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Report card grades have long been a part of the system of communication used in 

our schools to signify student achievement. Letter grades have been with us for centuries, 

but it was not until recently that educators began recognizing there may be a better way to 

communicate what a student knows and can do for parents and other schools.  While 

standards-based grades have been common at the elementary level, middle and high 

schools have been slow to put them to use. 

This phenomenological case study was of a seventh and eighth grade school in 

northeast Illinois in 2013 in the third year of a transition to a standards-based report card.  

The research question in this study was: “How did the middle level educators describe 

their experiences in moving from a traditional grading system to a standards-based 

approach to grading?” Staff (n=14) were interviewed, meetings observed, and documents 

reviewed to provide an overview of what happened during the transition to a report card 

that showed what students knew and could do.  

Wilderness Middle School (a pseudonym) utilizes a six-page computerized report 

card to communicate students’ academic abilities.  The report card has maintained an 

achievement grade that continues to be used for eligibility and honor roll recognition.  
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This hybrid approach reportedly has diminished the importance conveyed by the 

standards. While the staff has become more intimate with the Common Core State 

Standards, the new report card has not translated into changes in behavior about grades 

by parents or students.  

Changing to a standards-based approach to grading is a difficult adaptive change 

that should not be underestimated. Without a strong purpose message, transitioning to a 

standards-based approach to grading may prove difficult.  Having a clear message from 

the onset may help in the planning and execution of changing the approach to a middle 

school report card. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM AND ITS BACKGROUND 

There may be no symbol more iconic in American public schools than the report 

card letter grade. Receiving a letter grade from a teacher at the end of the quarter or 

semester is a rite of passage that has been the practice in education for nearly two 

centuries (Brookhart, 1994; Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Marzano, 2000; Whitney, Culligan, 

& Brooksher, 2006). 

Current traditional grading practices often require teachers to compute an average 

for a student, apply that to a district grading scale, and assign a letter grade to each 

average. Students are then given this letter grade to represent learning over a specified 

period. In effect, the grade seems to have evolved into the scorecard for our teaching and 

learning environment. 

Statement of the Problem 

Traditional practices make it difficult to ascertain what the letter grade represents. 

Some letter grades often pose a blend of achievement, compliance, and improvement 

(Brookhart, 2011b). Grades are an imperfect proxy for learning. Guskey, Swan, and Jung 

(2011) stated, “Grades have long been identified by those in the measurement community 

as prime examples of unreliable measurement” (p. 53). Despite these limitations of 

grading, traditional grading typically demands the use of a letter or number. The trend of 

traditional grading practices could soon change. 
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Beginning in 2014, under a new federal initiative in 46 states, the Common Core 

State Standards (CCSS) was implemented to provide a clear understanding of what is to 

be taught and learned. The curriculum is designed to deliver consistency in teaching of 

math and English. An examination will be applied by using identical standardized tests to 

evaluate student learning. Parents, students, counselors, and principals will soon face the 

task of trying to explain a reading or math grade of “A” when the student cannot show 

proficiency on the state standardized assessment.  

The new CCSS assessments will uncover a problem in our current system. What 

will happen when scores on these new assessments do not correlate with a teacher’s 

classroom grade? How will classroom teachers defend any discrepancies? Educators will 

need to apply the best practices in grading in order correlate results on local practices and 

state reporting. Future grading will likely need to be a measurement comparable to the 

developing new standards.  

Shift to a Standards-Based System 

National subject specific standards have been a part of the teaching landscape for 

over a half a century (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). National organizations in language 

arts, math, science, social science, physical education, music and the arts have designed 

curricular standards. With 45 states originally agreeing to the implementation of the 

CCSS, it may require schools and districts to review present grade reporting systems. 

Current traditional grading practices include antiquated, unreliable, and inconsistent 

measures of student learning (Guskey et al., 2011). Creating compatibility between 

grades and a national assessment under the CCSS may become crucial (Council of Chief 

State School Officer’s and Governor’s Association for Best Practices, 2010). 
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An assessment that measures growth within standards provides a logical 

description of what a student is to be measured against (Guskey, 2011). Converting to a 

standards-based system approach to curriculum and assessment, a change in our beliefs 

about grading will also become necessary (Reeves, 2007). In a standards-based approach 

to grading, the learner demonstrates what is to be mastered and is awarded a grade after 

showing evidence of mastery. Grades thereby represent an explicit level of achievement 

rather than the behaviors and disposition of the learner. The student’s compliance, 

cooperation, and progress are not part of the letter grade that indicated a level of mastery 

(Guskey, 2011).  

Despite mounting pressure regarding the limitations of traditional grading 

practices, making the change to a standards-based system of grading seems difficult 

(Brookhart, 2011b; Guskey & Bailey, 2001).  Marzano (2000) warned educational 

leaders that caution must be applied when moving from the old grading system to the 

new:  

If a district or school wishes to make changes in current grading and reporting 
practices, then it is well advised to provide high logic for the new system along 
with a thorough accounting of the inadequacies of the old system. (p. 2) 
  
Perhaps by moving the conversation to a standards-based approach to grading, 

focus can be on student learning (Brookhart, 2011a). Making the transition to a new 

system of grading can be so perilous that Doug Reeves (2009) used grading as an 

example in his book about leading change in schools. The chapter entitled “The 

Flywheel: Getting Short-Term Wins to Sustain Long-Term Change” (pp. 94-109) 

highlights the change in grading practice of one high school that became a turnaround 

school. Ben Davis High School’s practices show the impact a successful change in a 
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grading system can have on a school’s culture. 

