created as a result of those practices; namely,
the inequitable treatment of students and the hindrance to student learning. Before
detailing these outcomes, we feel it is important to share a brief history of grading and
how it has contributed to our practices today.

A Brief History of Grading

As America was forming as a nation, schooling was an individual, often
privileged experience. However, with the introduction of compulsory schooling, grading
systems, originally designed for internal communication among teachers and families,
became forms of external communication and tools for system-building rather than
pedagogical devices (Schneider & Hutt, 2014). As a result, grades became more
standardized, and teachers began using percentages as ways of certifying
accomplishments (Guskey, 2015). It was important to devise a way for teachers to
evaluate large numbers of students easily with quantitative precision in a way that parents
as well as other non-educators would understand. Over time, a common language of
communicating learning outcomes was created, and, unfortunately, so too were many

unintended, negative consequences. In the passages that follow, an overview of the
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history of grades in the United States is presented starting with a graphic depiction of the

major time periods highlighted in the timeline of grading shown in Figure 1.

1800s Modern Era

» The Numbers
Game

Early 1900s

» Compulsory
Education

« Reform &

* Sorting & .
Standardization

Ranking

Figure 1. General timeline of grading in the United States.

1700s: Sorting and ranking. Schneider and Hutt (2013) reported that in the
1700s, students in European universities participated in competitions which awarded
them titles and distinctions. To follow suit, early American universities such as Yale,
William and Mary, and Harvard began to categorize students by experimenting with
ranking and grading systems that included both academic and non-academic criteria. For
example, one non-academic sorting criteria employed by Yale and Harvard was that
students “found themselves graded on whether they attended chapel or showed up to
class” (Schneider & Hutt, 2013, p. 8). Then to rank students, “performances in individual
courses were graded and...dutifully recorded in the ‘Book of Averages’” (Schneider &
Hutt, 2013, p. 7). The College of William and Mary chose to use four categories to sort
and label its students according to their compliance and academic improvement
(Schneider, & Hutt, 2013). While it is evident that some method of differentiating
students did exist, it lacked standardization; therefore, “differentiating between students

in the very earliest days of American colleges and universities seemed to center around
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social class” (Durm, 1993, p. 1). In America, the need to classify students through some
sort of ranking scheme has been innate to education from the beginning. These practices
communicated many things including the identification of students who were meeting the
required standards and, conversely, the identification of those who were not meeting the
standards. Such sorting and classification created huge implications for a student’s
advancement in school and career. However, even in this early history of grading
practices, the inconsistency of applied criteria was so great that it created an injustice to
students (Durm, 1993).

1800s: Reform and standardization. Differentiating students through titles or
marks, in part, influenced elementary and high schools in the early to mid-nineteenth
century (Schneider & Hutt, 2013). The industrial revolution and the push for democracy
spurred reformers not only to establish superintendents and teacher training programs, but
also to establish uniformity of practices across schools (Kaestle, 1983; Schneider & Hultt,
2013; Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). In addition, increased immigration and growing
urban areas made class sizes larger requiring teachers to find more efficient ways to
assess and grade students.

In the early 1800s Horace Mann, an influential education reformer, worked to
change the way American schools were organized. Mann and his contemporaries
believed that the current elementary school and high school ranking schemes, similar to
those used in colleges and universities, created too much competition among students
because students were often “subject to examinations and direct ranking against their
classmates” (Schneider & Hutt, 2013, p. 205) , and that the competition de-emphasized

students’ intellectual development and hindered their morality. Therefore, Mann
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suggested sorting children by age and the curriculum in steps which meant students who
were assessed as performing at the same level as their peers or who were of the same age
would receive similar instruction (Schneider & Hutt, 2013; Guskey, 1994). This enabled
teachers to eliminate the need for excessive exams as a means of ranking students which
would most likely embarrass students and stigmatize them. It was thought that by
grouping students according to age and by following a set curriculum, students were
treated more fairly and were able to focus on learning rather than constantly competing
against one another (Schneider & Hutt, 2013).

To further eliminate intense competition among students and to communicate
more frequent student progress, a monthly report card was issued (Schneider & Hultt,
2013). Unfortunately, educators saw the grading of students as a means of motivation,
claiming, “it spurred industry” (Kaestle, 1983, Paragraph 3). It was believed that if one
earned a low grade, it would encourage the child to work harder. Concern about student
motivation was common during the mid-1800s (Schneider & Hutt, 2013), as industry and
work ethic were crucial capitalistic mores instilled in American education (Kaestle,
1983).

While most school systems adopted grading practices with similar tenets—the use
of letters and numerical formulas—the practices were not consistent across school
systems and were far from uniform (Schneider & Hutt, 2013). In addition to the use of
different methods for measuring and reporting student performance across school
systems, criteria for performance varied and included subjective measures such as hard
work, self-sacrifice, and restraint, which were considered important virtues in early

America (Kaestle, 1983).
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Early 1900s: Compulsory education. By the turn of the twentieth century,
compulsory attendance laws increased K-12 school enrollment. Because laws required
students to attend school, K-12 institutions grew exponentially in size between 1870 and
1910 from 500 high schools to over 10,000 (Schneider & Hutt, 2014; Guskey, 2015).
Most elementary teachers in the early 1900s were using written narratives to
communicate student learning (Guskey, 1994), while high schools teachers began to shift
to percentage grades as a way to document student learning. With large class sizes, it
was difficult to write narratives for each child, and it could be logistically difficult in the
high school when students had different teachers for most courses. “Few educators
question(ed) the gradual shift to percentage grading, which [seemed] a natural by-product
of the increased demands on high school teachers” (Guskey, 1994, p. 18).

Additionally, the lack of standardization in grading and reporting created
problems identifying true student achievement levels and readiness for college. Not only
did compulsory attendance laws put a burden on schools, but the increase of students
attending college also increased particularly in the 1950s. “The United States led the rest
of the world in opening college to a mass population of young people of ability,
regardless of race, color, creed, gender and financial resources” (Herrnstein & Murray,
1994, Chapter 1). Because so many students were coming from various locations all over
the country wanting to enter college, the need to create a standardized grading system
that could serve as an external communication device to parents, colleges, and employers
was necessary.

Modern era: The numbers game. As previously discussed, the need to

standardize how schools measured and reported student performance and achievement
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grew exponentially through the twentieth century (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). By the
1940s the A to F grading scale emerged but was still not adopted nationally. However,
by the 1960s, the A-F system and translating percentages into letter grades were the
norm, with letter grades being used in over 80% of schools by 1971 according to the
National Education Association (1974). It is a grading system that our schools use and
cling to as if it were the only option, perceived as both “fixed and inevitable - without
origin or evolution” (Schneider & Hutt, 2013, p. 4). See Figure 2 for a depiction of this

scale.

FAILURE PASSING

| |

D C B A

_—-—/

FAILURE PASSING

A k
| |

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

—_—

Figure 2. Typical letter grading and numerical scale. Adapted from Guskey. T.R. (2015).
On your mark: Challenging the conventions of grading and reporting. Bloomington, IN:

Solution Tree.
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In the 1990s grading software became popular, and today such software is used in
a majority of schools in the United States. Most states even require schools to use a
grading program, such as the PowerSchool Group’s PowerSchool SIS gradebook
software program used in North Carolina’s public schools (North Carolina Department of
Public Instruction [NCDPI], 2016). Percentage grades come mainly from “the increased
use of technology and the partialities of computer technicians, not from the desire of
educators for alternative grading scales or from research about better grading practice”
(Guskey, 2015, p. 69).

Problem: Traditional Grading Practices

Many surveys show that teachers can give more than ten different reasons why a
student would receive a grade other than content knowledge or performance on a learning
standard (Erikson, 2010). Examples include (1) teachers who penalize a student for
missing assignments, (2) students who try to inflate their grade by adding additional
points unrelated to actual assessments of learning, (3) teachers who may not want a
student to do poorly or fail because of the consequences of doing so, and (4) teachers
who try to control classroom behavior through grades. Using the traditional 100-point
grading scale, grades are often inflated or deflated by teachers who provide points for
non-academic extra credit opportunities, homework, or behavior.

Traditional grading practice #1: Using the zero on the 100-point scale. A
grade of zero is typically assigned by a teacher when a student does not put forth
adequate effort, fails to show responsibility, or does not turn in assignments (Guskey,
2004). Most American secondary schools use a grading scale of the student’s mean score

that ranges from 0 to 100. Within this 100-point scale, grade ranges are typically broken
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into increments and letter grades are used to represent the increment. One of the most
typically used grading scales uses ten point ranges associated with letter grades with 90-
100 as an A, 80-89 as a B, 70-79 as a C, 60-69 as a D, and below 60 as F or failing. On
such a points-based grading scale, a teacher typically records the scores from each
assignment or assessment and reports an overall mean or average at the end of a specified
school term (i.e. quarter, semester, or school year). This system becomes problematic
when a student’s earned grade is the mean of the grades in the reporting period. If a
student does well overall but receives one zero, the zero serves as an outlier that
massively skews the accuracy of the interpretation of the final grade, creating a lack of
integrity by which the grades are calculated (lamarino, 2014). This is also an issue of
validity or inference accuracy (Allen, 2005; Popham, 2010).

Validity is the degree to which evidence accurately points to the intended
interpretation of scores for the proposed purpose (Creswell, 2012). Thus, an appropriate
and valid measurement of student learning should “permit someone to make a valid
inference about the knowledge and/or skills that a given student possesses in a particular
content area” (Popham, 1999, p. 9). Basically, an individual assessment seeks to “whittle
down” learning into a series of questions to help educators make accurate inferences
about a child’s overall ability (Popham, 1999). Going beyond a single test, a grade is
essentially a conclusion the teacher draws about the student’s present level of
performance when measuring against learning goals or criteria. Inference accuracy, with
respect to an overall course grade, rests on how well what is factored into the formula

used to produce the grade communicates accurate information about a student’s
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performance. The inference or conclusions drawn about a student can only be as pure as
the ingredients that went in to the creation of the grade itself. Guskey (2015) writes:

“Measurement experts identify the precision of measures by calculating the

standard error of measurement. This statistic describes the amount a measure

might vary from one occasion to the next, using the same device to measure a

trait. In a twenty-item assessment of student learning...the standard error may be

plus or minus two items. In other words, from one occasion to another, a

particular student with an unchanged level of achievement might answer two

more or two fewer items correctly. That may not seem like much, but in a

percentage grade scale (100 point scale), that’s a range of twenty percentage

points, perhaps from a 75 to a 95 — a difference in most cases of at least two letter

grades” (p. 28).

Therefore, by employing Popham’s (1999) definition of validity as “inference accuracy,”
traditional graders will make the inference that their “A” students have achieved mastery
of the content or that their “D” students have not achieved mastery. Unfortunately, the
addition of variables outside of content mastery (attendance, extra-credit, etc.) place those
inferences into question.

For the purposes of this disquisition, this approach to scrutinizing validity and
inference accuracy is applied to grading on the traditional 100-point scale. In traditional
grading practices, grades are often assigned in ten-digit increments with a grade of F
being any grade below a 60. This grade range is completely out of proportion to the other
ranges (e.g. A=90-100) and is a statistical abnormality. Thus, the use of a score of zero on

the 100-point scale “defies logic and mathematical accuracy” (Reeves, 2004, p. 325). To
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assign a zero “on a 100-point scale is to assert that work that is not turned in deserves a
penalty that is many times more severe than that assessed for work that is done
wretchedly and is worth a D” (Reeves, 2004, p. 325). Despite issues of validity and
reliability and numerous unintended negative consequences, widespread use of the 100-
point grading scale persists (Reeves, 2011).

Assigning zeroes to students is potentially harmful and non-recoverable. If a
student receives a grade of a zero on an assignment, it may take as many as nine scores of
100 to pull the overall average grade into the passing range. Wormeli (2006) argues that
once a student’s work has been deemed a failure, delineating the degrees of failure does
not encourage further learning or persistence. In this way, learning is actually hindered
by the use of zero on the 100-point scale.

In addition to discouragement, this traditional grading practice hinders learning
because it does not communicate how a student can improve or where he/she went
wrong. This approach is “preoccupied with numbers” that do not necessarily reflect or
express the student’s actual proficiency level (Iamarino, 2014, p. 3). Further, grades can
actually undermine the learning process. Extrinsic motivation, which includes a desire to
get better grades, is not only different from, but often undermines intrinsic motivation or
a desire to learn for learning’s sake (Kohn, 2011). Reports suggest that points-based
grading is having an adverse effect on motivation to improve understanding of subject
matter (lamarino, 2013). The 100-point scale sends the message that students can be
successful without really improving the quality of their work. When students keep one
eye focused on their grade, they take one eye off the learning process (Kohn, 2011). An

example is that in schools that utilize a points-based reading system, many students are
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required to obtain a certain number of points each grading period. More specifically, this
has been observed through one disquisitioner’s experience with a reading program in
which students earned points for reading, when she found students reading twenty books
of lower academic value to earn points, rather than focusing on more difficult academic
texts that provided value to the student’s education. In other words, the overall point
requirement became the goal, and not the student learning. Brookhart (2011) suggests
that grades should be about learning and not earning. Using zeroes on the 100-point scale
does not support learning. In fact, evidence suggests it does the opposite. At the same
time, no studies support the use of low grades as punishment. Instead of prompting
greater effort, low grades usually cause students to withdraw from learning (Guskey,
2004).

Use of zeroes in grading is an obstacle for teachers when care for individual
student learning needs is required or when unique or difficult situations are present in a
student’s life. For example, a student may have a strong grasp of content but is unable to
complete an assignment because he/she needs to care for a younger sibling while the only
parent in the home works an evening shift to make ends meet. The use of zeroes on a
100-point scale not only fails to give an accurate accounting of a student’s learning, but
also prevents the flexibility that is often needed when teachers want to provide equitable
treatment. This is especially problematic for students facing external challenges beyond
their control. For example, life circumstances often associated with poverty such as a
lack of parental support, homelessness, abuse, and transience can present unsurmountable

challenges for many students (Jensen, 2009).
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Adding insult to injury, if a student racks up poor assignment grades early in the
grading period, “then the significant trend of student improvement and even eventual
mastery of the material can be lost in the final assigned grade” (Carey & Carifio, 2009, p.
26). This is unfortunate for those students who deal with outside stresses such as
poverty, or who may just have occasional mishaps with assignments. Additionally, some
students, when given a zero, find raising their grade to be impossible regardless of the
dedicated effort or achievement that might follow (Guskey, 2015). This can be especially
true for struggling learners who may be more likely to give up or more inclined to
experience hopelessness in the academic setting (Stiggins, 2005 ). Conversely, a student
who does not have to cope with poverty or other significant external challenges is given
an unfair advantage by this traditional grading practice. Many would argue that such an
advantage is an example of a system geared toward protecting power and privilege of
some, those with a higher socio-economic status, and removing both from others, those
with a lower socio-economic status (American Psychological Association, n.d.).

Traditional grading practice #2: Extra credit. Assigning extra credit is the
practice of adding points to an already existing point total to boost a student’s grade.
Extra credit can be assigned for a wide range of activities, such as bringing in a canned
good for the school’s food drive, having a form signed by a parent, or completing extra
work products to add points to the grade. For example, taking on an extra credit
assignment or giving a grade simply for returning a progress report are both contrary to
an approach where grades communicate mastery levels. Such practices unfairly penalize
a student who does not have the opportunity to complete extra credit assignments due to

external or economic challenges and actually provide a skewed or artificially high
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measurement of the student’s ability because they are evaluating compliance rather than,
or in addition to, learning (lamarino, 2014).

Most extra credit assignments, such as giving a student an assignment grade of
100 for turning in a signed form, simply inflate a student’s grade and serve no formative
purpose. This can inaccurately report what a student really knows and is able to do.
Extra credit in such cases actually serves as a confounding variable that may lead both
the student and the teacher to believe, incorrectly, that the student is proficient in a
particular standard or learning goal when, in fact, that is not the case. Learning is
hindered whenever the student receives inaccurate communication about his/her progress
as more points or fewer points do not draw an accurate picture of progress. If extra credit
artificially inflates the grade, the teacher is likely to miss important opportunities for
providing clarification, re-teaching, attempting additional practice, or simply re-assessing
the student’s learning prior to moving on to new or more advanced concept (Fisher, Frey,
& Pumpian, 2011).

A grade that rewards or punishes can actually cause confusion for a student as
he/she will likely sink into that pattern of a grade as compensation for work completed
rather than tap into an intrinsic motivation to learn the expected content or skills (Kohn,
1993). Guskey (1994) suggests that “rather than attempting to punish students with a low
mark, teachers can better motivate students by regarding their work as incomplete and
requiring additional effort” (p. 16).

“When we offer extra credit, we’re really offering it to students with access to
resources: time, money, social capital, transportation, [and] support systems” (Shevrin,

2014). The example from above of the teacher who offers extra credit points to students
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for every canned good donated to a local food drive may very well have a student in
his/her classroom who needs to be the recipient of those canned goods rather than the
donor. Completing a non-academic task for extra credit points, like bringing in a food
drive item or getting a form signed, may actually be quite difficult for students of poverty
who float among friends and relatives or who have parents working irregular hours.

Extra credit for many students is a game of numbers reserved for those students who
know how to play it or simply have the means to do so (Erickson, 2010).

Traditional grading practice #3: Homework. Homework, work to be
completed outside of school hours, is often assigned because teachers believe it will
support the learning that occurs in the classroom. Completing math problems, writing a
paper, or reading an article are all types of homework that a student could be assigned to
encourage practice with skills or content that was previously taught in class. However,
teachers in the United States have a larger tendency than any other developed nation to
include homework in point totals with nearly 70% reporting that homework is included in
their grading formula contrasted by only 20%, 14%, and 9% in Canada, Japan, and
Singapore respectively (Baker & LeTendre, 2005). The same study not only showed no
significant, positive relationship between grading homework and improved performance
but actually showed a negative correlation (Baker & LeTendre, 2005). The traditional
view of homework, by both students and teachers, is often flawed when it places a value
on the assignment of points for homework rather than helping the students make a
connection between the homework and the learning expectations (Vatterott, 2011).

Homework assignments should be used to provide the student an opportunity to

practice a new skill or work with newly acquired knowledge for the sake of learning and
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not as a means of earing points or demonstrating compliance (Vatterott, 2011). However,
the consequences from factoring homework assignments into the grading formula are
often high stakes for students (Guskey, 1994), especially if they result in zeroes for non-
submission. This misuse of homework, weighting it heavily in a grade, is unfair when
many children do not have outside supports which would encourage them to complete at-
home assignments or help them to complete them correctly. Natriello (1987) reports that
students who misunderstand criteria for completing homework assignments are
penalized, whereas students who have help at home or who have the ability to advocate
for themselves perform better. Reducing the stakes and using homework as a means of
practice levels the playing field for all students (Jensen, 2009).

Traditional grading practice #4: Behavior. The literature suggests that another
prevalent traditional grading practice is the inclusion of student behavior into the formula
of grading. The basic behaviorism behind ‘do this in order to get that’ tracks to
numerous schema in our everyday lives from schools to business, to government, to
church, and other shared institutions (Kohn, 1993). Grades are often used to help
teachers reinforce classroom rules and to support or repress student behavior. For
example, teachers may provide a grade for students to encourage them to attend school,
bring a pencil to class, or for participation in class rather than use a classroom behavior
system to support developing positive behaviors. To paraphrase Randall and Engelhard
(2010), when grades also include external factors such as effort, attendance, and attitude
problems arise as to the validity of the grades.

Too often, however, teachers are attached to the concept that grades need to

encompass a multitude of factors, including the quality of the student’s effort and not
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simply the quality of the learning itself (Brookhart, 2011). Any major departures from
the historical approach to grading often produce conflict and controversy (Brookhart,
2011). Many teachers perceive the meaning and purpose of grades differently, including
what achievement and non-achievement factors are considered (Brookhart, 1994). Using
criteria such as effort, penmanship, and timeliness into a grade is totally subjective
(Brookhart, 1994). Kohn (2011) contends that when grades include such subjective
factors, it diminishes student motivation and makes grades unreliable and invalid.