Our schools have been organized to ensure attendance and compliance from 

students. This overreliance on attendance and compliance, rather than learning, has 

hampered engagement and student productivity (Schlechty, 2005). A standards-based 

approach to grading requires teachers to base grades on measurement against specific 

criteria. Learning outcomes are specifically defined as what is to be mastered and at what 

grade level. Standards for learning like these have already been adopted in the Common 

Core State Standards in math and language arts. 

Standards-based grading also helps eliminate the omnibus grade that attempts to 

measure many elements in learning at once, such as product, progress, and process. It 

narrowly focuses on academic factors only. Non-academic factors, such as homework, 

work habits, responsibility, attendance, and attitude, are reported separately (Marzano, 

2000). 

These non-academic factors are frequently not part of the elementary grading 

landscape. Parents of students in the primary grades receive written feedback, which is 

often more descriptive and accurate than grades (Guskey, 2006; Guskey & Bailey, 2001). 

A parent of a kindergartener often knows if a child understands colors, numbers, and 

letters. The elementary level reporting system is clear, non-ambiguous, and timely. 

Communication between home and school becomes less apparent as a child ages 

(Brookhart, 1994). 

Grading at the Secondary Level 

For many, when reaching the sixth grade, grades are typically represented by a 

single letter or number. While this change is considered an acceptable practice, it does a 



www.manaraa.com

5 

  

poor job of communicating learning to families. A more efficient way to communicate 

with families and students may be provided by a standards-based approach. 

The principles and practices that enable schools to successfully navigate the 

change from traditional letter-grade reporting to standards-based grades are largely 

unexplained by researchers, particularly at the secondary level. Examining teachers’ 

impressions while making the change to standards-based grading has implications for 

schools. Johnson (2001) noted that, “Changing to standards-based report cards may mean 

that teachers have to literally change the way they think when assigning student’s grades” 

(p. 1). 

While scholarship exists about the effectiveness of standards-based grading at the 

elementary level, research at the middle and secondary levels is scarce. Teachers at the 

secondary level have long employed a system of grading that has been described by many 

as capricious and arbitrary (Brookhart, 1994, 2011a; Guskey, 2004, 2011; Marzano, 

2000; Reeves, 2011). Teachers have included extra credit, practice in the form of 

homework and the use of zeros to assure compliance in the classroom. These practices 

can lead to inflated grades and increased numbers of students who are identified with 

disabilities (Jung & Guskey, 2007). 

Grading practices at the middle school level still tend to center around 

accumulating points or using mathematical averages. For example, 500 points for the 

quarter are turned into a letter grade; 380 points would translate to a B on the report card. 

Elements of product, progress, and process are often combined into a single letter grade 

at the end of each quarter or semester (Guskey, 2004a; Marzano, 2001; O’Connor, 2007). 
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Understanding the change and how we approach a change from the traditional 

model of grading to a standards-based approach could be of benefit to the thousands of 

secondary schools contemplating on making this significant move (Erickson, 2011; 

Hargreaves & Fullan, 2009; Reeves, 2011). Studying a middle school that has 

successfully navigated the change process and reporting practice to a standards-based 

model should afford assistance to others embarking on this change.  

The middle school setting tends to allow for a more collaborative environment by 

affording teachers regular meeting time to discuss the needs of a common grouping of 

students called a team (Grenda, 2011). Despite this apparent advantage, locating middle 

schools that have been using a standards-based approach to grading has been difficult. 

Locating studies about these schools is harder still. An exhaustive search in April 2012 

indicated that the practice of standards-based grading in Illinois middle-level schools is 

very rare. So how do educators in the middle school setting address the challenges and 

then describe experiences of moving from a traditional grading system to a standards-

based one? 

Challenges When Moving to a Standards-Based Environment 

At its simplest, the practice of report card grading is a communication tool used 

by teachers to convey to students, parents, and others how a student is doing in a 

particular class over a given time period (Brookhart, 2011b). Grading provides 

information to parents, to other schools, and to the student. 

The heart of this study was identifying the challenges and benefits for a middle-

level school that was moving to a standards-based system. It was designed to investigate 

the complexities and variables of implementing the change between grade reporting 
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systems. Colby (1999) stated that the standards-based reporting system increased student 

learning: "Primary emphasis changed from what is taught to what students learn. We 

were able to make clear decisions about what we needed to teach, how and to whom we 

would teach it, and how we would assess it” (p. 53). 

Under our present system, a student’s grade often includes product, progress, and 

process components (Guskey, 2011). The teacher in a standards-based grading system is 

interested in the level of mastery as measured against a particular standard. Susan 

Brookhart (2011b) stated, “Standards-based grading is based on the principle that grades 

are not about what students earn; they are about what students learn” (p. 12). What is it 

that a student knows or can do at the moment in time? Extra credit, homework, and points 

earned are no longer part of the equation in calculating the grade for the class. 

In a standards-based approach to grading, learning is at the front end. Explicitly 

stated expectations help reduce teacher bias and require an assessment of learning as 

measured against a predetermined standard. Examples such as “the student can count by 

two up to 30” or “the student can identify primary colors” are easily recognized in most 

primary school report cards. 