Grading practices that include student behavior in the grading formula tend to
favor students who overtly demonstrate effort or exhibit higher levels of compliance.
One study of high school teachers conducted by Stiggins, Frisbie, and Griswald (1989)
reported that all participants considered students’ attitudes when making decisions about
whether to boost a borderline grade. A negative consequence of this grading practice is
supported by studies which indicate a growing sense of entitlement among students who
believe a good grade is earned through good-faith effort, and, thus, confuse effort with
achievement (Conley, 2010). In addition, students of low socioeconomic status or
students with disabilities may not put forth effort in ways that conform to the cultural
expectations of teachers who lack personal experiences of poverty or disability. Non-
compliant behavior (e.g. acting-out, high absenteeism, missing assignments) is often a
symptom of poverty (Jensen, 2009) and can also be related to a disability such as
Attention Deficit Disorder.

Summary. Traditional grading practices have been shown to hinder learning and
provide inequitable treatment to students. The framework in Figure 3 depicts an

overview of the traditional practices that are symptomatic of this problem. The four
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traditional practices, described earlier in this chapter, can potentially cause harm to
students and negatively impact their trajectory or success in their lives after high school.
In analyzing the literature on traditional grading practices, it is clear that often
unintended, negative consequences result, including the ultimate consequence—reduced
access to future learning and employment opportunities for students (Marte, 2014). The
use of these practices can impede a student’s progress and learning while in a high school
course which may lead to the student being incorrectly placed in subsequent course levels
or even causing the student to re-take a course when not actually necessary (Guskey,
2011).

As shown here, the consequences extend far beyond the receipt of a good or bad
grade. Course grades or grade point averages (GPA) that do not represent content
mastery can affect an employer’s ability to accurately infer a student’s aptitude for a
certain job. Invalid grades and GPAs can also give colleges a false assessment of a
student’s ability to handle post-secondary rigor. The fallout from these outcomes may
significantly limit or reduce post-secondary options for many students when competitive
application processes are used to select potential students for post-secondary education or

career opportunities (National Association for College Admission Counseling, 2011).

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

TRADITIONAL GRADING PRACTICES DO NOT ALLOW FOR THE
EQUITABLE TREATMENT OF STUDENTS AND HINDER LEARNING.

/ Extra Credit

| Zeroes on 100- Points
point scale Tnchded in

\ Grading Formula

Figure 3. Disquisition statement of the problem.
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History and Review of the Problem within the Local Context

In this section, the disquisitioners provide a close examination of the context
where the improvement initiative took place including community demographics, school
performance data, and relevant policy information.

The local context. Alleghany County rests in the Blue Ridge Mountains in the
northwest corner of North Carolina and is the sixth smallest county in population in
North Carolina (NC Office of State Budget and Management, 2014). Alleghany
County’s residents are gathered in several small communities around the county with the
largest being Sparta, the county seat. The school system serves approximately 1,500
students with three pre-kindergarten through eighth grade (PK-8) schools and one high
school. Piney Creek School is the smallest school serving 170 students in a small, rural
part of the county. Glade Creek School serves 275 students on the eastern end of the
county and Sparta School is the largest of the PK-8 and serves approximately 650
students. Alleghany High School serves over 400 students and is the sole high school for
all students who reside in Alleghany County. Approximately 25% of the students
graduating from high school matriculate to a four year university with another 50%
planning on some form of college, including local community colleges (North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction [NCDPI], 2014). Some students also enter into trade
schools, apprenticeships, the military, or the workforce (NCDPI, 2014).

According to the interview with the principal (C. Barnes, personal
communication, September 15, 2015) the high school not only prepares students for
postsecondary studies in college, but also prepares students for work in trade fields

including construction, apparel, agriculture, and automotive technology. Parent
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involvement in the school has focused almost exclusively on athletics and discipline with
parents rarely coming to the school for other purposes. Many of the parents in the
community interact with school in the same manner that their parents did when they
attended school. This detachment is considered the result of trust: parents trust
Alleghany school leaders and teachers will do their jobs to prepare students for the world
ahead.

Four years ago one disquisitioner entered the school as a principal. He discovered
that there were no standardized expectations for grading. Grading practices he observed
were not always fair and some practices seemed to harm students. Further, many of the
grading practices were damaging to the student’s ability to make progress towards
graduation. Giving zeroes as punishment for student behavior and using grades as a
disincentive to complete and turn in late assignments were just two examples. Many
teachers held the belief that, in the end, students received the grades they deserved and
that students who could not complete assignments or homework in a timely manner
deserved to fail the class. The principal recounted a staff meeting early in his tenure
where one teacher remarked that failing a class was a good way to teach a student how to
be responsible for his grades (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 15, 2015).
Largely attributed to these practices and perceptions, students often re-took courses two,
three, or four times even though they had demonstrated competency of the standards on
the end of course test. Students often reported to school officials their frustration with
their lack of progress and preferred to quit school rather than re-take a class (C. Barnes,

personal communication, September 15, 2015).
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For the past ten years, the school’s graduation rate consistently measured between
80 and 85 percent as shown in Table 1. Even though this exceeded the state average, it
was not clear whether this level of performance was indicative of the students’ level of
achievement, mastery, or preparedness for the real world. It was the principal’s belief
that if the grading barriers were removed and students were given the opportunity to gain
credit by demonstrating mastery, the failure rate would decline and the graduation rate

would increase.

Table 1

Graduation Rates: Alleghany High vs. North Carolina State Average 2006-2014

Graduation Rates

Year Alleghany High State
2013-2014 92.3 82.6
2012-2013 89.8 82.5
2011-2012 85.7 80.4
2010-2011 80.6 77.9
2009-2010 86.2 74.2
2008-2009 71.8 71.7
2007-2008 81.6 70.3
2006-2007 78.3 69.5
2005-2006 92.2 68.7

Note. Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. (2015). Accountability

Services. Retrieved from http://www.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/
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Policy. The disquisitioners realize that little policy exists today to guide teachers
in the provision of grading practices that are equitable and directly connected to the
advancement of student learning (Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2011). In the case of the
disquisition, the school district had no district policy on grading at all. In North Carolina,
the State Board of Education policy on grading only focuses on awarding quality points
and on determining grading scales (North Carolina State Board of Education [NCSBE],
2009). The policy does not address classroom grading or individual teacher grading
practices. Student grading practices, in most settings, are almost completely left up to the
discretion of the individual teacher, with little to no discussion of quality, effectiveness,
or alignment with other teachers in a department or a school. Further, a teacher’s grading
practices usually grow out of their individual experiences as a student, which can vary
widely (Erikson, 2014).

Even in schools where there is some guidance in grading practices through policy,
variations exist from teacher to teacher (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011). Without any
oversight or standardization from state Boards of Education (or other supporting agencies
at the state and local levels), grading practices will vary widely among different school
systems. Policy makers need to realize that this inconsistency “plays havoc with
students’ and [educators’] professional integrity” (O’Connor & Wormeli, 2011, p. 42)
and adversely impacts students. When lack of consistency exists, the probability of
subjectivity increases through teacher bias and, thus, reporting methods are unduly
influenced. Teachers find themselves playing the part of both advocate and judge which

are not compatible roles (Guskey, 1994). So while individual teachers believe they are
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helping students, in reality, students do not receive a fair and equitable evaluation of what
they know, understand, and are able to do.

Desired State and Goals of the Improvement Initiative

In this chapter, the disquisitioners defined grading and grading practices then
provided a history of grading practices in application observed in the United States from
the 1700s through the modern era. Following that, the chapter provided an explanation of
four problematic traditional grading practices describing how those practices are
inherently inequitable and hinder the learning process for students. While there may be
other traditional practices that may also have this impact, it is these four practices that the
disquisitioners focused on in this work. However, the disquisitioners believe that
standards-based grading (SBG) practices can mitigate such adverse effects, fully
supporting student learning and promoting equitable treatment for all students. Chapter |
also highlighted the historical context in place at the target school and detailed why the
disquisitioners chose to move the process of implementing SBG forward at the school.

The improvement initiative was built upon four major goals. The first two goals
have been categorized as outcome goals, or, more specifically, goals that, when achieved,
represent our desired state. They include: (1) SBG will provide for more equitable
treatment of students and, (2) SBG will advance student learning. The second two goals
have been categorized as process goals, referring to goals set for the improvement
process itself. First, we sought to provide relevant, effective professional development
designed to directly support the implementation of SBG practices in both a Biology and a
Math 1 course. Second, we hoped to achieve successful implementation of SBG in these

two classes.
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In Chapter Il the disquisitioners will provide an explanation of SBG as the
proposed solution to the problems created by the traditional grading practices discussed
in this chapter, detailing why SBG practices are preferable to traditional practices. Then,
an overview of the improvement initiative that was conducted will be provided to
demonstrate how support was provided to the school to create a process of learning that

was both equitable for students and advanced the learning process.
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CHAPTER IIl: IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE

Chapter Il discusses the proposed solution to the problem identified in Chapter |
as well as the improvement initiative the disquisitioners undertook in implementing the
change process. Specifically, Chapter Il will (1) describe SBG as the proposed solution
to the problem, (2) state the short and long term goals of the improvement initiative, and
(3) explain the methodology of how the improvement initiative was implemented.
Standards-Based Grading (SBG): The Proposed Solution

Before detailing the improvement methodology, it is necessary to define SBG.
The standards-based approach to student grading collides with many traditional
paradigms in that SBG reports an individual’s performance against a curricular standard,
eliminating extraneous, non-academic factors (O’Connor, 2002). A SBG approach
focuses wholly on mastery of clearly defined standards or mastery learning. Mastery
learning is based on several conditions: clearly defined learning goals in the proper
sequence, frequent assessment of student learning that includes relevant feedback, and
criterion-referenced assessments of learning as opposed to norm-referenced evaluations
(Guskey & Gates, 1986). Instead of basing a student’s grade on the completion of work
or compliant behavior, a grade represents mastery of a standard. For example, a student
who never completes homework but receives 90% or better on every test, should receive
a grade that solely reflects his or her knowledge of the subject matter and should not have
the grade reduced simply because the homework assignment was not completed.
Homework is generally assigned to help the student master the subject matter being
taught in class. The student has proven by his or her performance that the homework is

unnecessary in this instance.
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The literature suggests and provides support for SBG practices that are connected
to formative assessments of student learning and that are inherently more equitable and
supportive of student outcomes (Stiggins, 2002); thus, “standards-based grading separates
and elevates the advent of learning from points and numbers in a gradebook, lending new
inspiration to the ages-old pursuit of education” (Iamarino, 2014, p. 9). A teacher
employing a standards-based or mastery learning model defines the specific learning
outcomes that students must learn, delivers high-quality initial instruction, administers
formative assessments to assess progress toward mastery, and uses those assessment
results to provide feedback to students on how to improve so that the learning outcome is
achieved. These teachers often provide additional practice to increase the chance of
mastery (Guskey, 2010).

In using SBG, many teachers provide the learner more time or multiple attempts
to achieve a learning objective before moving on to new learning goals. This is in
contrast to the traditional grading practice approach where presentation of an
instructional unit of pre-determined length is simply followed by a summative or final
assessment (Guskey, 2010). Additionally, “focusing on only a percentage cutoff in
establishing mastery is seductive, but misleading” (Guskey & Anderman, 2014, p. 21)
and doing so prioritizes the number rather than the learning. A graphic representation of
the contrast between the two approaches is presented in Figure 4. Essentially, traditional
grading practices lock in a time-bound, linear progression of the presentation of material
followed by a summative assessment to measure the student’s achievement while SBG
represents an actual cycle of learning allowing formative feedback to guide and support

improvements in student learning (Marzano, 2011). Further, research shows that when
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teachers use formative assessments as a component of SBG, they have a much stronger
understanding of a student’s mastery of the subject matter (Marzano, 2011; McMillan,

2004).

Traditional Grading Practices:
Typical Progression

Plan instruction
{Using Units,

Advance To

Summative New Learning

Goals

Themes, or Time Asgessment

Available)

5BG:
Typical Progression Advance To
A New Leaming
Goals
Fe-Teach,
Provide

Support,
and/or
Additional
Practice

Figure 4. Traditional grading practices contrasted with standards-based grading.
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A teacher must have a clear understanding about the differences in formative

assessment and summative assessment if one is going to evaluate product, process and
progress. SBG rests primarily on the idea that assessment should be more for learning
rather than of learning (O’Connor & Wormeli, 2011). Students should not be graded as
they are learning the material, but rather after the learning has occurred. Therefore,
students should be given ample time to practice using formative assessment to aid in their
growth and to help adjust instruction without penalty. This concept is depicted in Figure
5. Applying this concept incorrectly, goes back to the argument of why homework, as it
is traditionally used, hinders learning. If homework is practice, weighing it too heavily
does not provide a safe environment for students to practice, and it adds to the
meaninglessness of a time-line driven gradebook indicative of traditional grading

practices.
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Traditional Grading Practices

Standards-Based Grading

Figure 5. Contrast of assessment in traditional vs. SBG practices. Adapted from: Spokane

Public Schools, 2009, p. 14
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Improvement Methodology

Setting goals. If one accepts the fact that traditional grading practices are
harmful, then educators need to look to SBG as a new model in grading reform. In the
short term, SBG will create equitable treatment among students by measuring
performance solely against standards. This will allow students to have equal access to
content, will mitigate external factors, and will provide a positive trajectory for student
success. When grades are based solely on mastery of content/skills/dispositions, a
student’s level of advantage or disadvantage does not impact his or her grade. For
example, a student living in poverty often has challenges that may inhibit his or her
ability to work on projects at home or to complete homework due to external factors out
of his or her control. A student could be required to complete housework, take care of
siblings, and create meals due to absent or working parents or a student may simply not
have stable housing at all creating great unpredictability in routines outside of school.
Guskey (2015) describes other grading practices that are all too common and based on
student compliance that further disadvantage students. These include inflating grades for
bringing in tissues, keeping cell phones put away, attending school events, and signing a
course syllabus (Guskey, 2015).

All of the unintended consequences of traditional grading practices lead to
inaccurate reporting of student achievement. The inequity created can adversely affect
decisions and can damage a student’s future by having him/her placed incorrectly in
courses. Knowing accurately what a student knows and is able to do provides more equal

access and opportunity for advancement, especially for a disadvantaged student.
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Additionally, SBG will advance learning by providing adequate assessment for
course learning objectives, for more accurate evaluation of student progress, and correct
course placement. In the long term, SBG will allow students equal access to employment
and all other post-secondary schooling opportunities. Students will be better prepared for
subsequent courses, career, college or other post-secondary opportunities. Therefore, the
improvement initiative implemented at Alleghany High School and discussed in this
disquisition sought to gather evidence and evaluate both these long term and short term

outcome goals; a summary of those goals is shown in Figure 6.

Short-Term: Equitable Treatment | f Short-Term: Advancement of
Students® level of advantage or privilege Learning
does not impact their grade resulting in .
egqual access to learning opportunities for
all studenis: (1) more apprapriate
placement in subsequent courses, (2)
possible reduction in placement of students
in inappropriate courses/learning
environments, and (3) GPAs that accurately
represent students’ content
mastery/learning.

Criteria for course or grade-level success are
isolated to mastery of content so that students
are: (1) better able to identify and improve
performance toward mastery and (2) are
encouraged rather than discouraged toward
continuous gffort and improvement.

e N h
Long-Term: Equitable Treatment
Provides a positive frajectory for studert
success with equal access to employment and
all ather posi-secondary schooling
apporfiities.

N S

Long-Term: Advancement of Learning
Prepares for subsequent courses, career, college,
ar other posi-secondary opportumities.

-'f
b

Figure 6. Disquisition desired state/outcome goals.

The improvement initiative included an in-depth look at the changes made to the
grading practices at Alleghany High School, highlighting the work done to build the
capacity of the teachers and the leadership team as they worked to address the

inaccuracies and inequities in grading practices. Two courses were selected to implement
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a SBG improvement initiative for the actual improvement initiative. This consisted of a
grading system or formula that was based solely on the competencies of the course
derived from the curriculum standards. To help better increase fidelity with the grading
formula, an online assessment tool called Study Island was used to create quizzes and
tests solely based on the course competencies. The disquisition team also anticipated that
stakeholders would value the clarity of the communication of student progress provided
by SBG. Further, the disquisitioners hypothesized that they would learn, through
interviews and focus groups, that stakeholders’ perceptions about a change in grading
practices would be positive. The logic model in Figure 7 provides a brief summary of the
improvement initiative process as initially proposed and the actual process is outlined in

greater detail later in the disquisition.
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Problem: Traditional grading practices do not allow for the equitable treatment of students
and hinder learning.
Process Goal: Pilot the implementation of SBG practices in the secondary school setting.
EResources/Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impact
Buy-in from Created PD Teachers Teachers Equity among
students, staff, opportunity for | created a changed their students was
and stakeholders | teachers Grading perception of created
A SBG Aszessed gtoailfm?ﬁmt ;::::11;::1:51 SBG advanced
framework for school’s current (GPS) - act{c;s student learning
teachers practices and pr
c that existing level of | Students Teachers
lémfis knowledge participated in changed using
aigne SBG Math 1 | from traditional
assignments and | Executed PD ) .
asseu*sments based on the gap and Biology grading
3 tices to SBG

directly with between courses practices o
standards knowledge/ Grades aligned | Student learning

experience and | with standards | was

implementation communicated

of SBG accurately

Supported sub-

group of

teachers doing

full

implementation

and interviewed

them fo assess

performance

Planning Intended Results

Figure 7. Logic model. Based on Logic Model Development Guide by W. K. Kellogg

Foundation in Preskill & Ruff-Eft, 2016, p. 83.

Participants. Those participating in the improvement initiative include
administrators, specifically the principal; the Biology and Math 1 teachers, students
enrolled in Biology and Math 1 during the spring semester of 2015, parent of the students

enrolled in classes, and the school-based leadership team.
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Improvement initiative implementation plan. SBG is the next evolution of the
changes that were already underway at Alleghany High School since the fall of 2011.
Starting then and using the structure of professional learning communities, the school
administration worked with teachers and other stakeholders to identify the purpose and
philosophy of grading and then began to make changes. To continue the efforts made at
Alleghany High School, the disquisitioners designed an improvement initiative with two
major goals in mind. The outcome goals were focused on creating equity and advancing
student learning while the improvement initiative process goals were focused on the
action steps for implementing SBG in two teachers’ classrooms. Figure 8 illustrates the
entire improvement initiative implementation plan including work done at the school
before the disquisition while Figure 9 shows a table the disquisitioners used to build an

implementation plan for the disquisition work.

Previous
Improve-

ments: Improvement Initiative
1.
No Penalty Establish
for R PD for full collective D&
Practice Disquisitioners faculty and agreement on the art for
assess all Gradin ose of Suppart I
i revious Tacing PrTpos PLCs with
Minmmum _F Philosophy grades and the !
Improvemet . Math I and
mumber of Ly efFort Statement imtentional Biology
grades orts (GPS) outcomes we Teacher
3. seek a5 a rezult
Late of grading
Missing

Wark

Figure 8. Graphic representation of intervention plan cycle.
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Problem Statement
Traditional grading practices do not allow for the eguitable reatment of students and hinder
leaming,
Goals
Cnatcome Groals: (1) SEG will provide for more equitable treatment of stodsnts and (2 SBG
will advance student leaming.

Process Goals: (1) To provide professional developrient for teachers and (1) to irmplesment
SBG practices in a Biology amd hath 1 courze.

Improvemsant Process Components (Teacher Bahaniors)

Teachers will not apply zeros or use hon-academic variables in their grading formulas.

Teachar: will provids stodents with sufficient thne and oppartunity to damonstrate thair
leaming and will allow them to re-claim credit for mizzing or late work:

Teachers will provids no less than tovo hours of additional mtoring per wesk to support
stadent’s leaming of course competanciss,

Teachars will uze online leaming tool entitled Stugly foland to provide formative and
PUMIMELIVE 355 e53Tants,

Stakeholders Involved in Process
The Biolagy and hzth I teachers at Alleghany Hizh Schoal
Smudents enrolled in both above clazzes (current smadents at Alleghany High School).
Parents of student: at 4lleshary High School.
Admimiztrators at Alleghany High School.
School Bazsd Leadership Team

Figure 9. Improvement initiative implementation plan (excerpt).

Historical and Current Initiatives at Alleghany High School

The transition from using traditional grading practices to using SBG practices was
a slow process occurring over four years. While the principal and the school’s teacher-
leaders collaboratively shared the research on grading and made some alterations to their
practices, in the spring of 2014-2015 the school underwent a larger transition. The
improvement initiative was designed to help the school make a significant shift to the

SBG approach piloting it with two teachers’ courses. In the sections that follow, the
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disquisitioners will provide a conceptual framework used to guide the improvement
initiative and a time-line with a narrative description of the improvement initiative.

Present grading practices and reforms in progress. The change to the school’s
grading processes originally began with a need to improve graduation and failure rates.
The principal and teacher-leaders saw course failure as a barrier to graduation. As a
starting point, the school staff read the article by Douglas Reeves (2004) titled The Case
Against the Zero and used it to spark a discussion about the practice of grading and the
dangers of using zeroes as an instructional tool. After several professional development
opportunities designed to showcase equitable grading practices, the school leadership
team designed and implemented several guiding practices for student grading. These
practices are outlined below.

No penalty for practice. After receiving mandatory remediation and tutoring,
students were allowed to retake tests and quizzes until they could demonstrate mastery.
This was designed to allow students to work at their own individual pace with their own
learning curve and would not penalize students who learned slower than their peers.

Minimum number of grades. Teachers were required to post a minimum of two
grades per week, or twelve per reporting period. This encompassed homework, tests,
quizzes, in-class assignments, and projects. This ensured that a student’s final grade
would not be skewed by an outlier and that a student would have ample opportunity to
demonstrate mastery.

Late assignments. Students were allowed to turn in missing and late assignments
during the six week grading period to receive a minimum of a passing grade for

assignments that demonstrated grade level work.
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Professional development and teacher change. Once the disquisitioners
determined what content was needed for professional development, the disquisition team
provided a two-hour long overview of the SBG process along with its history and its
potential for use at Alleghany High. This targeted professional development session
occurred in February 2015 at the school with all three of the disquisitioners taking an
active part in leading the instruction. All of the teachers at the school participated in this
professional development which included follow-up and discussion after the face-to-face
session. The activities conducted were largely based on Wormeli’s Fair Isn’t Always
Equal (2006) on SBG. The teachers discussed and generated ideas in small groups
during the work session that also featured short video clips of Rick Wormeli discussing
his practical approach to SBG for teachers (Wormeli, 2010).

At the conclusion of the professional development session in February 2015, each
teacher was asked to reflect on the discussion and learning goals for the day by
completing a follow-up assignment. Also, after the professional development was
delivered, each professional learning community (PLC) within the school was charged
with discussing and processing the information into some actionable goals. Specifically,
each teacher was tasked with creating a Grading Philosophy Statement (GPS) that would
be used to guide his/her analysis and change to his/her own classroom grading practices
moving forward. The school’s principal worked with teachers to ensure that those
follow-up discussions were held and that the GPS documents were created. Teachers
provided a copy of their completed GPS document to the principal so that the disquisition

team would not only have examples of their work, but also this provided formative
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assessment of the teachers’ progress on incorporating SBG practices into their teaching
during the improvement initiative.

In addition to the GPS activity, the disquisitioners encouraged the teachers to
return to the topic of grades and grading in their professional learning communities,
specifically to generate practical implementation ideas for their particular courses or
subjects in an ongoing manner throughout the semester. This would allow teachers from
the same discipline to examine the grading practices across the four years of a student’s
high school career to determine if the grades were equitable and supported the learning
process. These professional learning community conversations continued throughout the
spring of 2015. This job-embedded recurrence was designed as a formative support
measure during the overall improvement initiative not only to support the two classrooms
actively engaged in the initiative but also to provide general support to the whole school
in taking on improving grading as a school-wide professional learning goal. The
disquisition team wanted to be sure that any change process was supported by
professional learning in the greater school community to try to prevent this intervention
from falling into the failed intervention trap often seen in public schools when a reform
process is unsupported or not allowed the time or reflection needed to take hold (Bryk,
Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015).

For the teachers who were taking part in the targeted improvement initiative, the
principal purchased a copy of the book On Your Mark - Challenging the Conventions of
Grading and Reporting by Thomas Guskey (2015). Providing the teachers this book was
intended to help them deeply reflect on their grading practices and become more familiar

with the research surrounding SBG. The disquisitioners felt that this book was valuable
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for several reasons. First, it was recently published containing relevant research on the
processes of grading and the inequities inherent in traditional grading practices. Second,
it provided mathematical analyses regarding the computation of grades and the impact of
percentages. This book was used to help guide the teachers’ practices as well as help
frame their conversations with students, parents, and colleagues about SBG. Making the
teacher an authority on the use of SBG through relevant professional learning was
designed as a way to provide the efficacy and empowerment needed to support the
teacher through a change from using primarily traditional grading practices to using SBG
practices.

One of the weaknesses of implementation of SBG at Alleghany High School was
a lack of deep stakeholder knowledge regarding the research and beliefs surrounding the
grading process. W. Edward Deming proposes a model of profound knowledge (see
Figure 10) that is required prior to any type of system-wide change. This model speaks
of the interplay of four elements: appreciation for a system, understanding variation, a
building of knowledge, and the human side of change. It is the understanding of the
interplay between these four variables that is critical in the building of true stakeholder

change (Langley, 2009).
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Building
Knowledge

Human side
of change

aaton for a system

Understanding
Vision

Figure 10. Deming’s system of profound knowledge. Adapted from Langley, G. J.,
Moen, R. D., Nolan, K. M., Nolan, T. W., Norman, C. L., & Provost, L. P. (2009). The
improvement guide: A practical approach to enhancing organizational performance (2nd

ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Formative assessment of students. A central benefit of the SBG model is the
ability for teachers to gather useful formative or progress data that can be used to analyze
student understanding of the competencies contained in the standard course of study
(Stiggins, 2005). This allows school staff to intervene so that support can be provided for

student learning before it is too late. Additionally, SBG communicates student progress
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more consistently throughout the learning term to inform both parents and students
regarding progress toward learning goals. An online computer program, Study Island,
was used to help students and teachers track mastery of learning goals. Study Island is a
data-driven software that provides standards-based assessment and test preparation
(Study Island, n.d.). Study Island combines rigorous content that is highly customized to
the specific state standards in math and science and contains interactive features as well
as games that engage students and reinforce learning and mastery.

Upon further reflection, teachers realized that Study Island could be used
intentionally to promote a SBG model in several ways. First, the Study Island program
breaks down the course being assessed, in this case biology or Math 1, into separate and
distinct skills or competencies. It can then be used to track and assess mastery on each of
these competencies. It allows students to return to units that had been done before, redo
them, and then receive an updated score. In this way, student understanding of the
coursework is consistently kept up-to-date, and students are allowed to return to
competencies and skills until they demonstrate mastery. Second, Study Island also
provides a report that can be printed out and sent to parents each grading period that
shows a students’ overall growth and mastery as well as weak areas in each competency.

Both the Biology and the Math I teachers committed to using Study Island
intentionally over the course of the improvement initiative requiring students to spend a
minimum of one hour per week directly working with the program. Both teachers
analyzed the data from the program and provided students the opportunity to retake and
retest specific weak areas in their learning. Students were also allowed the opportunity to

improve their performance and, consequently their grade, throughout the semester.
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Students were provided two hours each week of specific, individual tutoring on areas of
concern. This allowed the students to receive individualized attention and support
designed to help improve their overall understanding of the instructional goals of the
course. The teachers also consistently sent home documentation and reports to parents
every six weeks detailing each student’s overall growth as well as mastery of learning
goals.

Summary. Figure 11 details the grading improvements implemented at
Alleghany High School prior to this disquisition as well as those which occurred
specifically for this disquisition. First, it was important to assess all previous
improvement efforts made at Alleghany High School before implementing the specific
SBG improvement initiative in the Biology and Math 1 courses. This information led the
disquisitioners to design professional development to explain the research regarding SBG
as well as the processes by which it creates equity among students and supports learning.
Second, the disquisitioners believed that the best way to support the student learning
throughout the process was through the use of Study Island. This program helped the
teachers formatively assess and support student learning while also providing ways to

communicate effectively with parents regarding student progress.



School Years 2011 - 2013

Analyze major school izsues: graduation rate and
course failures

Staff Studies The Case Against the Zero
Implement SBG practices: no penalty for
practice, credit for late work, and mastery
Recrganize school schedule to include Friday
break and mandatory tutoring

Feevisit practices with School Based Leadership
Team (SELT)

Letter home to parents informing them of SBG
practices

Elimmation of the zero as grading practice
Consistent re-evzluation of course failures and
graduation rates

Institute mininmm mmmber of grades per six
weeks

SBLT mstitutes policy to allow students to revise
and resubmit essays and papers

Elimmate exam exemptions for attendance and
grades

Wheole staff book study: What Grear Teachers
Do Differently

Fall Semester 2014

Analyze increazed graduation rate
Alleghany County Schools ranked top ten
graduation rates in state

Select teachers read On Four Mark
Principal conducts staff FD on SBG

Spring Semester 2013

Inmitial Meeting with Biology and Math I
teachers

Disquisitioners conduct PD with staff and
teachers create GPS

Implement SBG in Math [ and Biology classes
Students use Study Island

Principal confereances with teachers and
monttors implementation of SBG in Biology
and Math I

Interview and focus groups conducted
Evaluation of Improvement Initiative begins

Pre Disquisition Cycle 2011 - 2014

Disquisition Cycle 2014-2015

Figure 11. Pre-Disquisition and disquisition improvement initiative timeline.

Chapter Il also detailed the enhancement of professional development that

occurred with teachers at Alleghany High School, seeking ways to extend and enhance

their understanding of the SBG model, coupled with research and data that highlighted

the need for grading protocols that enhance learning equitably for all students. This

professional development included extending the strategies and values of the SBG
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program into the grade level and subject area professional learning communities in order

to help refine and enhance teacher practices in the building. Also explained was how the
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intervention was formatively assessed through the use of a student driven, competency
based program called Study Island which allowed the students the opportunity to revisit
elements of the standard course of study for both biology and math until they

demonstrated mastery.
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CHAPTER IIl: EVALUATION OF IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE: ASSESSMENT

METHODOLOGY

Chapter I11 will discuss how the disquisitioners evaluated the success of the
improvement initiative both formatively and summatively. We define formative
assessment as monitoring and providing feedback that can be used to advance
improvement efforts. Formative assessment attempts to answer the question: “Is the
improvement initiative working?” We define summative assessment as evaluating the
effectiveness and outcomes of the improvement initiative once completed. Summative
assessment attempts to answer the question: “Did the improvement process work?” Both
types of assessment are detailed in this section while the results are provided in Chapter
IV. Before diving into the evaluation of the improvement initiative, we have connected
the pieces of this process in a larger framework (Figure 12) to remind the reader of the

relationship between the problem, the intervention applied, and the desired outcomes.
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Figure 12. Disquisition conceptual framework.
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Our assessment results and conclusions are predicated on whether the goals
(process and outcome) were achieved. As reported previously, our goals included two
goals that were categorized as outcome goals, or, more specifically, goals that, when
achieved, represented our desired state. They included: (1) SBG will provide for more
equitable treatment of students and, (2) SBG will advance student learning. The second
two goals were considered process goals, referring to goals set for the improvement
process itself. First, we sought to provide relevant, effective professional development
designed to directly support the implementation of SBG practices in both a Biology and a
Math 1 course. Second, we hoped to achieve successful implementation of SBG.

After conducting a review of the literature and an analysis of prior change
processes in student grading that had already taken place at the school, the disquisitioners
set out to design an improvement initiative that essentially served as another cycle of
improvement in the overarching continuous improvement at the school (Langley, et al.,
2009). With this in mind, it was critical to approach the work of the disquisition semester
(spring 2015) within the context of the ongoing efforts already being implemented in the
school, refer to figure 11 in Chapter I1.

By applying the SBG improvement initiative with two teachers first and then
following that initiative with analysis and reflection, the disquisitioners believed it would
provide more encouragement for future change processes (Langley, et al., 2009).
Additionally, analyzing the qualitative data collected at the end of the 2015 spring
semester was intended to provide a framework for future improvement initiatives at
Alleghany High School or other schools wishing to implement SBG. Discovering more

about what stakeholders value and what beliefs they hold are critical elements of any
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effort to complete future cycles of improvement or to coach leaders in other contexts who
wish to improve grading practices (Brookhart, 2011).

At the conclusion of the 2015 spring term, the disquisitioners conducted a series
of dialogues with stakeholders involved in the process at the school to gather qualitative
data as a part of this disquisition. The disquisition team conducted focus groups with
students who had participated in the classes where the SBG changes had been
implemented, semi-structured interviews with the teachers involved in the improvement
initiative, a focus group with parents of students in the school who had experienced the
changes in grading practices, and a semi-structured interview with the school’s principal
who had served as the school-site leader of the improvement initiative. What follows is a
discussion of how those data were analyzed at the conclusion of the improvement
initiative.

Formative Assessment of Improvement Initiative

“The Model for Improvement is based on an iterative, trial-and-learning approach
to improvement” (Langley, et al, 2009, p. 102). In other words, the Model for
Improvement is based on cycles of formative assessments. Formative assessment is a
method for monitoring and providing feedback that can be used to advance improvement
efforts. Specifically, formative assessments help identify strengths and weaknesses
allowing one to address problems immediately (Carnegie Mellon University, n.d.). In
any improvement initiative it is important to assess formatively to know whether a
change is truly an improvement (Langley, et al., 2009). While the improvement initiative
implemented at Alleghany High School included an informal, formative assessment, the

disquisitioners primarily measured the improvement initiative summatively. In
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retrospect, the disquisitioners recognize that more formative assessment could have
generated better information to make mid-course corrections and to ensure fidelity of the
initiative. This is noted as an area of weakness in the disquisition and ideas for how
school leaders might formatively assess the implementation of SBG are provided in
Chapter V, the recommendation section of this paper.

The improvement initiative for this disquisition occurred in the spring of 2015.
Alleghany High School’s course term consisted of three six-week grading periods in an
overall eighteen-week semester. High school course credits are earned by the successful
completion of a course (North Carolina State Board of Education [NCSBE], 2013).
Because Alleghany High School courses are set on a block schedule, students earn one
credit per semester course. The biology and Math 1 courses are only offered in the spring
semester of each year. Because of this scheduling it was not possible to implement more
than one cycle of the SBG improvement initiative in the biology and Math 1 courses

within the disquisitioners’ final year of Western Carolina University’s doctoral program.

First six Second six Third six End of course
ek ks ok — > state exam +
WeeKs wee. W
Course grade Cruree
Credit

s

Figure 13. Overview of grading periods.
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Because of the work done previously by the principal, the ground work for
implementing the SBG improvement initiative had been laid. In Chapters | and Il, the
disquisitioners discussed the history of Alleghany High School and the traditional
grading practices that were utilized for students prior to 2011. These traditional practices
included the use of zeroes for missed assignments, the lack of retesting and re-submission
of work, and the inclusion of behavioral-based consequences and incentives for students.
Soon after arriving in the fall of 2011, the principal worked with the school’s leadership
team to alter immediately a variety of grading practices that were being utilized. The
policies for which the principal advocated were justified as a measure designed to help
increase graduation rates and decrease course failure rates but were not implemented with
any targeted, comprehensive professional development designed to increase the teachers’
understanding of the unintended consequences of traditional grading practices.

When the school implemented the grading policies introduced in 2011, the efforts
were constructed hastily in order to address specific, urgent issues of graduation rates and
course failures. The implementation of these policies were used as a mandate to solve
specific, systemic problems. A Repair Kit for Grading: 15 Fixes for Broken Grades by
Ken O'Connor (2010) was influential in convincing the principal to attend to these
problems. Of particular interest was the passage:

“In education we have tended to think of fairness as uniformity. All students have

been required to do the same assessments in the same amount of time and their

grades have been calculated in the same way from the same number of
assessments. But students are different in many different ways, and so treating

them the same can actually be unfair” (O’Connor, 2010, p.7).
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The book provided a basic framework for the principal to consider when
evaluating the effectiveness of grading practices. O’Connor (2010) suggests that
effective grades meet four overarching criteria for success: grades should be accurate,
meaningful, consistent, and designed to support learning (p. 3). Therefore, the principal
aligned the grading policy changes to these four criteria.

Teachers at Alleghany High School generally adhered to the policies of effective
grading practices that were set forth by the principal. When asked, the principal reported
having many individual conversations with teachers to help them learn how to integrate
the new grading conventions into their own classrooms. However, teachers still did not
have a clear understanding of the reasons supporting the changes in policies nor did they
have any real measure of how successfully they had implemented change in their own
contexts (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). Therefore, at the
beginning of the 2015 spring semester, the disquisitioners traveled to the school to meet
with teachers for the purpose of forging relationships and to evaluate their understanding
of SBG. This initial meeting laid the foundation for the content of the professional
development conducted in February 2015. Teachers at this time were asked to create a
Grading Philosophy Statement (GPS) and were presented with the basic tenants of SBG.
The principal collected these after the professional development and discussed the
content in subsequent faculty meetings.

Additionally, at the end of each six week period during the semester, the teacher
participants reported students’ current levels of mastery in the biology and Math 1

courses. Students, parents and administration were made aware of students’ progress. AS
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a means of formative assessment, the principal conducted daily interactions with the
biology and Math 1 teachers to monitor and support the implementation of SBG. The
disquisitioners communicated with one another about these interactions and made sure
immediate interventions were not needed.

Had the SBG improvement initiative continued into the next and subsequent
years, a true learning loop would have been established (Langley, et al, 2009), and is
recommended in Chapter V. At the end of the semester, summative assessments of the
improvement initiative were also conducted by the disquisitioners.

Summative Assessment of Improvement Initiative

The primary methods of assessment of the actual effectiveness of the
improvement initiative itself were summative in nature. Evaluating any change process
after the fact is critical in gathering valuable information before attempting follow-up
improvement cycles or in expanding, or scaling up, subsequent change efforts. It is also
important for looking at implementing improvements in other contexts (Langley et al.,
2009). The goal of a summative assessment is to evaluate at the end of a cycle to
determine whether goals have been met (Carnegie Mellon University, n.d.). In analyzing
the data collected, the disquisitioners sought to evaluate the process goals, which were to
provide professional development of teachers and to implement SBG practices in two
courses, and to evaluate the outcome goals, which were that SBG will create equity and

advance student learning. Figure 14 outlines the methods by which data was analyzed.



Data Source

Focus group students
(students enrolled in
Biology and Math 1
classes)

Semi-structured
teacher interviews
(Biology and Math 1
Teachers)

Focus group parents
(A generally
representative group
of parents)

Interview principal

Figure 14. Summary of data for summative evaluation.

Toward the end of the semester, the disquisitioners conducted focus groups or

semi-structured interviews with each of the stakeholders who had been involved in the

Frequency / Timeline

At end of semester
Conducted at end of the
improvement initiative
implementation

At end of semester
Conducted at end of the
improvement initiative
implementation

At end of semester
Conducted at end of the
improvement initiative
implementation

At end of semester
Conducted at end of the
improvement initiative
implementation

Data Collection &

Analysis Strateqgies

Verbatim transcription, In

Vivo coding, and values

coding (Miles, Huberman, &

Saldafa, 2014).

Verbatim transcription, In

Vivo coding, and values

coding (Miles, Huberman, &

Saldafa, 2014).

Verbatim transcription, In

Vivo coding, and values

coding (Miles, Huberman, &

Saldafa, 2014).