Implementation of a standards-based approach can change the way schools 

function, but not all of the changes will be received positively (McMunn, Schenck, & 

McCloskey, 2003). Grade inflation will be revealed when compliance and extra credit 

values are removed from the grading process. Schools will likely see a dip in state test 

scores that are reported to the public, and parents will need to be convinced of the long-

term benefits of a standards-based approach. Doug Reeves (2007) stated, “Those who 

implement change in assessment, grading, and professional practice and policy risk not 
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only confrontation, but also unpopularity, social isolation, public humiliation, and 

ultimately, even their livelihoods” (p. 9). 

The shift to a standards-based grading method presents a significant challenge for 

educators, but it is one that others have successfully navigated for years (Marzano, 2010). 

Public accountability requires schools to reflect student learning. Winger’s (2005) work 

shows that traditional grading systems are not to be particularly accurate or effective at 

promoting learning. With public accountability measures only increasing since A Nation 

At Risk was published, the study of how schools transformed reporting was very relevant. 

Successful transitions to standards-based grading have been accomplished. 

Standards-based grading has been used in the Canadian provinces for many years, but 

only the state of Kentucky in the U.S. is presently in the process of a statewide report-

card reform movement (Guskey et al., 2011). The process of transitioning teachers and 

parents in Kentucky to a new system of grading has been slow and measured. Work 

began after the CCSS was adopted by Kentucky in 2010, and only three pilot districts 

were selected to participate in 2011-12. Plans include up to 20 additional districts in 3 to 

5 years. A unique aspect of the Kentucky initiative is not only that it is statewide, but it 

also is changing K-12 at the same time. 

Purpose of the Study 

Scholars in the area of assessment and learning have long supported a 

reorganization of traditional grading practices (Brookhart, 1994 & 2011b; Guskey & 

Bailey, 2001; Marzano, 2000; O’Connor, 2002/2009; Reeves, 2011; Wormeli, 2006b). 

The purpose of this study was to uncover a different way to assess student learning at the 

middle level by breaking from the traditional letter grade system and utilizing a 
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standards-based approach to grading. 

An exploration of one middle school that successfully moved to a standards-based 

grading practice might help reveal the challenges and issues teachers are faced with while 

making the transition. Knowledge of the resources needed, time allocation, and leader-

ship roles in making the change may help others attempting this type of change. 

The culture surrounding grades requires examination. An imprecise system exists 

in which grades are improperly used as a scorecard of learning. Educators must explore 

new ways to assess student learning that more accurately reflect what students know and 

can do. While not an easy change, the Common Core State Standards provide educators 

with a unique opportunity to improve assessment measures and grading. 

Research Questions 

This study was mainly concerned with the move from traditional grading 

practices to those of standards-based grading; investigating how the change occurred was 

also the focus. The primary question guiding the research for this study was: How do 

middle school educators describe experiences when moving from a traditional grading 

system to a standards-based grading system?  

The following sub-questions were also addressed: 

1. How do educators describe the change process from traditional to standards-

based grading? 

2.  What are the major challenges and successes educators face while changing to 

a standards-based reporting system? 

3.  What impact has standards-based grading had on teaching and learning in the 

school? 
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Definition of Terms 

While several of these terms may be familiar to the reader, they are defined to 

remove ambiguity for this study. 

Common Core State Standards —Common Core State Standards is presented as a 

proper noun. The standards are the program approved by the state that wanted to qualify 

for federal money in 2010. The states joined a consortium to pool dwindling state 

resources for the development of new learning standards in mathematics and English 

language arts (Council of Chief State School Officers & National Governors Association 

for Best Practices, 2010). 

Standards-based—Standards-based is a term used to describe a particular 

curriculum goal written by a state or national organization. It is commonly measured 

through a state assessment that uses the following terminology: meeting, not meeting, or 

exceeding. 

Standards-based education—Standards-based education is learning that takes 

place under a set of previously defined benchmarks. Traditionally, these standards have 

been established by statewide decision makers and subject-specific experts. 

Standards-based grading—Standards-based grading is a term used to describe the 

practice by a teacher or school of measuring student abilities in the classroom in 

comparison to a set of standards. A grade is summed up against the criteria for a 

particular standard. Behaviors and effort are reported separately. A student is graded only 

on what he/she knows or can do. Category headings can vary, but include descriptors 

such as adequate, competent, exceeds, exemplary, making progress, meets, proficient, 

satisfactory, and secure.  
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Traditional grading— The term traditional grading is used to refer to a point or 

percentage system resulting in a single letter grade representing any and all components 

of learning, including some conditions of learning such as attendance. It does not have a 

consistent definition of which components comprise the grade, but it usually includes 

compliance, scholastic achievement, and attitudes. Grades are often displayed by a 

number between 0% and 100%, or A, B, C, D, F, or I. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

The researcher is not stating that the findings are transferable or right for all 

educators attempting to move to a standards-based grading model. As with most 

qualitative research studies, a limitation of this study is the propensity to draw 

conclusions too broadly. The relationship of one experience to another may not be 

applicable to future experiences (Seidman, 1991; Stake, 1995). 