Verbatim transcription, In

Vivo coding, and

dramaturgical coding (Miles,
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Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014).

improvement initiative. A primary aim was to learn not only the degree of success of the

intervention, but also to determine how much of the tenets of SBG had been internalized

by the stakeholders. Lists of questions from each focus group and interviews are

contained in the Appendices. This required the disquisitioners to submit a request for

review of human subject research to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Western
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Carolina University. The project description submitted for institutional review was as
follows:

“Our research will include an in-depth look at the changes made to the grading

practices at Alleghany High School, highlighting the work done to build the

capacity of the teachers and the leadership team as they worked to address the
many inequities in grading practices that were being used. Alleghany High

School will also be the focus of our standards-based grading change initiative that

will be used to promote a grading system that is based solely on the competencies

of the course” (Andrews, Barnes, & Gibbs, 2015).

Once the IRB approval process granted permission for the focus groups and
interviews to be used as a viable research tool, the disquisitioners were able to build a
collection of questions that were used as focus group and interview questions.
Disquisitioners involved only parents, teachers and students who were directly affected
by the interventions completed in the biology and Math 1 courses. Since the
implementation of the SBG model affected stakeholders including parents, students and
teachers, the disquisition team believed that qualitative methods of assessment, namely,
stakeholder focus groups and interviews, would be the most revealing research modalities
to employ.

Through the viewpoints of the stakeholders, important process elements were
revealed. The amount of buy-in for SBG was measured through student and parent focus
groups. Questions asked of the students and parents were open-ended and spurred
informative conversations among the focus group participants. Question selection and

interview design for the teacher interviews that occurred were of particular importance in
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gauging the success of the improvement initiative. At the conclusion of the improvement
initiative the teachers’ perspectives were most valuable in assessing both the SBG design
and its practice. It was the teacher’s role as the practitioner which provided the best
window into the success of the improvement initiative as well as its challenges.

An ethical consideration involved with the improvement initiative was that the
principal of Alleghany High School was also one of the disquisitioners. His role was that
of practitioner-scholar, and he had an insider relationship with stakeholders involved in
the SBG implementation. For this reason, the disquisitioners agreed it was inappropriate
for the principal-disquisitioner to conduct either the teacher or student focus groups. This
was done in an attempt to minimize or avoid any impact on the outcome of the data with
these two stakeholder groups. This decision was important for teacher interviews
because he had direct supervision over the teaching staff. Therefore, a member of the
disquisition team not connected with the school collected the student and teacher data in
order to provide a safe setting for communication. To gather comprehensive and accurate
data, each participant needed to feel comfortable sharing his or her experience. It was
even more important to distance the principal-disquisitioner from the student focus
groups since several students knew him for a few years prior to matriculating to the high
school. The disquisitioners were concerned that this relationship would affect the
outcome and the ability for students to speak freely. However, it was decided that for the
principal-disquisitioner to conduct the parent focus group would actually be the most
valuable and logical connection since his relationship with the parents was more

collaborative and less authoritative than the other stakeholder groups.
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Description of Data Analysis

As evidenced by the focus groups and interviews, the process goals for this
disquisition were clearly met: to provide professional development of teachers and to
implement SBG practices in biology and Math 1 courses. The data from each
stakeholder group involved in the improvement initiative was analyzed differently. The
section below will outline the data analysis for each stakeholder or group of stakeholders.

Students. Two separate student focus groups were conducted. One group
contained seven students from the biology class and the other group contained seven
students from the Math 1 course. A cross-section of students who represented a variety
of different levels of academic ability, gender, race and ethnicity were selected. Students
were invited to use pseudonyms if they wished to further ensure their anonymity. Both
focus groups were conducted at different times on May 13, 2015. The Math | focus
group lasted 28 minutes and the biology focus group lasted 38 minutes. Each group of
students received the same questions and the interviews were conducted in the same
manner. Focus group conversations were recorded and transcribed.

In the approved disquisition proposal, the disquisitioners stated that in vivo
coding would be used to analyze the transcripts of each student focus group. The
disquisition team wished to identify particular words used to reflect the precise impact
grading had upon students because in vivo coding “honors the participant’s voice”
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014, p. 74). Students’ voices in many educational
processes and in educational research are often overlooked or, at least, under-utilized
(Wormeli, 2010). To advance both outcome goals of the disquisition, the researchers

believed that giving credence to this stakeholder group was a critical element in creating
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lasting or sustainable change. In vivo coding was used in the first coding cycle. For the
second coding cycle, values coding was used. This second cycle of coding was used for
the purpose of gaining further insight into SBG buy-in and attitudes towards the changed
practices. The disquisitioners also wanted to know if similar themes with the students
and parents would emerge. The coding cycles revealed that students were allowed a
great deal of latitude to turn in late assignments, have zeroes erased from their grade book
and were given the opportunity to retake tests until mastery was demonstrated. These
practices are indicative of SBG and prove that the teachers implemented SBG as
instructed during the improvement initiative.

Teachers. The selection of teachers who participated in the improvement
initiative was in many ways predicated by the choice of courses. The two teachers who
were selected were the only teachers in the spring semester who taught biology and Math
I. In addition to these two teachers, the Math 1 students were taught by a pre-service
teacher attending a North Carolina university. Teacher interviews took place on June 8,
2015. The biology teacher was interviewed for 43 minutes, the Math | teacher was
interviewed for 49 minutes, and the pre-service teacher was interviewed for 33 minutes.
Interviews were conducted in the teachers’ classrooms during their planning periods, and
were recorded and transcribed. The same questions were asked of all teachers.

The teachers participated in semi-structured interviews, all taking place on June 8,
2015. Semi-structured interviews allow the interviewer to develop a list of questions and
topics that are open-ended and need to be covered during the conversation (Cohen &
Crabtree, 2006). In vivo and values coding were used to analyze teacher interviews.

Values coding reflects a participant’s values, attitudes and beliefs (Miles, Huberman, &
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Saldafia, 2014). Using values coding illustrated participants’ perspectives of grading
practices. This was imperative to learn because when perceptions change, behavior
changes (Guskey, 2002b). And, the disquisitioners hypothesized that if teachers believed
that traditional grading practices cause unintended consequences that it would move a
teacher to implement SBG with more fidelity. According to the comments made in the
interviews, teachers did align their grading practices to SBG, espousing the benefit of
SBG. They also stated that the professional development offered by the disquisitioners
was helpful in their implementation and understanding of SBG.

Parents. The parent focus group took place on June 19, 2015, in the conference
room at Alleghany High School. The focus group lasted 34 minutes and was similar in
content to the student focus groups, with obvious changes necessary to change the frame
of reference. While parents are not the issuers of grades nor the recipients of grades, they
are an influential stakeholder group. Their opinions and perceptions informed the
disquisitioners of the things that would need to be communicated in order for the
improvement effort to be more effective. Therefore, the parent focus group was analyzed
using in vivo and values coding (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014).

High school is often where parents become the most disengaged with the
educational process because the students generally advocate for themselves regarding
grading (Hara & Burke, 1998). Parents stated that SBG helped them stay abreast of their
child’s academic progress, and this was the extent of what many parents needed to feel:
that their children were held accountable and treated equitably. There was a small
contingent of parents who felt that the new grading process made things too easy for the

students. They did not think SBG carried with it the same amount of accountability
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students would face in college (Parent Focus Group). This seemed to be because these
parents did not understand the underlying purpose of allowing students to redo/retake
assignments. Several parents hearkened back to their own high school careers with
nostalgia, talking about how they believed that when they were younger there was a
heightened sense of responsibility by students (Parent Focus Group).

Principal. The principal interview occurred on September 9, 2015. The
interview lasted 31 minutes and was recorded and transcribed. Because the improvement
initiative for this disquisition was an extension of prior improvement efforts at the school,
the disquisitioners sought to gather a retrospective account of the transitions leading up to
the 2015 spring semester. It was believed that this information would add to the body of
knowledge leaders need to make improvements. Therefore, the principal interview was
analyzed using dramaturgical coding because it is “appropriate for exploring
intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and action (and) power relations”
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014, p. 76). The principal’s story not only added
valuable information to inform future leaders about the positive aspects of the SBG
improvement initiative, but also provided insight about things that could have been done
better to implement the improvement initiative.

The principal’s interview revealed that he felt convinced that the policies put into
place early on in his tenure were necessary interventions to address the immediate
problems the high school was facing (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9,
2015). However, the intervention process and subsequent analysis of the data gathered
clearly demonstrated for him missed opportunities where the earlier processes fell short.

He learned that by providing targeted professional development for all stakeholders the
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overall success of the implementation of the SBG model was far more likely to take hold
and be incorporated into both the culture and operations of the school moving forward.
Specifically, more communication and professional learning than was provided during
the intervention seemed to be in order if more cycles of improvement were to be
attempted at the school following the intervention applied in the spring of 2015. These
points are discussed in depth in Chapter V.

Summary of Methodology

In Chapter 111 the formative and summative assessments of the improvement
initiative were explained. Formative assessment was minimal and recognized as a
weakness of the disquisition; however, formative assessment as an integral part of
improvement initiatives is discussed in Chapter V. Formative assessment did include
daily interactions between the teachers implementing the improvement initiative and the
principal, three cycles of reporting of student progress of mastery attainment, and
continued PLC work. The summative assessments performed were conducted through
focus groups and interviews with four major stakeholders at the conclusion of the
improvement initiative.

Additionally, Chapter Il explained under what conditions the qualitative data was
collected and how it was coded. Disquisitioners chose to use in vivo coding, values
coding, and dramaturgical coding as their primary methods. Focus groups and interviews
were designed to assess how deeply the beliefs and values of the stakeholders had been
changed by the improvement initiative and whether process and outcome goals were
achieved. Chapter IV will discuss how these data were analyzed and what conclusions

were drawn from the data.
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CHAPTER IV: EVALUATION OF IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE:

ANALYSIS OF ASSESSMENT DATA

In this chapter, the disquisitioners provide an analysis of the data obtained from
the assessments explained in Chapter Il1. In each section data collection from
improvement initiative participants and stakeholders is discussed along with the
procedures used to conduct analysis following the collection of data. Following the
discussion on data collection and analysis procedures, the disquisitioners draw
conclusions regarding the success of the improvement initiative relative to each
improvement initiative participant. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of the
analysis.

Chapter Il covered the intervention design itself, while in Chapter I11 the
disquisitioners discussed the methods used to collect data in connection with the study.
In this chapter, the analysis procedures and the findings from data analysis are discussed.
After the improvement initiative was conducted in the spring semester of 2015, the
disquisitioners set out to conduct inquiry to determine the results of the improvement
initiative implemented at the school. As a part of the intervention design, the
disquisitioners’ intent was to conduct a series of qualitative measures after the semester
when the intervention was applied in order to measure the effectiveness of outcome goals
which were to support equitable treatment of students and promote the advancement of
learning in the school setting.

After designing the improvement initiative, conducting the intervention, and
gathering the data were all completed; the disquisitioners conducted various analyses of

the data gathered throughout the process. Creswell (2012) describes the processes of
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analysis and interpretation as deconstructing the data to learn what the individual
responses contribute then reconstructing the data in order to summarize it. After
completing the analysis of each transcript, it became obvious to the disquisitioners that
the findings were building upon each other as each new piece of the intervention study
was completed and analyzed. Key words appeared across the various participants that
demonstrated powerful and strongly held beliefs. Key themes emerged and were
sometimes almost exactly duplicated among different stakeholders. Unexpected
developments and themes, however, appeared providing the disquisitioners an
opportunity to dig deeper into the meaningful stories and experiences shared by those
students, parents, teachers, and the school’s principal who all volunteered to participate in
the assessment of the improvement initiative. A look at what was learned from students,
teachers, parents, and the principal follows.

Students

Data collection. As discussed in Chapter I11, the research team conducted focus
groups with two different groups of students near the end of the spring semester term in
May 2015. The student participants in the focus groups had all participated as a student
either in a biology class or a Math | class where the intervention with grading had been
applied. Each focus group session was audio-recorded and transcribed. The recording
and written transcript of each session were then reviewed by the disquisitioners to ensure
that the transcription was accurate. After the transcripts of the sessions were verified as
accurate, work began to code the transcripts in order to begin to extract meaning from the

students’ responses.
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The disquisition team conducted two cycles of coding on the transcript for each
focus group session. In cycle one, the disquisitioners identified key sentences, phrases,
or words from participants that provided evidence of the effectiveness of the intervention
or that provided some unique student perspective on the impact of grading either during
the intervention semester or in a more global sense. In the second cycle of coding, the
disquisitioners began to investigate where the students’ values, attitudes, and beliefs
emerged. The initial analysis of the transcripts involved highlighting the words and
phrases of meaning, but the second cycle expanded on this analysis by beginning to sort
the students’ words into categories. By using values coding for the second cycle of
coding in the analysis, the disquisitioners were able to dig deeper into the students’
perspective and views (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014; Olsen, 2012). At the
completion of the work on coding the student focus group transcripts, the disquisition
team met via online video conferencing to discuss the data analysis completed and to
work collaboratively in beginning to work toward drawing conclusions from the data
gathered.

Data analysis. A variety of different categories of data emerged during analysis
of the transcripts of the two student focus groups. Data gathered were analyzed using
values coding to determine what the students’ perspective on the change process was at
its conclusion. The data from the student focus groups were eventually sorted into seven
different categories based on whether the response highlighted was a value, a belief, or an
attitude. Among the beliefs and attitudes unveiled, the disquisitioners divided each into
three subsets as the data spoke to a particular tenet of the intervention or study itself.

Table 2 shows the organization of coding used by the disquisitioners in analysis. When
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using the lens of perspective applied by the disquisitioners searching for opportunities to

support greater student learning and to engender greater equity among students, it was

critical to organize the data gathered as they were coded around these major mileposts.

Table 2

Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs Coding Conducted

Code Description
V1 Grades are important to secure future endeavors and obtain certain social
standings.
Al Retaking/redoing course work is liked and supports learning
A2 Retaking/redoing course work is not liked and hinders learning
Real world, college doesn’t allow for second chances
Covering curriculum, moving on to cover content
A3 Grades are arbitrary and include a hodgepodge of factors creating inequity
A3(1) SBG align grades to standards and supports learning
Bl Grades are perceived as a system of obtaining points rather than a system of
learning
B2 Work ethic
Working hard and trying is valued
Grades are punishments for ....
Participation
B3 Grades are means of motivation

Zeroes decrease motivation and lower self-esteem
Grades are means of compensation for work completed.

When asked, students primarily viewed the structural changes to their grading

during the improvement initiative as additional opportunities to raise their numeric score
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or to reach a “passing score” rather than make any significant connection to learning
goals or standards. This is evidenced when one student focus group participant stated
that, “you retake it and make a lot better grade than a zero” (Math Focus Group).
However, there was some evidence that students were able to move past that view and
make a connection to learning goals as shown when one student participant stated, “I like
it because you might not get it the first time, but she lets you take it as many times as you
want so you get it” (Math Focus Group). What follows is a discussion of the conclusions
drawn from the analysis of the student focus groups data.

Conclusions. After analyzing the data from the students, it was evident students
struggled with moving beyond trying to grab a magic number that would allow them to
pass the course, or to understand how SBG practices supported their learning. Being
nearer to the end of their journey in the K-12 experience, these students have been
inundated with years of very traditional grading practices. So, when SBG approaches
were used, it was not actually clear to the students that a shift in philosophy was
accompanying the changes. Only a few students saw the connection. Some commented
that by being allowed to redo or retake assignments, “you (could) see your mistakes™
(Math Focus Group) or “[fix] something or get help” (Biology Focus Group). Redoing
assignments helped students “get it” (Biology Focus Group) which was significant
because they might not “get it the first time” (Math Focus Group). But on the whole,
students primarily viewed the structural changes (opportunities to redo or retake) as
additional opportunities to raise their numeric score or to reach a passing score rather

than make the connection to learning goals or standards.



78

SBG seeks to use assessment to help students learn and feel able to learn.
Students’ comments that they “really don’t like to fail” (Math Focus Group) and that they
want “a good future after high school” (Biology Focus Group) indicate that they do have
a vested interest in succeeding, but finding the motivation to do so is difficult when
assessment is steeped in traditional practices. Even though students did not clearly
understand that redos and retakes were established to support their learning rather than
earning a grade, they were more motivated to complete tasks and participate in class.
Motivational researchers find that when students are allowed to resubmit assignments and
to practice without penalty for the purpose of achieving mastery, students are more likely
to persist in academic challenges (Guskey & Anderman, 2013). Additionally, “No matter
how much [students] value the learning task, students easily lose their balance without a
sense of safety and well-being as learners. Teachers foster that important feeling by
supporting students as they risk trying any new learning challenge” (Crushman, 2013, p.
40). This feeling was clear because students expressed that they were hopeful when they
were able to redo for understanding and when zeroes were removed from the grade
equation. A biology student stated if retakes were eliminated “more kids might be scared
to fail” (Biology Focus Group).

Additionally, most teachers today use computer and online grading programs to
calculate grades that are based on percentages. The problem is that while percentages
appear to be precise, they are highly subjective and mathematically skewed (Marzano &
Heflebower, 2011). Averaging a zero into a grade has devastating effects and creates
inequity among students (Reeves, 2004). One student said this of his peers: “I think

[zeroes] makes them feel like they haven’t accomplished anything” (Math Focus Group).
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Thus, assigning zeroes “works to undermine the essential, self-enhancing biases students
have that motivate them to work to their abilities and beyond” (Carey, & Carifio, 2011, p.
43).

Most would agree, however, that students do need to know there are
consequences for not doing what is required. Students recognized this and even stated
that “it’s not a good thing” (Math Focus Group) to avoid turning in work. But, a zero
early on in a student’s grade, particularly a zero assigned for practice, may or may not
show at the end of the course what a student has really mastered. “A single zero can
doom a student to failure, regardless of what dedicated effort or level of performance
might follow” (Guskey, 2015, p. 31). Students in the focus groups agreed that “it’s not a
good feeling when you make zeroes, especially if you try” (Math Focus Group).
According to Carey and Carifio (2011) students who expend high effort and fail will
attempt to preserve their perception of their ability by adopting avoidance strategies. “If
exerting high effort is seen as a threat to self-worth, exerting low effort becomes a way of
preserving it. Students can then rationalize any failure as being due to lack of effort rather
than lack of ability” (Carey & Carifio, 2011, 45). Thus, while some teachers think that
zeroes are the appropriate punishment for students’ lack of effort, zeroes really encourage
students to continue on a downward spiral and circumvents any motivation to be
successful: in other words, “they kill you” (Biology Focus Group). It is important for
students to know that teachers value what they learn more than when they learn it.

Through their analysis the disquisitioners found students were more motivated to
engage in class and complete work after the implementation of SBG practices. If the

purpose of education is to increase student achievement, then eliminating poor grading
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practices and replacing them with practices aligned to the model of SBG moves educators
toward that purpose.

Teachers

Data collection. Two teachers and a pre-service (student) teacher were
interviewed at the conclusion of the academic term to assess the effectiveness of the
improvement initiative and to gain valuable insight into their beliefs and understanding of
grading at the secondary level. Each semi-structured interview was recorded and was
conducted using an interview guide or questionnaire that the disquisitioners developed
collaboratively. After completing a series of predetermined interview questions with
each subject, the interviewer was sure to ask if the subject wished to contribute anything
else that the questioning had not elicited. Believing that each interview was
comprehensive and thorough, the disquisitioners had each session’s recording
transcribed. Once each transcript was received, the disquisitioners verified each for
accuracy against the original recordings and began the process to analyze the raw data.

Coding the transcripts was, once again, the method the disquisitioners used to
begin to extract meaning from the participants’ contribution. Specifically, for the
interviews of the teacher subjects, the researchers set out to analyze the transcript by
using in vivo and values coding. Values coding reflects a participant’s values, attitudes
and beliefs (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014). The disquisitioners believed that using
values coding would illustrate participants’ perspectives of grading practices and, further,
that teacher behavior changes would only occur and be sustained if perceptions changed.

Thus, the focus on the teachers’ values and beliefs.
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As was done for the student focus group analysis, the first cycle of coding was
conducted by using in vivo coding to highlight words or phrases as the disquisitioners
believed a consistent first-cycle coding approach across stakeholder data collection would
be desirable both for consistency of method and to honor the voice of stakeholders who
participated in the study (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014; Olsen, 2012). Specifically,
it was noteworthy that a number of words or phrases were repeated exactly or in a
substantially similar manner in a number of instances across the teacher interview subject
transcripts.