This study may apply to some or many middle-level schools only. Both the 

participants and the task considered may not be relevant to larger populations or similar 

functions. Studying a school and a particular task, such as grading, involves considerable 

complexity. The findings of this study may not be right for every school that intends to 

undertake a grade reporting change. A successful study should provide valuable 

information for schools and districts that intend to undertake the change from traditional 

grading to one of the standards-based practices. If the practice of standards-based grading 

can become ingrained in the teaching and learning practices at one middle-level school, is 

it replicable to other middle-level schools? 

In a study such as this, some ambiguity and complexity is included so arriving at a 

universal conclusion is unrealistic. The primary benefit of this study is the conceptual 
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description of how educators can make this change in grading practices. This study’s new 

information can be useful in guiding others to the research and practice about a middle 

school’s transition to standards-based grading. 

Significance of the Study 

This research focused on a middle school’s change processes regarding the 

grading of students. Change in grading is often met by educators and parents with 

resistance. Current research indicates that changing the grading system is no small task 

(Guskey 2009b; Marzano, 2006). The results of this study may contribute to the 

knowledge regarding changing to a standards-based grading system in middle-level 

schools. Findings may describe the changes required that successfully institutionalize that 

new grading practice for teachers.  These results may be beneficial to researchers, 

parents, students, teachers, and principals. 

While many elementary schools have measured student performance against 

standards for decades, there is little evidence that middle-level schools employ the same 

method (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). The research about middle-level grading practices is 

on the increase.  The results of this case study may reveal a pattern or strategy that can be 

replicated by a middle school attempting to move to a standards-based grading practice. 

 In the next chapter, this study will reveal current knowledge on the history of 

grading, standards, and the implications for systemic changes in schools. Chapter III will 

outline the case study methodology used for this dissertation. Sampling procedures, 

including the selection of the school studied and participants interviewed, will be 

explained. In Chapter IV, the findings will be unveiled using a framework of two specific 
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themes. Finally, in Chapter V, what was learned is shared using a 5-point conclusion. The 

paper ends with some implications for school leaders and researchers.       
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This chapter systematically reviews the scholarship related to schools switching 

from traditional to standards-based grading practices at the middle-level. The review 

provides the background necessary to investigate grading, standards, and the complex 

implications for educational leaders who plan to move toward a standards-based grading 

system. This review is organized into three major sections. The first provides an 

overview of the political framework surrounding the standards movement during the past 

half-century. An understanding of the roles of assessment and the modern standards-

based movement is necessary in order to have any possibility of changing an educational 

icon such as grading. The second section is a review of the history of grading practices 

and the role those assessments have played. The grading system most familiar has been 

prevalent for well over two centuries in America. Is there a better way to report 

achievement levels that communicate and measure student learning so that no child is left 

behind? The final section focuses on the framework of change and implications for 

educational leaders who are creating a change in grading practices. 

Educational Reform Movement 

The United States’ national response was swift and significant to the perceived 

military threat of the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in October of 1957. The 

National Defense Act of 1958 was the country’s reaction to that type of social and 

economic challenge. The space race set off panic in the defense community that quickly 
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pointed the finger squarely at an outdated and inadequate national math and science 

curriculum. Since the Sputnik launch, public education has often been the scapegoat for 

our country’s social and economic ills (Klein, 2003).  

In this post-Sputnik era, President Lyndon Johnson signed the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) into law in 1965. The ESEA was another attempt to 

provide an educational answer to the social problems facing America. While the goal of 

the ESEA was to help equalize educational opportunities, the United States remained 

segregated by policy and practice in how it provided for its children. In the end, the 

ESEA became a staple piece of legislation used in creating a framework for special 

education laws. Decades later, this framework led to the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB) of 2002 and later developed into The Race To The Top (RT3) program and the 

Common Core State Standards introduced in 2010. 

Between the first release of the ESEA and the most recent reauthorization in 

2007, a 1983 document entitled A Nation At Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform 

(ANAR) was released by the U.S. Department of Education’s Commission on Excellence 

in Education (NCEE). Educational movements often have a definable action that provides 

the political motivation for change. The document concluded that the very wellbeing of 

the United States of America was in jeopardy, both economically and militarily, because 

the public schools were not preparing students for the global market. Our nation’s very 

security would depend on fixing problems in education (National Commission on 

Excellence in Education, 1983). 

The U.S. Department of Education was not responding to the crisis in the public 

schools (Hamilton, Stecher, & Yuan, 2008; Joseph, 2001). However, not everyone agreed 
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with the conclusions noted in the ANAR report. In The Manufactured Crisis (Berliners & 

Biddle, 1995), it was argued the educational crisis was a ruse to divert attention from the 

social and economic problems of the mid-1980s. The belief was that those conservatives 

who favored a voucher system were politically motivated to attack public education. In a 

voucher system, parents are given a voucher that is used to purchase part of their child’s 

education. Vouchers can be used in any qualifying school, public or private. Voucher 

systems are one way to use public dollars in education for private schools. This 

underpinning has been a consistent theme for those trying to reform public education 

since ANAR appeared in 1983 (Kohn, 1992; Kozol, 2005; Popham, 2004; Ravitch, 2010; 

Spring, 1997, 2010). However, regardless of the motivation, a new movement was 

created to address concerns raised by ANAR. 

Standards-Based Reform Movement 

ANAR states the goal of education is to instill civic virtue and provide equal 

educational opportunities through universal access. All students would come to school 

ready to learn and reach universal proficiency. According to the 18-member NCEE panel, 

U.S. graduation requirements needed strengthening, students needed more time in school, 

and teacher salaries should be increased and include 11-month contracts requiring a more 

rigorous measurable standard required. The thought was that these recommendations 

would lead to more attention given to attendance and compliance issues along with the 

concept of learning standards and the standards-based movement. 