Tomlinson (2014) states that teachers often change only because they see it as the
right thing to do or because they feel pressured to do so. Following the first cycle of
coding, the disquisitioners conducted values coding of the teacher transcripts to begin to
learn about the teachers’ motivations, values and opinions. This information was of
particular value as the disquisitioners believed that any successful effort in the future to
scale up the improvement or to replicate the process in another context would hinge
heavily on the teachers’ buy-in, believing that employing SBG was the right approach
and that using SBG practices increased their feelings of efficacy. Further, a concern that
emerged was that since the primary reason for the change in grading practices came from
the advocacy and leadership of the principal that if he left the school without establishing
an appropriate level of buy-in with the staff that the changes would revert back to more
traditional grading practices. The values, attitudes and beliefs codes used were the same
as those used in coding the student focus group transcripts. Those codes were discussed

earlier in the disquisition in Table 2.
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Following the coding cycles, the disquisitioners worked collaboratively to
categorize and sort the qualitative data highlighted in coding. Specifically, the
disquisition team set out to gain an understanding of what change process actually
occurred in the mind of each teacher not only throughout the intervention semester but
also as a retrospective look back over the previous four years as well. The disquisitioners
spent a great deal of time working with the transcripts of each teacher interview as those
were some of the larger data sources used to evaluate the study. The teacher interviews
conducted were longer than the student or parent focus group sessions and were even
slightly longer than the principal’s interview conducted later. This is noteworthy as both
teachers and the student teacher were very descriptive of their own journey throughout
the process providing a critical window into the advantages and challenges to
implementing such a change in grading practices at the secondary school level.

Data analysis. Much like the student focus groups, the teacher interview
transcript analysis produced a categorization of data when the values coding process was
completed. The same seven categories were used to sort the data gathered in the analysis
process that were used in the student focus group analysis. Again turning to values
coding, the researchers sought to discover how the teacher participants’ values, attitudes,
and beliefs impacted them not only during the change process, but also in the broader
view as professional educators tasked with implementing a system of grading with
students. This section continues with a discussion of the findings of the analysis of the
teacher interviews.

The teacher interviews revealed that there seemed to be a feeling of inevitability

of traditional grading practices for the teachers involved. The teachers espoused the
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desire to change but conveyed that they felt that the system did not support such a change
or offer the capacity for a substantial change to SBG practices away from traditional
grading practices. Additionally, the “magic number” theme cited several times by name
in one teacher interview and in concept in another teacher interview was striking and
unexpected (Teacher 2, personal communication, June 8, 2015). This highlighted a
teacher belief that students and parents alike were in a variety of ways only searching for
a certain score in order to meet other goals not associated with actual learning or
academic standards.

Contrasting with the two experienced teachers interviewed, the pre-service
teacher (student teacher) did not share the feeling of inevitability or have a fixed view of
the magic number. She described herself as needing to know and learn more about SBG
in order to make a change in the process of grading. The pre-service teacher also
revealed that she felt that her university preparation had made almost no mention of
grading practices whatsoever (Pre-Service Teacher, personal communication, June 8,
2015). Specifically, she made clear that it was only through the professional
development provided by the disquisitioners that she actually experienced explicit
learning focused on grading practices. She reported that she began to analyze and refine
her own grading practices based on that professional development session and not based
on any university coursework. She went on to suggest that the university pre-service
teaching programs could benefit from such professional development focused on grading

practices as it seemed to be a gap at least in her university’s teacher education program.
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Table 3

Excerpt from Teacher Interview Transcript Coding

Participant Code Quotation

Pre-Service Bl “To most students grades are just pass or
Teacher fail.”

Math Teacher Bl “To the kids, to the parents, it’s always a
(Teacher 1) number. We’ve drifted from ‘what has my

child learned and do they know the
content’ to ‘a magic number they have to

meet.”
Biology Teacher Bl “It’s been a little bit difficult to get them
(Teacher 2) (students) to see what’s going on because

they’re a little more traditional with ‘One
shot deal then I’'m out of here.””

Note. From teacher interviews conducted June 8, 2015.

Conclusions. In summarizing the beliefs and values found in teacher interviews,
one common thread was the confidence teachers had in their changed grading practices.
They exhibited an excitement of being able to ensure students were learning. From their
comments, it appears as if they really believed that the move to SBG supported learning
more than traditional practices. Specifically, the teachers believed that the practice of
allowing students to redo or retake assignments helped “students learn from their
mistakes” (Teacher 1, personal communication, June 8, 2015). The hodgepodge grading
that exists with traditional practices also became much more obvious to the teachers
participating in the study supported by comments such as: “there’s a big discrepancy

between teachers...in the expectations for work turned in” and “we’ve lumped so many
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things into that one grade...it could encompass a whole lot” (Teacher 1, personal
communication, June 8, 2015). One teacher specifically referred to traditional grading
practices as just “randomly doing stuff” (Teacher 2, personal communication, June 8,
2015).

While the teachers in the study understood the purpose of SBG and the emphasis
it places on learning, it was clear that they were frustrated with some students’ inability to
recognize growth in learning. The two teachers participating in the study believed their
teaching was focused on learning outcomes, “[emphasizing] grades needed to be about
[students’] learning” (Teacher 1, personal communication, June 8, 2015) rather than the
grade. However, according to teacher interviews, it was perceived that students viewed
“grades [as] just pass or fail” and that “[students] are not looking at whether they’ve
achieved something or understood the concept” (Pre-Service Teacher, personal
communication, June 8, 2015). The data did not indicate whether teachers were explicit
in explaining the grading changes, the true purpose for allowing students to redo or retake
assignments, or whether they just assumed that students would make such connections.
Teacher 1 commented, “It doesn’t matter how many times you tell [students] that they are
missing out on the opportunity to learn... they don’t buy into it because they would rather
not do [the work] if it’s not for a grade” (Teacher 1, personal communication, June 8,
2015). If teachers assumed students would embrace the shift, they were wrong, or at least
overestimated their understanding of the purpose of the grading changes.

Because teachers were able to base grades, for the most part, on students’ mastery
of standards, particularly in biology with the use of the program Study Island, it eased the

stress teachers often feel in being caught between having to play both judge and advocate
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for their students. When asked, teachers commented that they were able to “emphasize
that grades needed to be about (students’) learning” (Teacher 1, personal communication,
June 8, 2015). Much more formative assessment was used by both teachers causing them
to check more frequently on what students had learned revealing what, if any, problems
they experienced with learning the content standards.

Parents

Data collection. A group of seven parents were a part of a focus group that the
disquisitioners consulted with in order to examine this critical aspect of stakeholder input
on student grading. Near the conclusion of the spring semester, the school’s principal
invited a number of parents to participate who could speak to the parents’ experience
with student grading at the school. The disquisitioners targeted parents of the students
from either of the courses where the improvement initiative was implemented.
Specifically, the disquisitioners set out to explore the parent viewpoint to compare and
contrast with the qualitative data received from students who had experienced SBG as a
part of the initiative.

Disquisitioner Barnes conducted this particular focus group as the team felt that in
his role as the school’s principal that the parents would respond more favorably to him as
opposed to an external researcher. Mr. Barnes had worked to establish a positive rapport
with parents in the school setting over nearly four years. The disquisitioners believed
that, due to this established rapport, that parents would be more forthright in the focus
group setting with him than with an unfamiliar, outside researcher. The parent focus
group followed a discussion guide that the research team developed prior to the session

and the focus group facilitator made every effort to establish the session as an open forum
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to encourage participants’ active participation. A recording of the session was made and
the recording was used to generate a verbatim transcript of the interaction. The transcript
was verified against the recording for accuracy and the researchers began to analyze the
transcript in order to extract meaning from the participants’ contribution.

While parents are not the issuers of grades, nor the recipients of grades, they are
an influential stakeholder group in the grading process. They have value to inform us of
the things that would need to be communicated in order for the improvement effort to be
more effective in this context or to be effective in another context. The disquisitioners
felt that it was important to know their values and beliefs of grading practices and this led
to using values coding to analyze the data gathered from the parent focus group. Many
studies show the benefit to parent engagement and involvement in a student’s
performance in school (Hara & Burke, 1998). In the secondary school level as students
grow older, often communication about grading and student progress becomes less
frequent or in-depth as in the elementary setting (Guskey, 2002a). Believing that
standards-based grading communicates better information to both students and parents
about academic progress, the disquisitioners set out to learn from parents through the
focus group about their experiences and beliefs surrounding the grading of their high-
school age children.

As was done with the transcripts produced from the teacher interviews and the
student focus groups prior, the parent focus group transcript was analyzed by the
disquisitioners in two cycles of coding. To capture the parents’ actual words and to
highlight concepts or concerns that were experienced by more than one parent, in vivo

coding was particularly useful in showing the researchers what data obtained in the focus
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group needed more focus, follow-up, and analysis. After completing the first cycle of
coding, the researchers used values coding to refine further what meaning could be
extracted from the parent stakeholder focus group experience. Gathering the data then
led to arranging the data in a table showing participants’ actual words or phrases that
recurred as well as what values, attitudes, or beliefs were displayed by the participants
during the discussion.

Once the qualitative data were gathered and tentatively analyzed, the researchers
set aside time to discuss and collaboratively analyze the findings and data drawn from the
parent focus group experience. Specifically, the team set out to see where connections
could be drawn to the data gathered from the prior sources that had already been
analyzed, that of the teacher interviews and student focus groups, in order to build upon
some of the themes emerging from those analysis efforts.

Data analysis. Treating the data gathered from the students and the parents in
much the same way was intentionally designed by the disquisition team to see what
student and parent beliefs were in parallel and what beliefs were divergent. Much like
the students, the parents were participants in a focus group where a discussion was
facilitated in order to gather their feedback and perspectives after the intervention. The
parents who participated in the focus group were aware that the intervention had taken
place and were parents of students in one of the two classrooms where the SBG
implementation occurred.

Analysis of the parent focus group transcript revealed a great deal about how
parents viewed grades and their students’ success. After using in vivo coding to delineate

the most useful and telling portions of the participants’ responses, the disquisitioners
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employed values coding in order to learn about the parents’ viewpoint on the students’
grading. The data were sorted into the same categories as had been employed with both
the teacher and student findings in order to make comparisons across different
stakeholder groups and to look for common themes. The findings of the analysis of the
parent stakeholders’ contribution follows as does a depiction of the data collected from
them.

The analysis revealed that parents want their children to do well and saw many of
the tactics or practices employed by the teachers during the intervention as a means of
increasing points to help grades, “[w]orking hard has paid off” (Parent Focus Group).
However, parents did not make a solid connection between the practices used and
supporting greater student learning or improved equity nor did they make any real
connection in the difference between grades and actual learning. In fact, parents were
very focused on ensuring that a grade reflected a reward for when students had worked
hard or expended great effort. One parent respondent reflected this quite clearly when
stating, “I think a teacher would definitely grade you higher, even if you’re having
struggling issues, if you participate and do your homework and show you’re really
trying” (Parent Focus Group).

Conclusions. Of all the stakeholder groups, the parents in the study lacked
significant insight to the purpose of SBG even though they approved of the grading
policy changes implemented. They failed to recognize the shift from their child earning a
grade to actual evaluation of progress toward expected learning outcomes. Their
expectation was that their child would be graded in the same manner they themselves

were graded, even though they plainly realized that grades are “arbitrary and subjective”
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(Parent Focus Group). The coding indicated that parents valued grades because, to them,
grades are important to secure future endeavors and obtain certain social standings.
Therefore, parents condoned their children “looking for opportunities to improve [their]
grade” (Parent Focus Group) and “competing for class rank™ (Parent Focus Group).
Much like the students, they supported the right thing for the wrong reasons.

Guskey and Jung (2012) advocate that one of the steps in grading reform is to
eliminate class rank. Itis a long-held tradition and one in which parents are intimately
familiar. Various negative consequences result from assigning class rank. One is that
with traditional grading practices grades are not necessarily just based on what students
actually achieve, thus grades inaccurately reflect what students have learned. “When
calculating class rank, the focus is on sorting and selecting talent rather than on
developing talent” (Guskey & Jung, 2012, p. 25). It is no different than when Harvard, in
the 1800s, was sorting and selecting its students based on their social status or whether
they attended chapel. While parents supported students being able to rework assignments
for a higher grade because it may advance their child in class rank, they could not see
beyond their own educational experience and held fast to antiquated ideas about post-
secondary education.

A few of the parents believed redoes and retakes would hinder their child because
“in college they aren’t going to be able to redo assignments” and “they won’t be able to
do that (redo) at the next level” (Parent Focus Group). However, many colleges and
universities do allow redoes or retakes on assignments (Guskey, 2015). Further, more
and more colleges are no longer asking for class rank in making admission decisions

(Wormeli, 2006). In fact, one report found that only 19 percent of colleges and
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universities use class rank as a serious consideration for admissions because they are
skeptical about the meaningfulness of class rank (Guskey, 2015). Additionally, the
competition class rank creates discourages students from cooperating with one another.
Students’ desire to “see where [they] relate to their peers” (Parent Focus Group) not only
hinders learning but breeds inequity because too often traditional grading practices seek
to select talent rather than develop talent, thus favoring students with means and
resources (Guskey & Jung, 2012).

For the most part, parents appreciated the opportunity for their child to redo
assignments. The attitude that redos and retakes were beneficial was mentioned eight
different times during the parent focus group. On the other hand, at no time during the
focus group did they acknowledge that their children advanced in their learning or that it
was even a concern for them. What was a concern was opportunity for children to
“improve their grade” (Parent Focus Group). This attitude runs counter to the purpose of
SBG.

When asked, parents reported great concerns about student work ethic. Parents
were adamant that if students worked hard and put forth effort, regardless of mastery, that
they should be rewarded. One parent commented that work ethic is “the difference
between being successful and a failure” (Parent Focus Group). They also recognized the
disparity between putting forth effort and mastery. One parent, in telling his child’s
story, said, “a child can bust his butt all year, but if [you fail] that end of course [test], if
you don’t make your grade (referring to state end of grade tests)... it’s like you’re
penalized for busting your butt all year” (Parent Focus Group). Parents also appreciated

the fact that students could redo or retake assignment as long as it benefited their child,
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but they were not so pleased that some students took advantage of this practice by
waiting to the last minute to complete assignments: “they just put it off and then do it all
at the last minute and still get credit for it” (Parent Focus Group). One parent in the focus
group also stated that students should be penalized for not meeting deadlines. Parents,
like students, were of the mindset that grades are a quid-pro-quo paradigm. And, like
teachers, parents were of the mindset that grades can be used as punishment. The parent
focus group reiterated the deep beliefs embedded in traditional grading practices
regardless of their unintended consequences.

Principal

Data collection. The school’s principal was interviewed in September 2015, well
after the conclusion of the improvement initiative at the school. Specifically, the
discussion focused more on his role as a participant in the change process as a
practitioner and not on his role as a researcher as a part of the disquisition team. The
principal interview was focused on a retrospective view not only on the improvement
initiative, but also on the greater change process that had occurred at the school with
respect to grading over the four-year time period he served as principal. By allowing Mr.
Barnes to reflect and by taking a more comprehensive view of the improvement initiative
in the interview discussion, the disquisitioners hoped to glean valuable information about
the leadership capabilities, competencies, and qualities for a school administrator seeking
to lead a change process in implementing SBG at the secondary school level.

A verbatim transcript of the recorded interview with Mr. Barnes was produced
and the team used coding to conduct the analysis of the artifact itself. The analysis of the

principal’s interview started much the same as the disquisitioners initiated with all of the
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previous qualitative data received from the other stakeholder participants by using in vivo
coding to highlight key words and phrases. Continuing the disquisitioners’ approach to
honoring the participants’ voice, we wished to make sure that the principal’s voice came
through as well to offer a valuable leadership perspective on the case. Specifically, the
disquisitioners wished to elicit the principal’s own view in the retrospective and reflective
analysis of his own internal change process in addition to the change in the overall or
greater context of the school. After completing the initial coding using in vivo
techniques, the researchers took a different approach to the second cycle of coding than
the previous qualitative artifacts analyzed in the study.

For the second cycle of coding of the transcript, the disquisitioners employed
dramaturgical coding rather than values coding which had been used with other
stakeholders’ contributions to the study. The primary purpose in interviewing the
principal was to tell his leadership story more than it was to measure the effectiveness of
this single intervention per se. Dramaturgical coding is “appropriate for exploring
intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and actions...(and) power
relations” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafa, 2014, p. 76). Using this approach to coding
was the disquisitioners’ choice to begin the analysis of the principal’s interview looking
through a leadership lens so that the change processes used at this particular school could
provide lessons for other school leaders in other contexts.

After concluding the various analyses of the principal interview transcript, the
disquisitioners worked collaboratively to synthesize the data retrieved from this interview
with that extracted from the other interviews and focus groups conducted as a part of the

study. Tabling and organizing the data were key strategies that led the disquisition team
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to begin to process the raw data and move toward identifying actual findings in order to
draw conclusions from the study.

Data analysis. The data analysis conducted on the principal interview was a
departure from the prior analysis techniques described in the improvement initiative
evaluation. Specifically, the disquisitioners set out to dig deeply into the leadership
capacity and capability side of the principal’s journey rather than learn about his values
or beliefs surrounding SBG or traditional grading practices. Using dramaturgical coding
rather than values coding when analyzing the principal interview transcript was aligned
with that different viewpoint the disquisitioners sought to explore in the principal’s
journey as a leader. Dramaturgical coding was appropriate for exploring this
participant’s experiences and actions as well as power relations (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldafa, 2014). The data analysis for the principal interview and depiction of the raw

data gathered follows.
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Table 4.

Excerpt from Principal Interview Transcript Coding

Participant Code Quotation

Principal Emotion “For heaven’s sake, our failure rate
exceeded the number of students we had in
school.”

“In retrospect, I learned that if | had gotten a
C or D on that assignment, | would have
been mad...”

Subtext “One of the things they kept hearing me say
over and over again was that it’s not about
the grade, that it’s about the learning
involved.”

Note. From principal interview conducted September 9, 2015.

Conclusions. In any new position, it is beneficial to take a wide view analysis of
the organization before implementing change (Fullan, 2007). A leader must have an
appreciation for the system which is an interdependent group of items, people and
processes (Langley, et al., 2009). Adhering to this wisdom, the principal along with his
leadership team identified issues at Alleghany High School that were in desperate need of
repair.

After reading an article about grading practices, the principal began to explore the
grading practices of his teachers. He found “several practices that were really damaging
to students” (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). The most
prevalent problem was the number of zeroes students were receiving. Along with this, if

a student failed an assignment the teachers were of the mindset “we have to go on” (C.
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Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015), and so there was no hope for
students to improve their depth of knowledge. According to the principal, the idea of
valuing what a student learns over when he learns it seemed foreign to most teachers.
Knowing that change had to occur, building teacher capacity was “more difficult
than...anticipated” (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). The
principal assumed if he introduced improved grading policies the “logic would just catch
on,” but it did not (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). Reeves
(2011) warns that just announcing grading changes can create a firestorm of controversy
and push back.

While the controversy was not a war, the principal did report that many of the
teachers “worried about dumbing down instruction and artificially inflating grades” (C.
Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). For example, teachers were
concerned about giving students a minimum grade for work not completed, even though
failure is failure and “distinguishing 60 different levels of failure is hardly helpful”
(Guskey & Anderman, 2013, p.71). Therefore, as a compromise, the principal instituted
a practice in which teachers had to allow for students to redo work or turn in work not
completed. The principal knew he had to work cooperatively with his staff. Even though
the principal mandated these practices, it was not done without input from his leadership
team and other staff. Using examples that made his suggested practices relatable to the
teachers helped. When discussing the averaging of student grades, he compared it to
teacher evaluations: “If you are developing on a standard in the beginning of the year and

you are accomplished in that standard at the end of the year, are you then considered a
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proficient teacher or are you now an accomplished teacher?”” (C. Barnes, personal
communication, September 9, 2015).

After some professional development was offered to teachers in support of new
practices early on, the principal reported that teachers were more willing to implement
the grading practices with fidelity. However, this shift in the meaning of grades was still
overwhelming. Not only did some teachers struggle with the changes, but parents and
students also did not fully grasp the idea. Additionally, various reported technicalities
interfered with the teachers’ understanding of new practices and became real struggles for
the teachers. For example, if a student could walk into class and make an A on a test,
some reasoned that there was no point in a student attending class in-between tests. This
created an issue with attendance. Thus, the principal had to address the topic of behavior
and compliance (i.e. absences, tardy to class, and late work) being tied to grades.
Obviously, students needed to learn the importance of personal responsibility, but
combining evidence of both achievement and responsibility into a single grade so that
“the neglectful, high-achieving student receives the same grade as the conscientious, low-
achieving student again distorts the meaning of grades” (Guskey, 2015, p. 104).

The state of North Carolina requires high school students attend class for a certain
amount of time, so teachers at Alleghany High School ended up reporting a percentage
grade of a 65% for students who could not earn course credit because of lack of
attendance (NCSBE, 2013). The crux of the matter then shifted to faulty instructional
practices which had to be addressed by the principal. This simply demonstrated that SBG
requires consideration of the quality of teaching students experience, including careful

examination of the tasks students are asked to complete and the questions they are asked
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to demonstrate their learning. “Only when such examination and reasoned judgment
become a regular part of the grading process can we make accurate and valid decisions
about the quality of students’ performance” (Guskey, 2015, p. 33).

Summary of Data Analysis

The analysis of the raw data obtained throughout the study occurred over a three-
month window beginning in the summer of 2015 and concluding in October of 2015.

The participants in the three focus groups conducted and the four interviews conducted
contributed immeasurably to the disquisitioners’ evaluation of the intervention initiative
that was undertaken at Alleghany High School not only in the spring semester of 2015
but also in a broader sense the change process realized over the course of the preceding
three school years as well.

Upon completing and transcribing each interview or focus group conducted with
participants, the disquisitioners set out to analyze the data obtained by using accepted and
standard practices of qualitative analysis to support any conclusions or generalizations
drawn from the study itself (Olsen, 2012). In vivo, values, and dramaturgical coding
methods were the major qualitative data analysis techniques used during the process.

Keeping in mind that the approach to this study was, by its very nature, a practical
approach designed to solve a relevant problem of practice for educational practitioners,
the disquisition team always viewed analysis through that lens to draw findings that
would not only be relevant to build on the body of literature but also to advance the
professional practice of those teachers and school leaders working to improve their own
schools’ grading practices. The qualitative design rather than a quantitative simply

underscores the disquisition team members’ belief that meaningful change in professional
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educators is likely to come from powerful stories of “what works” as a moral imperative
to change rather than a totally quantitative or measurement-of-progress approach to
improvement (Fullan, 2007). Capturing the stakeholders’ “voice” throughout the process
to inform future leaders on their own change process journey also kept the disquisition
work focused on those practical improvement goals as well.

The data obtained from the intervention assessment conducted at Alleghany High
tell an important story in the life of the school. Prior to the intervention conducted at the
school, a journey had already been underway to change grading practices for three years.
The intervention served as a pilot of specific SBG practices but the school already had
placed several non-traditional grading practices into widespread use in the three
preceding years (refer to Figure 11). Not only did the disquisitioners learn about the
improvement initiative’s effectiveness, but also the more complete story about the larger
change process that had taken place over the previous three years was also told.

In the assessment results, the voices of stakeholders at the school clearly shine
through. While it was evident that a change process was undertaken as part of the
improvement initiative, the disquisitioners set out to learn how that change process
impacted students, teachers, parents, and the school’s principal who had all been touched
in some way by the SBG practices employed.

In the chapter that follows, the disquisitioners expand on the conclusions to make
recommendations for future leaders and to explore the lessons learned from the
improvement initiative. Further, the disquisitioners will point out what may have
generalizability to other contexts and what areas warrant further research moving

forward.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION

This chapter builds on the conclusions drawn from the improvement initiative by
discussing the lessons learned and recommendations for leaders gained from the
disquisition process. Further, the disquisitioners provide suggestions for sustainability
along with ideas for future research. The chapter concludes with some final thoughts on
SBG and the potential positive impact such processes can have in the future.

Initially concerned about student achievement and graduation rates as well as
social justice issues, this disquisition attempted to attack two problems inherent with
traditional grading practices: (1) they hinder and do not contribute to the advancement of
student learning and (2) they do not allow for the equitable treatment of students. The
outcomes of these two problems can significantly alter a student’s post-secondary
education or career success and trajectory by hindering or limiting his/her progress while
a secondary student.

SBG was the proposed solution to negate the harmful effects of traditional
grading practices. By measuring a student’s performance in relation to clear learning
targets that are based on state standards, along with high-quality instruction and on-going
formative feedback, the focus shifts from a student trading work for a magic mark or
grade to a focus on learning (Brookhart, 1993). The analysis of the improvement
initiative revealed some improvement in student motivation, teacher confidence, and

parental support of changed grading practices.
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Lessons Learned and Recommendations for Future Leaders

When analyzing and reflecting on the process of the improvement initiative that
took place, the disquisitioners discovered several ways in which the process could be
improved if other school leaders seek to replicate the improvement initiative elsewhere.
Noteworthy are five lessons: (1) performing numerous cycles of evaluation and
improvement, (2) communicating a shared mission and vision with all stakeholders, (3)
improving the professional development process with the teachers and staff, (4) creating
a SBG report card that clearly delineates separate grades for academic and non-academic
performance, and (5) beginning SBG earlier in the middle and elementary grades.

Perform numerous cycles of improvement. While the school underwent
several informal Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles prior to the disquisitioners’
intervention, the disquisitioners performed only one formal PDSA cycle during the time
spent working with the school. PDSA (see Figure 15) is a framework that helps people
develop, test, and implement change (Langley, et al., 2009). The PDSA model is widely
applicable, easy to use, and built on improvement science. It helps to create a learning
loop where the process of change builds on itself and enhances overall growth (Langley,
et al, 2009). However, change efforts differ with the complexity and context of the
organization in which a change is desired. For the intervention conducted for this
disquisition, system requirements and time limitations prevented the disquisitioners from
doing more than one formal PDSA cycle. High school grading terms are scheduled
around either year-long courses (36 weeks) or semester courses (18 weeks). The PDSA

cycle used for this study was limited by a semester grading term since at the end of the
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semester, the students, teachers and parents do not remain the same when the class

grading term ends.

/ What are we trying to accomplish? \

How will we know thata change is an
improvement?

What change can we make that will result in
improvement?

Figure 15. PDSA cycle. From Langley, G. J., Moen, R. D., Nolan, K. M., Nolan, T. W.,
Norman, C. L., & Provost, L. P.(2009). The improvement guide: A practical approach to

enhancing organizational performance (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Communicate a moral purpose and develop a shared vision. While the
principal at Alleghany High School was correct in his intentions to improve grading
practices for the purpose of creating equity and advancing student learning, it began as a
measure to rectify an immediate and pressing need. In retrospect, a solid foundation must
be laid involving all stakeholders before true systemic and cultural change can occur

(Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). We know that “leaders do not merely impose goals on
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followers, but work with others to create a shared sense of purpose and direction”
(Leithwood, & Riehl, 2003, p. 11). While the principal had worthy goals in desiring to
improve the learning of the students, he did not spend enough time and energy
communicating this mission and vision clearly to the teachers and other stakeholders
early on. Since this intervention was driven primarily by the principal and his conviction
to facilitate the learning of students in a small, rural traditional high school, the buy-in
from the teachers was limited.

The principal in the study did not intentionally set out to implement a SBG model.
He explained that his early changes to the grading practices at Alleghany High School
were akin to implementing “triage” because “initially, all of this started because [he] had
to stop the bleeding” (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015). It was
not until almost a year later that he realized his policies tied closely to SBG. With this in
mind, the disquisitioners learned for any school to begin the SBG journey,
communicating a moral purpose and developing a shared vision is essential at the onset.
Guskey (2015) writes:

“Most of the difficulties schools experience in their efforts to reform grading

policies and practices can be traced to the lack of a well-defined and commonly

understood purpose. When leaders charge ahead, changing the form and structure

of the report card without reaching consensus about the purpose of grades, their

efforts lack direction because what they want to accomplish remains unclear” (p.

15).

A common purpose will align all parts of the organization. A key component of

building a shared vision is building a school organizational culture that both includes
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consistent communication with stakeholder groups who are not normally as involved in
the development of a vision and that elicits meaningful input from all stakeholders in
order to obtain buy-in to the shared vision (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). Students and
parents are good examples of this. This disquisition set out intentionally to analyze
students’ perspectives of grading practices since they are the ones most directly impacted
by the benefits of SBG. Student voices are seldom heard in the grading debate and they
“too often suffer in silence” (Guskey, 2015, p.7). Parents are essential, too, because they
hold great political power in implementing and supporting such policy changes. In
considering a shared vision, one must acknowledge that an entire organization consists of
many parts: students, parents, teachers, administrators, and so on. There is an intentional
relationship between parts and the whole. Improvement efforts will not succeed when the
whole is not considered (Costa & Kallick, 1995).

Implement a comprehensive professional development program. Most
teachers have little knowledge about grading practices, and rarely have the opportunity to
learn how assessment is used to advance learning and create equity (Stiggins, 2002). If
changes in grading practices are going to be successful, leaders must build teacher
capacity. The more knowledge one has about how a particular system will function (e.g.
how grades will be reported), the greater the likelihood the change will result in
improvement (Langley,et al, 2009). However, it is more than just system knowledge that
teachers need. It is more important that teachers understand the underlying values upon
which SBG rests. Therefore, professional development efforts must center on
establishing a purpose for grades, a purpose that views grades from a lens of

communication rather than motivation or compensation (Brookhart, 1993).
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When one seeks to create a professional development program, the standards
advocated by Learning Forward (2015) can guide leaders so that these learning
opportunities are effective. The standards explain the purpose of professional
development and the characteristics that lead to increased student achievement by
building teacher capacity. The disquisitioners did not reference the standards at the
outset of this improvement initiative. Figure 16 outlines the standards and provides a
reflection that evaluates the disquisitioners’ professional development efforts against
those standards.

The professional development provided to Alleghany High School teachers as
part of the improvement initiative aligned with or met five of the seven standards. The
disquisitioners worked with the school’s learning communities, on-going groups who met
for the purpose of improving student learning (Lieberman & Miller, 2011); provided
essential and necessary resources; considered the learning design of the professional
development by considering the six characteristics of andragogy (Knowles, Holton, &
Swanson, 2014); aligned outcomes with the North Carolina standard course of study; and
helped empower the two teachers involved in the improvement initiative to be leaders
among their colleagues in advocating for SBG.

Of the standards advanced by Learning Forward (2015) two were not met through
the professional development provided during the improvement initiative, those being the
standards focused on data and implementation. In order to improve future cycles of
improvement or to benefit leaders in other contexts, the disquisitioners recommend
meeting all seven standards with comprehensive professional learning with specific

attention to the two standards not met by the professional development conducted as a
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part of this disquisition. First, to increase teacher effectiveness, it is important to use a
variety of data sources that will provide information to plan and assess the outcomes of
professional development. A study by Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon & Birman (2002)
supports the notion that an emphasis on strategic, systematic planning can yield high-
quality professional development. Given the opportunity to do the implementation
initiative again, surveys would have been distributed after the initial professional
development session to guide further professional development sessions. Second, while
the disquisitioners applied research on change as they planned and implemented their
initiative, the ability to sustain support for the implementation was not achieved. This
was not only due to the fact that the implementation initiative was only one semester
long, but also related to the changes caused as the principal left the school at the end of
the school year.

Sustainability was certainly a concern with the professional learning but it also
was a concern in general with the improvement initiative. This is addressed in more
depth by the disquisitioners later in this chapter. We recognize that “[c]hange is a
process, not an event” (Hall & Hord, 2011, p. 8). For SBG to be implemented with
fidelity, the professional development should take place over time, where people
“gradually learn, come to understand and become skilled and competent in the use of the

new ways” (Hall & Hord, 2011, p. 8).
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Standard Met/ Description
Not Met
Learning Communities: Met The disquisition team met with the
Professional learning that faculty and staff to promote
increases educator effectiveness collective responsibilities
and results for all students (structures of SBG), and supported
occurs within learning alignment of school goals. The
communities committed to principal met regularly with staff to
continuous improvement, help strengthen their practice.
collective responsibility, and
goal alignment.
Resources: Met Teachers were provided with copies
Professional learning that of Guskey’s (2015) On Your Mark.
increases educator effectiveness Math 1 and Biology teachers were
and results for all students given student access to Study
requires prioritizing, Island.
monitoring, and coordinating
resources for educator learning. Teachers were given access to
disquisitioners’ expertise to field
questions.
Learning Designs: Met Faculty was presented with the
Professional learning that theories and literature support for
increases educator effectiveness SBG. The disquisitioners presented
and results for all students in various ways to meet the
integrates theories, research, learning needs of the faculty.
and models of human learning Teachers worked cooperatively,
to achieve its intended viewed videos, and engaged in
outcomes. dialogue. Disquisitioners
acknowledged the learning styles of
adult learners.
Outcomes: Met Faculty was presented with the
Professional learning that outcome goals that were expected
increases educator effectiveness with the implementation of SBG.
and results for all students Long term and short term effects of
aligns its outcomes with the implementation of SBG was
educator performance and clearly connected to student
student curriculum standards. curriculum and educator
performance standards.
Leadership: Met The teachers involved in the

Professional learning that
increases educator effectiveness
and results for all students
requires skillful leaders who
develop capacity, advocate, and
create support systems for
professional learning.

improvement initiative led the
school in advocating for SBG.
They were supported by the
principal and the disquisition team
and they advocated for the
continued professional
development for SBG.




108

Professional learning that
increases educator effectiveness
and results for all students
applies research on change and
sustains support for
implementation of professional
learning for long-term change.

Data: Not Met The disquisitioners did not utilize
Professional learning that evaluation data to determine the
increases educator effectiveness effectiveness of their professional
and results for all students uses development sessions. Having

a variety of sources and types of teachers complete surveys would
student, educator, and system have provided information to
data to plan, assess, and inform future professional
evaluate professional learning. development sessions.
Implementation: Not Met This standard requires leaders to

measure change over time to
determine the effectiveness of
professional development and
increase in student learning.
Because the improvement initiative
was implemented in one semester
and because the principal is no
longer at the school, disquisitioners
were unable to measure the impact
of their professional development
in the long term. This issue is
addressed in Chapter 5 of the
Disquisition.

Figure 16. Evaluation of professional development standards. Adapted from:

Learning Forward. (2015) Standards for professional learning. Retrieved from

http://learningforward.org/standards-for-professional-learning#.VtiGZIsrKM _

Create a SBG report card. A change in the function and the appearance of

report cards so that they become communication tools that clearly delineate separate

grades for academic and non-academic performance will serve to advance learning for

students (Guskey, 2004). Traditional grade books often look like time-lines of completed

activities rather than a gauge of student progress (Townsley, 2014). One of the main

problems that was experienced by the principal in his pursuit of SBG at the high school,

was that the state of North Carolina expects a traditional report card that has very little



109
flexibility contained within it (C. Barnes, personal communication, September 9, 2015).
While reporting to what extent students have mastered course content, one must not
ignore the importance of student work ethic and responsibility. The study conducted at
Alleghany High School supports the fact that nearly all stakeholders in the disquisition
valued work ethic and some sort of measurement of effort. But, since SBG does not
allow for behavioral elements to be calculated in a grade, teachers need a way to report
separately all non-academic standards in the report card as well.

One example of the challenges that high schools face when making fundamental
changes to their report card involves the reporting of absences. School districts in North
Carolina have policies that often include a penalty for students who are absent a certain
number of days (NCSBE, 2013). This means that retention is based on a behavioral
aspect not an academic aspect. Additionally, some school policies also include academic
penalties such as zeroes for cheating or days spent in in-school-suspension. This system-
wide issue is beyond the scope of this study, but it does hinder a teacher’s evaluation of
students. Had not the teachers been limited by the lack of a reporting tool that would
allow them to communicate academic achievement and behavior separately, the SBG
improvement initiative would have been more accurate. The grade a student receives
should only be based on his/her individual achievement in relation to the performance-
based standard.

Additionally, in developing a report card, the purpose of reporting should stay
front and center. Too often educators attempt to include such detailed information in a
report card, that the result is neither functional nor effectively communicative. Leaders

need to be acutely aware of the change process, or else the development of a new report
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card that deviates from a traditional report card might end up in a storm of controversy.
Therefore, Guskey (2015) recommends three key questions that need to be answered and
agreed upon prior to developing a report card: “What information will be communicated
in the report card? Who is the primary audience for the information? And, what is the
intended goal of the communication or how should the information be used?” (p. 16).
The answers to these questions can serve as a guide in developing a standards-based
report card. Having a report card that clearly separates grades from other factors such as
attendance and behavior will better inform parents of their child’s strengths and
weaknesses. Spokane Public Schools in Washington and Transylvania County Schools
(NC) both provide positive examples of SBG report cards, as shown in Appendix G and
Appendix H, but both are early elementary grade level report cards as almost no
examples of secondary SBG report cards were found. This supports the idea that an
effort to grow SBG practices at the secondary level could be viewed a natural growth out
of practices already in use in many contexts in the elementary or primary grades.

Begin SBG earlier in the middle and elementary grades. The shift from
middle school to high school is often a challenging time for students. Developmentally,
this is a difficult time in the life of a child and the expectations for work and
accountability rise dramatically when a student leaves middle school. The traditional
middle school concept espouses a team teaching model that helps students by creating a
small, nurturing environment. This usually disappears when the students reach high
school. Williamston (2010) details several ways that middle schools can help create a
more successful transition for students. Among the strategies suggested are allowing

students to redo work, providing opportunities to complete unfinished coursework, and
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adopting no zero grading policies (Williamston, 2010). These practices are aligned to the
standards set forth in SBG and may help ease the transition between middle and high
school.

More importantly, the primary audience of elementary and, to some degree,
middle school report cards is the parents or guardians. Because of the very nature of
elementary classrooms, the elementary report card serves as a device for communicating
a child’s progress. The audience shifts in late middle to high school. At this level report
cards serve more to communicate academic performance and are used for a variety of
purposes such as athletic eligibility, acceptance in honors programs, and admission to
college. Additionally, at the secondary level, the audience expands to students as they
become more mature and are given more responsibility for their own learning. Guskey
(2015) writes that this expanding audience complicates communication and, therefore,
“steps must be taken to ensure all groups understand the information included in the
report card and that they can use it to guide improvements when needed” (p. 19). If SBG
can take a foothold in K-8 and all stakeholders understood information included in the
report card, the move to secondary schools would not be so complicated. Parents and
students would, through the new tradition of SBG, expect the same communication as
they moved to high school.

Sustainability

According to Merriam-Webster, sustainability is the ability of an effort to be
supported and confirmed so that it will last over time (Sustainability, 2016). Practical
policy guidelines that are specifically stated can be the beginning of a sustainable grading

reform and can help mitigate the unofficial or unwritten policies of an organization.
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Unofficial policy is “the unstated patterns of behavior and attitudes that have
consequences, such as the guidance counselor’s doubt and hesitation to support the
college aspirations of students from low-income families” (Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin,
2005, p. 37). These unofficial policies are all too common and are evident when teachers
use traditional grading practices that have already been discussed as being subjective and
arbitrary. “Policies and organizational procedures at the district, school and classroom
level can profoundly impact reform initiatives and significantly affect results” (Guskey,
2000, p. 20).