The contention of ANAR was that standards created in the 1970s had low student 

expectations, resulting in poor student performance and grades that were an indicator of 

progress. According to the ANAR document, “Grades should be indicators of academic 
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achievement so they can be relied on as evidence of a student's readiness for further 

study” (NCEE, 1983). While it is difficult to measure teachers’ grading practices, states 

reacted in the mid-1980s by raising graduation requirements, increasing teacher 

certification standards, and increasing the amount of time students attended school. 

As ANAR renewed the debate over the concept of voluntary national standards, 

the philosophy to centralize or decentralize became a political question to be answered by 

national policy (Marzano & Kendall, 1996; Peterson, 2010; Ravitch, 2010). When ANAR 

referred to “a rising tide of mediocrity” (p. 3), it served as the tolling of a bell to get the 

attention of the business and education communities (Massell, 2001). ANAR alarmingly 

noted that a change was needed in the structure of the public education system. If 

education was the engine driving our economy, it needed retooling quickly. ANAR 

blamed the loss of manufacturing sector jobs with an outdated school system (Darling-

Hammond, 2010; O’Connor, 2009). 

In 1986, a document by the Carnegie Forum, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 

21st Century (1986), attempted to create subject-specific standards. The definition of 

standards came to mean, “What do we want students to know and be able to do?” 

(Ainsworth, 2003, p. 22). Unfortunately, in the early development of standards, there was 

little co-ordination, and researchers found over 200 standards and 3,000 benchmarks 

needing to be taught (Marzano, 2006). Mandated content required at least 71% more 

instructional time in the classroom (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). While the new Common 

Core State Standards are more focused with an emphasis on both college and career 

readiness, it remains to be seen how they may change grading processes. Efforts to 
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implement standards in the past have had little notable positive impact on grading 

practices (Kohn, 2011).  

Governors’ Summit  

Knowing the states have the constitutional responsibility for providing education 

to children, President George H. W. Bush used the Governors’ Summit on Education, 

held in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1989, to begin framing the question of standards on a 

national level. After the summit, for the first time in our history, education became a 

national issue that was controlled at the state level. Using the national economic and 

defense interests, the Governors’ Summit began defining our educational priorities. Local 

control was not working for a nation at risk. The Governors’ Summit was an early 

attempt to nationalize educational standards. Unveiled by President George H. W. Bush, 

the America 2000 program once again jumpstarted the modern standards-based reform 

movement. The summit, providing the political support for change, and paved the way 

for providing the funding needed to write what eventually became the Goals 2000 

Program under the Clinton Administration in 1994.  

The first formal attempt to complete a rewrite of standards was when the National 

Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) drafted a national curriculum in 1987. 

When published in 1989, this document redefined what it was students should know and 

when students should know it. Rote memorization was replaced by a problem-solving 

strategy format (Diegmueller, 1995). The new mathematics standards were not without 

critics, but they were adopted before other subjects were released (Marzano & Kendall, 

1996). Almost immediately, the development of more rigorous standards started. The 

newly released NCTM: An Agenda for Action (1980) sparked a brief debate. The 
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predecessor to modern standards, the report discussed how math should be taught. Its 

wide support of the use of calculators and a problem-solving approach eventually spelled 

doom for many of its recommendations (Klien, 2003). 

Between 1983 and 1994, development of content standards by associations, 

consortiums, committees, and national councils was occurring in many subject areas. 

Assessments about whether these standards were attained lagged behind for decades 

(Marzano & Kendall, 1996; Peterson, 2010). It would require the accountability 

movement of the 1990s before assessment development made significant gains (Klein, 

2003). The new version of standards clarified both expectations and performances but 

still lacked specifics and led to political debates about what should be included for each 

subject area (Ainsworth, 2003; Barton, 2009; Cherniss, 2008; Hamilton et al., 2008; 

Pollack, 2009; Meier & Wood, 2004; Peterson; Schmidt, Houang, & Shakrani, 2009). 

After heated debate and the U.S. Senate vote of 99-1 against the history standards, 

most standards were then written to avoid any controversy (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). 

Missing were concrete descriptors and references. What was to be learned was often not 

clearly stated as measurable skills. Therefore, ambiguity helped standards advocates 

avoid controversy and became the preferred policy when creating new standards 

(Ravitch, 2010). Here is an example of one Illinois middle school standards: 

Understand the roles and interactions of individuals and groups in society. 
Explain how social institutions contribute to the development and transmission of 
culture. (Illinois State Board of Education, Illinois State Legal Statute 18.B.3b) 
Understand the roles and influences of individuals and interest groups in the 
political systems of Illinois, the United States and other nations.  Describe roles 
and influences of individuals, groups and media in shaping current Illinois and 
United States public policy (e.g., general public opinion, special interest groups, 
formal parties, media). (ISLS 14.D.3) 
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Reporting how well a student understands complex objectives such as ISLS 14.D.3 is no 

small task.  Individual state adoptions began in 1994. While the question “What do we 

want students to know?” could be answered, the instrument to measure what students 

know was still years away. As Ravitch (2010) stated, “Without specificity and clarity, 

standards are nothing more than vacuous verbiage” (p. 20). 