Guskey (1994) recommends that policy should "provide accurate and
understandable descriptions of learning" and should "use grading and reporting methods
to enhance, not hinder teaching and learning” (p. 17). Additionally, to implement
practical policy to lead a sustainable improvement initiative, leaders must consider and
view such improvement efforts through four lenses depicted in Figure 17: political,
structural, human resources and symbolic (Bolman & Deal, 2008). The principal at
Alleghany High School intended to follow these guidelines in the implementation of his
policies beginning in 2011. However, because of the immediacy of the need to
implement systemic change and because the structural aspects had never been addressed
or implemented there before, the actions of the principal focused primarily on putting a
structure in place (structural frame) and in making the case for change through basic
advocacy (political frame). This approach early on produced the pre-disquisition reform
efforts and some short-term success but it lacked targeted attention to the other two
frames, the human resources frame and the symbolic frame, which were critical aspects

for making the changes deep and sustainable (Quinn, 2012). Addressing the political and
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structural aspects of improving grading practices tends to be managerial in nature and can
be straightforward. But without serious consideration of the human resources and
symbolic aspects of the problem, which tends to be more complex and time consuming,

any grading reform can be handicapped, forgoing any hope of sustainability.

Symbalic

Figure 17. Four frame model of Bolman and Deal. Adapted from: Bolman, L. G., &
Deal, T. E. (2008). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice and leadership. (4th ed.).

John Wiley & Sons.

Framing the problem: Human resources. Viewing change through the human
resource frame means that the relationship between the people and the organization is
carefully examined. The disquisitioners discovered through the analysis of their
intervention that both the students and the parents involved in the improvement initiative
had little to no change in beliefs regarding the purpose and meaning of SBG, even though

they state that they have all enjoyed the benefits of the new practices. Interviews with
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teachers also indicated that without comprehensive, job-embedded professional
development, teachers became overwhelmed by side issues such as how one assesses a
student who does not turn in assignments (Teacher 1, personal communication, June 8,
2015). School staff members can waste energy discussing details of grading practices
that, by themselves, cannot accomplish real reform. Simply changing grading policies
can result in a system that muddies the grading waters and can often make less sense than
the one it was intended to replace (Brookhart, 2011). Meeting the needs in the area of
human resources can be elusive and, thus, requires buy-in from all involved (Gruenert &
Whitaker, 2015). Therefore, a clear vision for understanding why a change is even
needed must be established. Educators recognize issues exist with traditional grading
practices, but not knowing how to change means that they do more of the same (Wood,
Atkins, & Bright, 1999); because their beliefs are so embedded, it will take time to shift
paradigms.

Framing the problem: Symbolic. Considering change through symbolic lenses
can positively affect the success of a SBG initiative. Report cards and grade point
averages, while purposeful, are symbolic. Their existence and use represent core values
of most school cultures. School mission statements almost always espouse ideas like
“developing life-long learners” or “providing the needs for every child,” but traditional
grading practices often conflict with these ideals. “The values that count are those an
organization lives, regardless of what it articulates in mission statements and formal
documents” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 255). Thus, how report cards and grade point

averages are viewed become ritual and tradition.
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The way grades are used bond people together and imbue the school culture with
tradition (Bolman & Deal, 2008). Tradition is often communicated with “we’ve always
done it this way.” Often leaders who seek to change grading practices proceed in a
politically-charged environment with a lack of in-depth knowledge of the change process,
underestimating the power of tradition, especially in an area as public as grading and
reporting student learning (Guskey, 2015). Being sensitive to stakeholders’ concerns,
regardless of their irrationality, helps, as well as focusing on the purpose of grading and
reporting. Culture can be shaped, however, and strong leaders who understand the
significance of tradition can make positive changes.

One of the implications of this disquisition is that making the shift to SBG is
highly dependent upon the stakeholders and the traditions that make up their culture.
Shifting grading practices so that they move toward equality of opportunity and
advancement of learning for all students is a challenge that will require more than a
semester or even a year-long effort. It is imperative that when leaders tear down the
many old traditions associated with grading, new traditions that are viewed as
improvements take their place (Guskey, 2015). It is this shift in the symbolic arena of
educational organizations that will contribute to change efforts truly being a sustainable
improvement.

Suggestions for Future Research

The conceptual framework, developed for this improvement initiative,
hypothesized that once the establishment of collective agreement on the purpose of
grades and professional development had occurred, teachers’ beliefs and attitudes would

change. This, along with the implementation of SBG, would then result in positive
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learning outcomes: equality of opportunity and advancement of learning for all students.
While this improvement initiative demonstrated that equality of opportunity and
advancement of learning were somewhat more evident than under traditional grading
practices, more research on grading practices needs to be done in following areas: (1)
teacher values and beliefs that impact change; (2) the effects of SBG on student
motivation, engagement, and attainment of learning goals supported with adequate
quantitative data; (3) identification of successful communication strategies for use in
improvement initiatives; and (4) the effects on student achievement of improved teacher
education programs that include assessment training in their programs.

The first recommendation has to do with learning more about how teacher values
and beliefs impact improvement initiatives. Since students are only at the high school
level for four years, students and parents are fluid in the school setting and a complete
change occurs nearly every four years. Administrators change schools frequently so a
great deal of movement occurs to this stakeholder group as well (Viadero, 2009). Many
teachers work their whole career within the same school district and school culture is
held, fostered, and shaped primarily by them. Teachers often are the force that holds
culture together during a change in administration. Changing school culture so that it
adequately and equitably nurtures student learning, means primarily instilling a sense of
profound knowledge in the most stable stakeholder group, the teachers. Fullan (2001)
contends that organizations invest heavily in training, but hardly at all in knowledge
sharing and creation; thus, organizations often flounder because they do not know how to
transfer and use the knowledge. Initial excitement about a new initiative often cannot be

sustained because it cannot be converted into internal commitment, which is based on
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one’s values and beliefs (Fullan, 2001). Therefore, additional research on how teacher
values and beliefs impact change is warranted and needed. This research could provide
leaders with the direction they need to implement SBG successfully with all its positive
outcomes.

Secondly, in the disquisition findings, it was obvious that the SBG practices that
were put into place helped improve student motivation. However, it was not evident that
the students changed their patterns of behavior in order to improve their learning; rather
they changed their patterns in order to improve their grade or their grade point average.
If someone were to take this finding as a starting point and go further, it is recommended
that leaders ensure students are given a clear understanding of the reasons behind SBG
and conduct additional qualitative studies to learn if students’ motivation was directed to
a higher purpose. In addition to recommendations for qualitative studies, quantitative
studies could enhance the SBG body of knowledge. The disquisitioners thought that
quantitative data support was lacking when they conducted their literature review. It
would have been helpful to have data showing the relationship between SBG and student
attainment of learning goals. For example, it could be advantageous to follow the
students in our improvement initiative through high school to prove whether or not SBG
impacted their learning in such a way that they became more college or career ready than
students not exposed to SBG.

Based on the parent focus group, one of the most influential stakeholder groups
was mostly left out of the communication regarding SBG and this decreased the
effectiveness of the cultural shift necessary to ensure that the SBG model was fully

implemented. The parents at the school were informed of the changes in grading
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policies, but they, like the students, did not understand the reasons supporting SBG.
Parents clearly acknowledged the importance of having grades that were equitable and
advanced learning; however, they were still confused about the reason why SBG was a
better educational paradigm than traditional grading practices. This led the
disquisitioners to believe that specific identification of positive communication strategies
that work to make change efforts a real improvement could have added to their
improvement initiative in this disquisition. Further work needs to be done in this area if
the contents of this disquisition are to be used by other educational leaders in constructing
a new grading system in their schools.

Finally, for true systemic change to occur in schools across the nation, our
colleges and universities will need to incorporate SBG as a part of their teacher education
programs in order for new teachers to understand the cultural shift in learning that has
occurred over the last several years.

Closing

With clear, accurate grading practices and communication about mastery, all
children have potential for growth. The foundation upon which SBG lies, is one that
provides equity of opportunity and advancement of learning for all children regardless of
ability or station in life. It is within this frame of social justice that the disquisitioners
advocate for grading reform that moves away from the unintended consequences of
traditional grading practices. With our long-term outcome goals in mind, we set out to
learn how SBG could provide a more equitable system of grading where students’ level
of advantage or privilege does not impact their grade resulting in equal access to learning

opportunities for all students. Further, we sought to explore a system of grading that
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would advance learning by more adequately prepare students for subsequent courses of
study as well as the challenges presented in their lives after high school.

It is our hope that the lessons learned and the recommendations for future
research that were the result of this disquisition will spark the same sense of social justice
in other educational leaders so that they, too, can advocate for grading reform. We
challenge leaders to be courageous in implementing the messiness of change in their own
schools and districts. Ultimately, improvement initiatives are assessed by “the extent to
which it awakens people’s intrinsic commitment, which is none other than the mobilizing

of everyone’s sense of moral purpose” (Fullan, 2001, p. 21).
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APPENDIX A: DISQUISITION CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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School Years 2011 — 2013

*  Analyze major school 1ssues: graduation rate and
course failures

o Staff Studies The Case Against the Zero

* Implement SBG practices: no penalty for
practice, credit for late work, and mastery

+  Reorganize school schedule to include Friday
break and mandatory tutoring

=  Rewvisit practices with School Based Leadership
Team (SBLT)

*  Letter home to parents mforming them of SBG
practices

+ Elimmation of the zero as grading practice

+  Consistent re-evaluation of course failures and
graduation rates

+  Institute minimumm number of grades per six
weeks

+  SBLT metitutes policy to allow students to revize
and resubmit ezsays and papers

+ Elimmate exam exemptions for attendance and
grades

*  Wheole staff book study: What Grear Teachers
Do Differently

Fall Semester 2014

*  Analyze increased graduation rate

+  Alleghany County Schools ranked top ten
graduation rates in state

= Select teachers read On Four Mark

*  Principal conducts staff PD on SBG

Spring Semester 2013

s Initial Meeting with Biolegy and Math I
teachers

*  Disquisitioners conduct PD with staff and
teachers create GPS

+ Implement SBEG m Math I and Biology classes

+  Students nse Study Island

+  Principal conferences with teachers and
monitors implementation of SEG in Biclogy
and Miath I

*  Interview and focus groups conducted

+  Evaluation of Improvement Initiative begins

Pre Disquisition Cycle 2011 - 2014

Disquisition Cycle 2014-2015
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APPENDIX C: STUDENT FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT

Demographics

Alleghany High School
May 14, 2015

Biology Students:

Math | Students:

Introduction

Welcome and thank you for participating

Personal Information — Cathy Andrews, Assistant
Principal of middle school, former teacher, mom with
senior in high school, graduate student at WCU,
working with Mr. Barnes and Mr. Gibbs.

Study — We are attempting to learn about grading
practices. You are here because we value your
opinion. What you share today will help us improve
how students are graded in the classroom. Each of you
should have received and signed a waiver giving
consent to participate in this study. If you have not,
please let me know now.

I am going to record our conversation, however, you
will not be identified in our report by your real name.
Your identities will be kept confidential. Anything
you say will not be held against you nor affect your
current class standing or grade. It is important for us to
know the good, the bad and the ugly, so we welcome
your being open and honest.

Social Norms

Participate actively and speak honestly as all ideas are
welcome

Respect other’s opinions, even if you do not share
them.

Take turns responding so that no one talks over
another and all ideas are heard

Ask questions if questions we are asking are unclear
Please turn off cell phones.

Anything you would like to add?

Guiding Questions

Explain how you were graded in your Biology/Math |
class?

Was this different than how you are graded in other
classes?

Can you talk about this?

What about this process did you like or not like?
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Do you all feel that way?

Can you give an example of?

You were able to redo assignments. What do you
think about that?

Were you offered any kind of extra credit?

How is this grading more fair or less fair than before?
If you could change the way you were graded, what
would it be?
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APPENDIX D: TEACHER INTERVIEW SCRIPT

INTRODUCTION:

My name is Jeremy Gibbs and I’m working with Chris Barnes and Cathy Andrews on a
doctoral research project through WCU. Our purpose is to study the impact of the
implementation of Standards-Based Grading. Your grading practices may be considered
fairly progressive compared to many high schools so what you have done this semester
and over the past four years is extremely valuable to our research. I just want to have a
comfortable and open discussion today more than an interview or interrogation. | think
we’ll spent about 45 minutes talking and I want you to feel comfortable speaking with me
and in being totally honest with me. There is not a right or wrong answer. Whatever you
share is exactly what we need. Your name is not going to be used and your anonymity
will be protected throughout this research and dissertation process. Do | have your
permission to record this interview today? (Yes)

BEGIN RECORDING: State Date and Time
INTERVIEW:

So, you have experienced a different approach to grading student performance this
semester...tell me about it...and, other changes in the previous years as a whole
journey.

Compare and contrast about before and after all the grading changes you have
taken on, both this semester and even in prior years... PROBES: Retesting, No
penalty for practice (teflon zero), and Study Island

What is the purpose of grading? (Beyond printing grades on a report card, what
meaning do your grades have?)

What are the primary components that make-up your grading system of students?

“Many teachers who believe in using traditional grading practices have strong
beliefs about using those practices, for example, some teachers believe that including
extra credit in a grade teaches students the value of extra effort...” What are your
thoughts on some of those practices like extra credit, the use of a zero on the 100-
point scale and so on? (The following questions can probe for anything that is
missed that we need to learn about).
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-How do you approach extra credit in your courses?
-How do you approach homework in your courses? And grading homework?
-How do you approach the use of a zero and the 100-point scale in your classes?
-Did you use grades as motivation or as either rewards or punishment?
(IF YES: probe, how)

How did SBG support student learning in your classes? How did it hinder it?

How did SBG support equity or equality in your classes? How did it hinder that?

If you had to do this over again, what would you do differently?

What, if anything, would you like to tell me about or share that I haven’t already
touched on during our conversation?
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APPENDIX E: PARENT FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT

Demographics

Alleghany High School

Introduction

Welcome and thank you for participating

Personal Information — Mr. Barnes, Principal at
Alleghany High School

Study — We are attempting to learn about grading
practices. You are here because we value your
opinion. What you share today will help us improve
how students are graded in the classroom. Each of you
should have received and signed a waiver giving
consent to participate in this study. If you have not,
please let me know now.

I am going to record our conversation, however, you
will not be identified in our report by your real name.
Your identities will be kept confidential. Anything
you say will not be held against you nor affect your
current class standing or grade. It is important for us to
know the good, the bad and the ugly, so we welcome
your being open and honest.

I hope to have an open and honest discussion today.
There is not a right or wrong opinion. Whatever you
share is exactly what we need.

Social Norms

Participate actively and speak honestly as all ideas are
welcome

Respect other’s opinions, even if you do not share
them.

Take turns responding so that no one talks over
another and all ideas are heard

Ask questions if questions we are asking are unclear
Please turn off cell phones.

Anything you would like to add?

Guiding Questions

Tell me what you know about the grading practices at
AHS.

Compare and contrast the grading that your child
received at the high school vs. the k-8 grade school.
Has this improved your child’s outlook on school?
What do you see as the purpose of grading?

Beyond printing grades on a report card, what
meaning to grades have in your family?
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What grade do you think represents competency?

If you were a teacher, what percentage would you
count homework, tests, quizzes, etc?

How do you feel about homework?

Do you think teachers are consistent with grading
practices across the school? Are they fair? Equitable?
If you could change one thing about how grades are
implemented, what would you do differently?

What else would you like to add to the conversation?
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APPENDIX F: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW SCRIPT

INTRODUCTION:

My name is Jeremy Gibbs and I’'m working with Chris Barnes and Cathy Andrews on a
doctoral research project through WCU. Our purpose is to study the impact of the
implementation of Standards-Based Grading. Your grading practices may be considered
fairly progressive compared to many high schools so what you have done this semester
and over the past four years is extremely valuable to our research. I just want to have a
comfortable and open discussion today more than an interview or interrogation. | think
we’ll spent about 45 minutes talking and I want you to feel comfortable speaking with me
and in being totally honest with me. There is not a right or wrong answer. Whatever you
share is exactly what we need. Your name is not going to be used and your anonymity
will be protected throughout this research and dissertation process. Do | have your
permission to record this interview today? (Yes)

BEGIN RECORDING: State Date and Time

INTERVIEW.:

So, you have made significant changes to the grading practices at the high school
over the past several years. Describe the school’s journey in this regard. Specifically
talk about the reasons you looked at SBG for AHS and what influenced you to
advocate for SBG.

How did you work to build capacity with your teachers and staff?

How did you inspire a common vision for teachers, students and parents?

What policies needed to be reworked or changed?

What PD did you offer to teachers?

Compare and contrast about before and after all the grading changes you have
taken on, both this semester and even in prior years... PROBES: Retesting, No

penalty for practice (teflon zero), and Study Island

What is the purpose of grading? (Beyond printing grades on a report card, what
meaning do your grades have?)

What are the primary components of grading that you instituted at the high school?



140
“Many teachers who believe in using traditional grading practices have strong
beliefs about using those practices, for example, some teachers believe that including
extra credit in a grade teaches students the value of extra effort...” What are your
thoughts on some of those practices like extra credit, the use of a zero on the 100-
point scale and so on? (The following questions can probe for anything that is
missed that we need to learn about).

-How do you approach extra credit as a school?

-How do you approach homework in your school? Do you have any
policies in the school?

-How do you approach the use of a zero and the 100-point scale in
your school?

-Did you use grades as motivation or as either rewards or punishment?
(IF YES: probe, how)

How did SBG support student learning in your school? How did it hinder it?
How did SBG support equity or equality in your school? How did it hinder that?

If you had to do this over again, what would you do differently?

What, if anything, would you like to tell me about or share that I haven’t already
touched on during our conversation?
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‘Work habits
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separate work
habit for
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each content.
Mot to be
included in
the content
criteria
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APPENDIX H: TRANSYLVANIA COUNTY SCHOOLS SBG REPORT CARD

Student Name: Transvlvania Countv Schools 2
School: . v v .