The original intent for creating a voluntary national curriculum was to coordinate 

what was being taught from Alaska to Florida. While adoption of a national curriculum 

remains unlikely, accountability may force individual states to cooperate in adopting new 

guidelines. The federal government continues to acknowledge that state and local control 

is paramount in the creation of the American public education system. However, this 

acknowledgment has not prevented the federal government from strengthening its role in 

public education since 2002. 

Forty-nine states developed their set of standards, which were categorized by 

outcomes, goals, expectations, learning results, or standards beginning in the 1990s. By 

2008, the final state, Iowa, joined the national standards movement (O’Connor, 2009). 

While the states have long maintained a constitutional obligation to provide a free and 

appropriate education to all children, the federal government continues to attempt to 

provide the monetary incentives to embrace a national curriculum (Marzano & Kendall, 

1996). 

Higher level thinking skills are a requirement of the modern economy and are no 

longer just another path to a better job. The past paradigm of schools allowing some 

students to succeed and some to fail is no longer acceptable (Darling-Hammond, 2010). 

The Governors’ Summit first attempted to generate the political clout to create a more 
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centralized curriculum to meet student needs in the job market. While the expectations 

have certainly changed since the summit, the goal has not.  

Common Core State Standards Movement of 2010 

In 2010, the Common Core State Standards were released in an attempt to 

nationalize the student learning experience. In 2014, the PARCC and Smarter Balanced 

assessments are going into effect. Perhaps the CCSS will deliver on the promise of 

standards that are fewer, clearer, and higher. However, early criticism of the CCSS 

cautions that they do not guarantee an increase in rigor or fundamentally change public 

schooling (Porter, 2011). In June 2010, the mathematics and language arts core learning 

standards were released after a 6-month review process. The core standards were seen as 

an attempt to nationalize the curriculum due to the collaborative nature through which 

they were created (Ravitch, 2010). A consortium of states banded together to save time 

and resources by creating a voluntary set of standards. 

These next generations of K-12 standards attempted to address the 21st century 

learner. The hope was that better preparation for students would lead to more success in 

college and the workplace. CCSS focuses specifically on what a child knows or can do. 

Goals or specific strategies are intentionally avoided. An integrated model of reading 

encourages a more student-centered learning experience. The new standards require 

students to reflect on what they read and to personalize the reading experience. 

According to the Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development web site as of 

2012, 45 states had agreed to the new CCSS. 

While the creation of standards and accountability was still a purview of state and 

local government, NCLB was a law that included the federal government as a monitor of 
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both standards and accountability. Assessment was a tool that measured each state’s 

curriculum (Peterson, 2010; Popham, 2004; Ravitch). Severe sanctions could occur 

against local school districts that failed to meet target scores for their schools. Federal 

law under NCLB created a system where most school would be classified as failing by 

2014. 

The directive from the Obama administration, unveiled by Secretary of Education 

Arnie Duncan, is called Race To The Top (RT3). It was introduced as part of the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). States competed for 3.4 

billion dollars in federal funding through a grant-writing program. One of the most 

significant changes in RT3 is its requirement that 50% of a teacher’s evaluation will be 

determined by student achievement. The student growth model measures student 

achievement at the beginning and end of the school year and holds the teacher 

accountable for the achievement growth of his/her students. The rationale for the RT3 

program is spelled out in its purpose statement by the U.S. Department of Education: 

Adopting standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in college 
and the workplace and to compete in the global economy; 
Building data systems that measure student growth and success and inform 
teachers and principals about how they can improve instruction; 
Recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers and principals, 
especially where they are needed most; and  
Turning around our lowest-achieving schools. (United States Department of 
Education, 2009) 
 

Interestingly, the method the federal government plans to use to achieve these goals is 

similar to what many teachers use in grading student performance. Through RT3, the 

federal government wants the states (and educators) to follow a more prescribed method 

of education within the conventionally locally controlled school boards. The federal 
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government is still seeking compliance, and ANAR still exerts influence after a quarter 

century. 

After all these years, nationally defined standards have evolved into a more 

nationally directed curriculum (Ravitch, 2010). However, while curriculum efforts have 

changed, grading practices have remained relatively stagnant (Guskey, 2011). 

History of Grading 

Marzano (2003) noted that the system of classroom grading is well over 100 years 

old, with little or perhaps no scientific support for its continuation. Teacher grading 

practices are in large part a system of handed-down practices with little or no consistency 

(Brookhart, 1994). Since the 1983 ANAR report was first issued, there has been much 

development in the area of learning standards, but very little change in how teachers 

measure those standards. It remains common practice to use a single letter grade to 

represent learning at the secondary level (Guskey, 2004b; Marzano 2001; O’Connor, 

2007; Peterson, 2010). Despite the evidence that solid quality assessment practices can 

raise levels of a student’s performance, classroom teachers are still not promoting 

effective practices for grading (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hattie, 2009; Marzano, 2003; 

O’Connor, 2009; Stiggins, 2002). 

What has not seemed to change much in the past 30 years is the way secondary 

educators tend to grade (Ardovino, Hollingsworth, & Ybarra, 2000; Butler & McMunn, 

2006; Erickson, 2010; Guskey, 2006; McNunn et al., 2003; Shepard, 1995; Stiggins, 

Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2004; Wagner & Kagan, 2006). This stagnancy in grading 

practices reflects, in part, how we structure our schooling. Although our present system 
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dates back to Yale University in 1780 (Marzano & Kendall, 1996), it was a tool expertly 

designed for an age yet to come. 

Schools of the early 20th century were structured much like the businesses of the 

industrial revolution. If mass production built the steam engine, then why not apply it to 

the world of education with equal effectiveness? Educators have created a system of 

annual checkpoints and prerequisite course elements that moves students along from one 

year to the next, similar to that on a manufacturing assembly line.  

For those who followed the work of Frederick Winslow Taylor (1916/2005), 

efficiency could be gained in a system that was scientifically managed. A school system 

that could eliminate ambiguity and subjectivity in students’ work would help create the 

division of labor needed in an industrial society. Teachers could accurately “sort and sift” 

students who would be relegated to physical labor and those who would be destined for 

further education and white-collar work. 

The original 4.0 grading scale that began at Harvard in approximately 1877 and 

classified students into “divisions,” would morph by 1897 into the system we are familiar 

with today. Mount Holyoke began using a 5-letter system with “A” meaning excellent 

and “E” signifying a failing mark (Brookhart, 2004; Marzano, 2000; O’Connor, 2005; 

Reeves, 2008). In the early 1900s, elementary teachers continued to use anecdotal 

progress evaluations to assess students; high school teachers began using percentages as a 

way to document student progress in specific subject areas. These scales helped to 

quantify teachers’ decisions made about student placement into college or the workplace. 

Secondary schools began investigating and researching changing these grading practices 

as early as 1912 (Brookhart, 2004; Whitney et al., 2006).  
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Shortly after World War I, teachers began using both a 3-point (excellent, 

average, and poor) and 5-point (A, B, C, D, or F) scale. By 1930, grading on a curve 

became a common practice. Students were placed in order based on performance or 

proficiency (Marzano, 2007; Wagner & Kegan, 2006). While the research about teaching 

and learning has changed and improved the profession significantly, there is little 

evidence that teachers’ grading practices have changed in the past half-century (Marzano, 

2006). 

While the practices employed today can harm students, present grading systems 

will not easily become uprooted and be replaced with a more accurate system (Brookhart, 

1994; Erickson, 2010; Guskey, 2004a; Marzano, 2000; Romanoski, 2004; Whitney et al., 

2006). Low grades can result in increased special education placements and diminished 

student interest in learning and thinking (Jung & Guskey, 2007; Kohn, 2011). According 

to the Alliance for Excellent Education, a Washington-based policy and research 

organization, failing grades cost the United States $330 billion in purchasing power in 

2007 (Reeves, 2009). Students who drop out are often relegated to the lowest paying 

jobs.  

There is still often no relationship between what is expected from a student and 

what is measured in the classroom (Stiggins, 2002). As teachers become more competent 

with learning standards, it is unclear whether they will have the will to change the 

century-old practices of grading. 

Ineffective practices have not improved learning (Guskey et al., 2011). Grades 

often offer too much information through a single symbol (Winger, 2005). Despite 

evidence and research about school reform, the areas of assessment and grade reporting 
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have not changed significantly in the last 50 years (Brookhart, 1994; Grant, 2007; 

Guskey, 2009a; Marzano, 2006; O’Connor, 2009; Reeves, 2004; Wormeli, 2006a). 

Grading practices continue to be a capricious and arbitrary attempt to measure evidence 

of student learning (Brookhart, 1994; Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Marzano, 2000; 

O’Connor, 2007, Wormeli, 2006b). 

One area of change that did occur in the past decade is how teachers calculate 

grades. By the mid-1990s, computers aided in calculating number grades and 

computerized grading became the norm. In addition, in the middle of the first decade of 

the 21st century, we saw adaptation of computerized grade books that are transparent and 

are viewed by students and parents online.  

Grading Components 

Grades still reflect an inconsistent randomness that is usually based on the 

philosophy of the instructor (Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Marzano 2000; Marzano, 2006; 

Whitney et al., 2006). Effort, homework completion, general attitude, participation in 

classroom discussion, proper class attire, bringing the proper materials, and compliance 

with the teacher are all elements that teachers often rely on as part of a grade each term. 

Despite little evidence for continued use as an efficient and effective practice, 

these traditional grading practices have been a “third rail” in education (Erickson, 2011). 

According to Kohn (2011), criticism of grading is a constant, going back to the 1930s. 

Changing arbitrary grading practices and moving to a standards-based report card takes 

courage (Guskey, 2009b, 2011; Marzano, 2001; Marzano & Hefleblower, 2011). If we 

hope to succeed in this endeavor, we have to evaluate the usefulness of traditional 

structures of teaching. 
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In the present grading system at most schools, teachers continue to include 

nonacademic behaviors in the child’s final grade. School system reliance on measuring 

compliance and attendance does not meet the needs of learners in the 21st century 

(Schlechty, 2005). Grades should communicate to parents, students, and other 

educational institutions a level of mastery of the content that has been achieved by the 

students (O’Conner, 2002; Reeves, 2004; Wormeli, 2006a). 

Traditional grading is a complicated mix of past practice, tradition, and 

individually defined expectations. While no perfect system likely exists, grading systems 

must include clarity of purpose when they are designed (Guskey, 2011). It usually 

involves three elements that become one dimensional as they become configured into a 

single letter grade. 