Teacher: Second Grade Report Card \ 1
Grade: 02 ¥

“Taaching Et'c'."]\:;'n'. Takes Everyome™

School Year: 2014-2013

GRADING SCALE
Core Subjects

3: O frack i meet the year-end berchmark goal
2: Needs a moderate level of monitoring and intervencons io meer the year-end bemchmark goal
1: MWeeds a signiffcans level of monitoring and fnterventions fo meet the year-end benchmark geal

English Language Arts
[ Reading [0l o2 [@3[o4]
1" Quarter
Fead on-level text with purpose and understanding TRC Reading Level: End of Year Goal: M
Ack and sanswer questions to demonstrate nnderstanding of key detzils in a e
Use illustrations and words to demonstrate understanding of characters, setting, or plot
Explain how specific images contritnte to and clarify a text
2™ Quarter
Fecopnize long and short vowels when reading repularly spelled one-syilable wiords.
Flead words with commeon prefixes and suffixes.
Fead on-level text with purpose and understanding  TRC Reading Level: End of Year Goal: M
Betell stories, inchiding f5bles and folktales from different cultures and determine central message or lesson.
Enow spelling-sound correspondence for additional common vowel teams.
3™ Quarter
Fead on-level text with purpose and understanding. TRC Reading Level: End of Year Goal: M
Idemtify the main topic of 3 nmalti-paragraph text a5 well as the focus of specific paragraphs within the text.
Decode regularly spelled two-syllable words with long wowels.
Idemtify the purpose of 2 text, including what the awthor wants to explain snswer or describe.
Understand connections between historical events, scientific ideas, and steps in a procedure.
Determine the meaning of words and phrases in a text relevant to 2™ grade topics and subjects.
Enow and use various text festures to locate key facts or information.
Compare and confrast the importsnt points in two texts on the same subject.
4™ Quarter
Identify words with inconsistent but common spelling-sound comrespondences.
Fead zrade-level text with purpose and understanding TRC Reading Level: _ End of Year Goal: M
Fead grade-level text with acouracy, fluency, and expression
Use context to confirm or self-comect word recognition and understanding, rereading as necessary.
Fecopnize and read grade level irregularly spelled words.
Describe how words and phrases supply rhythm and mesning in 3 story, poem, or song.
Describe the overall stucture of a story.
Describe how reasons support specific point the suthor makes in a text
Acknowledge differences in characters’ points of view, nsing different volces when reading alound.
Describe how characters in a story respond to major events and challenges.
Writing Q1 |02 | Q3|04
1" Quarter
[ Wrrite about an event or sequence of events and provide a conclusion. Strengthen writing by revising and editing. | | [ | |
2° Quarter
‘Wrrite o state an opinion and provide reasons to support that opinion.
Use a varety of digitals toels to produce writing, including in collaboration with peers.
Strengrhen writing by revising and editing
3™ Quarter
Fecall information from experiences or gather mformation o answer a question.
Complete shared resesrch and writing projects.
Strengrhen writing by revising and editing
4™ Quarter
Write to inform or explain Smengthen writing by revising and editing.
Spealing and Listening Q1 02 [ Q8 [o4
1% Quarter
In a conversation, relate comments to the remarks of others,
Follow agreed npon miles for discussion
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2™ Quarter
Erovide key ideas or detsils from a text read alond.
Ask and answer questions to better understand a speaker’s toplc.
3™ Quarter
Produce complate sentences when providing reguested details or clarfication.
Ask and answer questions 1o berer understand a speaker’s topic.
4™ Quarter
Tell a story or recount experience using appropriate faces and relevant, descriptive details,
Create audio recording of stories or poems, add visual displays to clarify thoughts and feelings.
Language Ql Qr | Q5 [ Q4
1" Quaarter
Form and nse the past tense of imegular verbs.
Capitalization proper noums.
™' Quarter
Use collective novms. (ex: amoy, herd)
Form and nse irregnlar plural nouns. (ex: feat, mice)
Form and use past tense of fequently ocourring irregular verbs. (2x sar, hid, told)
Use an apostrophe o form contractions and frequently goomming possessives.
Dietammuipe the meaning of the pew word formwed when a known prefiz is added to a kpown word.
Use word meaping to predict definidon of componnd words.
Use a known root word as a clue to the meaning of an unknown word with the same root. excadditon/addinonal
3™ Quarter
Use reflexive promouns.
Use adjectves and adverbs and chooss between them based on what is to be modifed
Use commas in greetings and closings of leffers.
Idawtify raal-lifs connections batwsen words and their usa.
Understand shades of meaping among clesaly ralawed verbs.
4™ Quarter
Produce, expand, snd reamange complete simpla and compeonnd sentences. Use collective nouns,
Generalize leamed spelling pamems when writing words.
Consult reference marerzls, including beginwing dictionaries, to check and correct spellings
Use knowledge of languaze and its conventions when writing, speaking, snd listening.
Use sentence leval comtext as & clue to the meaning of a ward or phrase.
Use glossaries and beginming dictionznies to determive or clarify the meaning of words and phrasas.
Use words and phrases acquired through conversations and reading to describe.
Mathematics
[ Operations and Algebraic Thinking Q1 Q2 | Q3 | 04
1" Quarter
Fluently add and subtract within 20 using mental stratezies.
Detamuine whether a groap of objects (ap to 20) has and odd or even number of members.
3™ Quarter
| Use additon and subtraction witkin 100 to solve one- and two-step word problems.
4™ Quarter
Use addition to find the fotzl munber of objects In an aray, write equation to express total.
Numbers and Operations in Base Ten Q1 QI 193 | Q4
1" Quarter
100 can be thonghe of 25 8 bundle of ten tens — called a “hundred ™
The nambers 100, 200, 300 o 900 refer to one two, three to nine hundreds, O tews and O ones.
Explain why addidon and submaction strategies work.
Numbers and Operations in Baze Ten (continued) QL Q2 3 o
3™ Quarter
| Compare three-digit muubers bazed oo mesning of the bundrads, tens, and ones. |
4™ Quarter

Coumt within 1,000; skip-count by 3s, 10s, and 100s

Fiead and write numbers to 1,000 using base-ten munerals, pumber names, and expandad form

Fluently add and subtract within 100 using strategies based on place value, operations, and relasionships.

Add up o four twvo-digit nuoabars nsing strategies based on place value and propartes of operstons.

Add and subtrace within 1,000 vsing concrate modals basad on place value avd properties of operations

Mentally add and submact 10 or 100 to a given nunbsr 1O0-200,
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| Meazurement and Data

[ [@[& &4

2™ Quarter

Deasure the length of an object, selecting sppropriate tools.

Dleasure the length of an object twice, nsing different units and describe how they are related.

Estimate lengths using units of nches, feet, centimeters, and meters.

Measure to determume how nmch longer one object 1s than ancther.

Generate meanurement data and display m a line plot wsmg a whole-number scale.

3™ Quarter

Represent whole mummbers as lengths from 0 on 2 mmiber line diagram with equally spaced pomts
comesponding to the mumbers 0,1.2, . and represent whole-mmmber sums and differences within 100 on a

Use addition and subtraction withm 100 to solve word problems using lengths of like umts.

Tell and write time from analogue and digital clocks to the nearest five munmates (amy/po)

Draw a picture graph and a bar graph (with a single-unit scale) to represent a data set with up to four
categonies. Solve sunple put-together, take-apart, and compare problenys wsmg mformation presented m a bar
graph.

4™ Quarter

Solve word problems involving dollars, quarters, dimes. nickels, and pemmies.

Ceometry

Gl

Q2

(6%}

2™ Quarter

Pecogize and draw shapes having specific armbures

Pamiton 2 ractangle into rows and colmmns of the same-sizs squares snd counf to find ol

= 24!

Partinen circles and rectangles into 2, 3, or 4 equal shares and describe as halves, thirds, or fourths

ol

[o%]

Social Studies

Q1

Q3

Science

5: Satisfactory N: Needs Improvement U: Unzatisfactory

Clazsroom Expectations

Q1

Q2

Q3

Completes work on mne.

1.
1. Listens and follows directions.
3. Acuvely paricipares in class,

Special Areas

Q1

Q1

Q3

Art

Music

Physical Education

Teacher Comments: Quarter:

Attendance:
First Nine Weels:

Abzent:

Tardy:

Second Nine Weels:

Third Nine Weelks:

Fourth Nine Weeks:

Parent Signature:

End of Year: Promoted Eetained
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APPENDIX I: GPS TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT HANDOUT

ANALYZE:
Are your current grading practices taking your students in the right direction?

What are my values with respect to student grading?

Keep, Drop, Modify? What about my current grading practices should | keep, drop, or
change?

Heep Drop Modify
Create:
BeliefFracticePolicy Rationale
Example: Homewaork will count for & percent | The homewaork | give iz fo practice and
of 3 zfudent’s grade in my ciazs. reinforce impartant conceptz and shilz
therafore it adds value fo the leaming
SXDENEnN &

Cathy Andrews Chns Bames & Jeremy Gibbs 2093
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Share:

Share your beliefs and practices with your colleagues (table/group/PLC) and encourage them to
ask questions. Then, do the same for your colleagues. Invite and welcome their questions,
feadback, and ideas.

Mote some of the key questions and ideas you receive from your peers.

R eflect:

What, if any, changes did this process inspire you to make in your grading practices or other
classroom practices?

ldentify any powerful practice that you or & colleague contributed.

|dentify any practice that may not support student leaming but is “the way we've ahvays dong
it.”

Other questions and thoughts for reflection.

Adapted from:

Wormeli, B. (2008). Fair iznt always equal- Azzeszing & grading in the differantiated ciazaroom.
Stenhouse Publis hers.

Caffiy Andrews Chns Bames & Jeremy Gibb s 2093
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APPENDIX J: GPS PRESENTATION AGENDA FOR NCASA CONFERENCE
PRESENTATION

AGENDA
NC Association of School Administrators Conference Breakout Session
Standards-Based Grading: Moving Toward Equality of Opportunity and Advancement
of Learning for ANl Students
Cathy Andrews, Christopher Barnes, & Jeremy Gibbs
March 19, 2015; 1:30-2:30 PM, Raleigh Convention Center Room 3064

PURPOSE/CONTEXT: To advocate and support a move toward standards-based grading in schools

DESIRED OUTCOME(S): By tha end of this meeting, participants will hawve. ..

+ a brief history of grading practices and traditions in tha US

+ & case study of ona leader's joumney in shifling a school from wery traditional practices fo improved grading
practices (AHS)

+ a brief scan of the research on SBG

+ several practical tools for facilitating conversations and making changes to classroom grading practicas in
the school/district setting

+  a brief overview of our proposed intervention plan for s pring 2015 and associated evaluation of impact

STAKEHOLDERS: Conference attendees—Schoal and district administrators

WHAT WHO TIME NOTES
{Content) {Facilitator) {Mirnstes)
Start-ups All 6 Brief intro of each and why we took
* Euﬁgﬁfgdﬂf‘lﬂl this topic on
* Bl comes - 2
. VIDED CLIP: Overview of SBG
+ Roles
Timeline of Grading in the | Cathy 5 High=level overview of how we got
us to this point
The AHS Journey Chris 10 History

Leadership actions
Scenarios/polls

Grading Position Jeremy 15 -GPS activity (from Fair isn't
Statement Always Equal)

-Wormeli Clips (from FIAE) as a
tool for conversation starting
Qur research Cathy 6 A very brief overview of our
conceptual framework for our
research and major authors we

follow
Questions, Meeting All 10 -FEEDBACK? Please getin touch .
Evaluation, and Closure Contact information:
Jeremy Gibbs - joibbs@tcsnc.org
Chris Barnes -

barnescr@alleghany k12 ne.us
Cathy Andrews =
candrews@hayesvillems._org
Website:
https-fsites.google.comfaftcsnc.org
Incasa-grading/home
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APPENDIX K: POLICY BRIEF ON THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF
GRADING

Policy Brief:
The Unintended Consequences
of Grading Practices

By Catherine Andrews, Christopher Barnes, and Jerenmy Gibbs
Western Carolina University

Executive Summary

“Grades have massive power in our schools
and in the lives of the people whom we grade™
{Tomlinson & Moon, 2013, p.122). Grades provide
teachers with information to aid instructional
planning and program evaluation; however, this is
just the beginning of the long list of purposes grades
zerve. Grades also are assumed to communicate to
students and parents the level of adequacy at which
students are learning and mastering the curriculum’™s

“Grades have massive power in
our schools and in the lives of
the people whom we grade™

(Tomlinson & Aoon)

objectives and standards. Grades are also a primary

tool nsed by employers and colleges to determine a

student’s academic ability and suitability for certain
jobs or fields of study.

This policy brief summarizes the research
related to teachers’ grading practices and districts’
lack of uniform grading policies. The research
supports the fact that current assessment and
grading practices used by teachers create

unintended consequences for
students and speaks to the
need for a uniform policy for
all schools.

The Problem with Current
Grading Practices

The practices used by
high schools to assess and
grade students have little to no
alignment. Furthermore,
student grades are tainted by
inconsistent practices that
include non-academmic
criteria. Much of the research
that has surveyed teachers on
the criteria used to assign a
grade has found that teachers
award grades for not only
academic knowledge but also
a multitude of student
behaviers and classroom
performance issues, often
termed “hodzepodgze™ and
“kitchen sink grading.”™ These
include academic

{1} Assessmenf — The
diagnostic process of
messunng 3 student's
progress andfor
mastery of 3 criterion.
(2} Grading -
Assigning 5
standardized measure
{nurnerical or ketter) to
3 student's
perfomancs or
praduct;

(3) Student
Achizvement - &
student's shility to
miaster l=arming
objectives and criteris;
and

(4) Sandsrds based
Qrading- measuring
student proficiency on
wel-developsd
oljectives. (Minimum
standards grading)

performance, classroom participation, effort,
behavior, attendance, improvement, and torning in
homework, among others (Bowers, 2011). The
inclusion of such factors lies in the fact that teachers
believe they must be both judge and advocate for




their students. Additicnally, maty grading
practices violate establizshed motivational thecries.
For example, if a student’s grade is so low that he
believes success is unattainable, he will more than
likzely dizengage in school. One other notable
problem iz that while encouraged by the North
Carclina Department of Public Instruction to wtilize
formative assessments, teachers are still placing
high stakes to students” practice of skills.

High scheol grades have far reaching
consequences and are used by colleges, universities
and employers to help determine enrollment,
scholarship awards and employment. When schools
allow teachers complete autonomy over grading
practices, the schools and postsecondary institutions
are given inaccurate information regarding a
student’s true potential and abilities. This problem
iz increased when teachers have no guidance or
standardization of grading practices at a schocl or
district level.

Background

Numerous studies confirm that prades are
used for a plethora of questionable purposes
including, tut not limited to self-esteem, rewards,
rank, and a variety of other purposes (Randall &
Engelhard, 2010). Grades are alsc used for
providing teachers with information to aid
instructional planning and program evaluation.
Unfortunately, in assessing students teachers use a
hodge-podge of criteria (Brookhart, 1991) and
teachers often view grades as “pay students earn for
activities they perform™ (Brookhart, 1993, p. 139).
Current school policies also allow for grading based
omn attendance, 1.e. time in class. Interpretation of
grades becomes more confusing when extra credit,
dropped grades, late grades, and completion grades
are used.

Because of all the elements that often
comprize a grade, uniformity and meaning of grades
are skewed. Inaccurate information i given which
then leads to inaccurate interpretations.

Call for Action

With the growth of accountability for
teachers and administrators, attention to grading and
assessment practices has increased. Additionally,
how and what teachers assess has become even
more relevant over the past few years because of the
implementation of Common Core across most states

in the U5, Thus, superintendents must work with
their school board and district and instructional
leaders to develop grading policies that best serve
the needs of students by raising the bar and closing
the gap of student learning (Fullan, 2006). Eariched
professional development, proper teacher
evaluation, and collaboration with college and
university pre-service programs are a necessary part
of orchestrating change in such policies.

Pre-Existing Policy

There is no current grading policy
established by the North Carclina State Board of
Education. Each district 15 left to determine its own
policy. We completed a study involving North
Carclina’s western portion of the state, regions
seven and eight. We researched the board policies

of every school district
in these two regions and
found that only one
district of twenty-eight
had any specific
grading policy—
Caldwell County
Schools. Even though
thiz policy 15 still not
explicit in its
requirement for grades,
it speaks to the need to
use grades
diagnostically and
cautions against the use
of zeros as a grading
tool. It also is the only
policy that we can find
that forbids schools
from using attendance
and tardies as grade
criteria.

Seven districts
that we rezearched had
no policies posted
whatsoever and the
remainder had language
in their policies =0
similar that they were
almost identical.

Theze policies are
vague and their wording
and language do not

Caldwell County
Morth Carolina
Paolicy Code: 3400

1. BEvaluations of student
performance shall be used
diagnostically to plan
content and teaching
technigues to be us=d in
furture instruction.

2 Parents shall be informed
of the scademic goals
towiard which students ane

progressing.

3. Atendance and tardiness
shall be reported separately
from academic or behavior
=svaluations.

4_Teachers ar2 fo uss
caution when assigning
zeros, due fo 3 zara's ability
1o skew 3 student's grade.
Students should be
permitted and highly
encouraged to redo and'or
make up waork on which
they earned zeross or other
failing grades.”

{Caldwell County Schaals
Falicy Code 3400
Retrieved February 13,
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inztruct teachers to avoid hodgepodge criteria when
assessing student work and gives the teachers
complete autonomy in their practices. This type of
grading policy leaves grades completely cpento a
teacher’s individual interpretation and leads to
widely disparate grading practices.

While a lack of policy is prevalent, it is
worthwhile to note that in the North Carclina
Teacher Evaluation handbook's “Appendix A: Code
of Ethics for North Carclina Educators™
adopted by the State Board of Education June 3,
1997, states under “Commitment to Students™ a
teacher “Evaluates students and assigns grades
based upon the students” demonstrated
competencies and performance ™
This iz perhaps a well-intended, but mneffective
attemypt to direct teachers to minimize inaccurate
grading practices. It appears as if people are
cognizant of this issue, but lack motivation to
acknowledge poor grading practices create serious
nnintended consequences, and thus, avoid the
necessary policy action needed to correct it Policy
makers need to realize that “inaccurate grades play
havoc with students” and our professional integrity™
(0" Connor & Wormelli, 2011, p. 42).

Policy Options

We have examined several different grading
policies that could be used to create a system of
grading that is fair and objective. There are
advantages and dizadvantages to each and all would
require a great deal of professional development by
districts for teachers prior to implementation.

1. Standards Based Grading: This policy
requires districts to completely sanitize their
grading practices and purge any non-academic
grading practices. This policy would include
removing any policies that penalized students for
late assignments, absences and behavior. Many
schools that implement this type of policy may be
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required to post additional information such as a
conduct grade or work ethic grade to ensure that
parents, employers and colleges are given an
accurate understanding of a student’s true

potential. Grading enables teachers to communicate
the achievements of students to parents and others,
provide incentives to learn, and provide information
that students can use for selftevaluation. In addition,
schools use grades to identify or group students for
particular educational paths or programs and to
evaluate a program's effectiveness (Feldmesser
1971, Frisbie and Waltman 1992). Unfortunately,
many schools attempt to address all of these
purposes with a single method and end up achieving
none very well (Guskey, 1994).

2. Minimum Standards Grading: This
policy institutes a minimum score for grades that
ensures more students are given the opportunity to
pass their classes. Many schools use a score of 2
fifty to replace any score of a zero. The argument is
that if a student receives a grade of a zero fora
mizsed assignment, it unnaturally skews a student’s
grade downward. But the common use of the zero
today iz based not on a four-point scale but on a
100-point scale. This defies logic and mathematical
accuracy. On a 100-point scale, the interval between
numerical and letter grades is typically 10 points,
with the break points at 90, 80, 70, and so0 on. But
when the grade of zero is applied to a 100-point
zcale, the interval between the D and F iz not 10
points but 60 points (Reeves, 2004).

5. Besults-Based Grading: This policy
combines the practices from several other grading
practices. Student grading is recorded on 2 100
point scale; however, students are given the
opportunity to retake any test or redo any
assighment wntil the demonstrate
competency. They are encouraged to and required
to recetve additional tutoring as needed. This plan
also requires separate recording of attendances and
tardies zo that a student’s grade remains an accurate
reflection of their academic progress.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Each Policy
Option

1. Standards Based Grading: Many
teachers are agamnst thiz policy because they feel
that it i3 too restrictive. Arguments against this
policy are that it rewards poor work habits and poor
attendance. Over the years many teachers have




intertwined their classroom management plan with
their grading practices. They are unwilling to
separate them again because they fear that chaos
will result or that students do not have the work
ethic required to perform at a high level of rigor
without coercion. In addition, if students are not
penalized when work iz tumed in late, teachers feel
that instmction will suffer becanse some
assignments contain information that is required for
work done later in the semester.

Additionally, to grade based on standards
requires a time commitment in the beginning to set
up the standards to be met. In larger schools,
marking standards report cards also requires
purposeful, focused time. This 1s why it 13 common
to see standards bazed reporting in the elementary
schools rather than in the upper grades where it 13
possible for a teacher to be responsible for over 100
students in one grading period.

2. Minimum Standards Grading:
Opponents of Minimum grading practices often

voice the same concerns as standards based grading.
Teachers believe giving a score, even a failing

omne, to a student for inaccurate or incomplete work
violates the belief that scores can be used to mold
responsible behavior. It 1s also argued that using a
minimum score artifieially inflates grades. In fact
giving extra eredit or giving a child a grade of 100
for returning a form is contrary to 2 mastery
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approach and undeniably artificially inflates grades,
vet this 13 a widely accepted practice.

3. Besults Based Grading: This approach
works nicely with the idea of standards based
grading in that students are given equal opportunity
to learn. Some students need more practice than
others and some students need more time to leam so
opportunities to redo are essential However, many
teachers are reluctant to take the time for redos or
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content or because their daily schedule does not
afford them sufficient time for additional grading.

Recommendations:

When the benefits far outweigh the
negatives, we owe it to our students to implement a
grading policy that establishes consistent, accurate,
meaningful grades that are most importantly
supportive of student learning. The North Carolina
state-wide utilization of Powerschool and its ability
to connect grades to standards should encourage
districts to move towards a standards-baszed grading
zystem. If superintendents work with their school
district and instructional leaders, they can, despite
stakeholders” firmly held beliefs about grades,
successfully develop grading policies that best serve
the needs of students by raizing the bar and closing
the gap of student learning.
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