Product. When achievement is measured against predetermined goals and 

objectives, we can begin to rely on consistency in grades. Instead, “the state’s educators, 

and state’s citizens, truly do not know what’s going to be assessed each year” (Popham, 

2004, p. 79). This component should be a direct reflection of what the student knows or 

can do. 

Progress. Since grades are often teachers’ shorthand about a student’s 

performance over time, they can be fraught with errors.  Often, the average score for the 

period is what gets reported on a report card. A weak beginning may doom a student’s 

chance for a passing grade in the class. Missing assignments due to a family crisis in the 

middle of a term may result in a mathematically unrecoverable low grade. 

Process. Process includes items such as effort, attitude, homework completion, 

note-making, and participation.  A high degree of subjectivity exists in evaluating the 
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learning process, and this can be manipulated by the instructor (O’Connor, 2005). Other 

factors than student academic achievement, such as effort, compliance, attendance, 

culture, and behavior, often enter into a grading decision (Adams & Kirst, 1998; 

Berridge, 2006; Guskey 2004a; Marzano & Kendall, 1996). For students who “play 

school” well, this opportunity to inflate a grade is real. If a teacher uses the grading 

process to attain compliance from students, it will often not have much to do with the 

learning process. 

Routinely, grades are still used for sorting students for grouping, motivational use, 

and a delayed form of feedback. Traditional grading tends to diminish interest, reduce the 

quality of student thinking, and create a system where students prefer the easiest tasks 

(Kohn, 1998, 2011). 

What are needed are systems that assist and promote the learning process.  

Winger (2005) stated, “Once we have clarified what knowledge, skills, reasoning, and 

connections we believe are essential in our classrooms, we can choose components based 

on this essential learning on which we will base our grades” (p. 62). Ironically, how we 

grade in the future may need to look more like the way we graded in the past. 

Standards-Based Approach.  

The anecdotal progress evaluations of the late 1880s may be the answer in 

structuring today’s classroom grading procedures for the high-stakes tests required by 

RT3. Descriptive feedback, such as that found in many of the standards-based reporting 

formats, provides more specific information than traditional grades (Marzano, 2000). 

The transformation of moving to standards-based grading at the secondary level 

will require risk-takers, problem-solvers, and massive amounts of collaboration 
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(Leithwood & Steinbach, 1991). School leaders likely will have to transform their 

philosophy and beliefs before they can transform their schools. If the teachers’ classroom 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment are not standards-aligned, it is probable that 

grading practices will not be either (Marzano, 2000). The result may be students who do 

well on their report card, yet fail to meet proficiency standards set forth by the state on 

high-stake tests.Creating a system of grading to best meet the needs of secondary school 

students is not a simple undertaking (Marzano, 2006; Yung & Guskey, 2006). Grades are 

used to evaluate student work, to motivate, serve as a transaction for student work, as a 

method for promotion and retention, and as a communication tool (Brookhart, 2004). 

It is noted that grading alone does not improve student learning (Marzano, 2000). 

The Hippocratic Oath begins, “First, do no harm.”  Perhaps we should follow the same 

advice when grading. Traditional purposes of grading include, but are not limited to, 

communication to parents regarding the progress of student learning, feedback to students 

for use in self-evaluation, and incentives for students to learn (Stiggins, 2001). 

Traditional systems also use grades to help identify and select students to enter 

appropriate programs, like special education and gifted, and to exit grade levels 

(Brookhart, 2004; Guskey, 2002; Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Jung & Guskey 2007; 

Marzano 2000, 2006; Marzano & Kendall, 1996; O’Connor, 2002; Reeves, 2004). These 

uses are founded on the assumption that teachers’ grading practices are reliable, 

consistent, and valid; yet educators’ grading methods vary widely, often within the same 

grade, school, or district (Marzano, 2000). 

When unclear expectations and subjectivity collide, the results for students can be 

devastating (Brookhart, 2004; Erickson, 2010; O’Connor, 2002). Schools in America 
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should be places where children acquire the tools necessary to get ahead and improve 

their lives. When schools crown “winners” and “losers” through competitive grading 

practices, such as grading on a curve or valedictorian programs, we do harm (Romanoski, 

2004). Competitive grading practices may also provide a false sense of success for the 

students who earn them. Success in school does not always translate outside the 

organization we call school. The concept that competition creates innovative products in 

the marketplace and will bring out the best in students is not grounded in research (Kohn, 

1992, 2011).  

It is when we define competency through the use of standards, and then assess the 

progress against those standards, that we can objectively begin helping students (Guskey, 

2009a; Marzano, 2006). We need to root out the use of nonacademic components in 

grading practices, such as zeros and poor behavior in class (Berridge, 2006; Brookhart, 

2004; Guskey, 2006, 2011; Marzano, 2006; O’Connor, 2007; O’Connor & Wormeli, 

2011; Reeves, 2004; Wormeli, 2006a). It is important that we begin working with 

practitioners, students, and parents to educate them about standards-based grading 

practices. Until we begin to measure what students actually know and can utilize, we will 

not fully engage learners in the educational process (Deddeh, Main, & Fulkerson, 2010; 

Marzano, 2000, Wormeli, 2006a). 

The goal of a standards-based grading system is to communicate to the parents, 

students, and educators the achievement reached by an individual as measured by 

predetermined specific grade-appropriate standards (Berridge, 2006; Marzano & Kendall, 

1996). The standards-based movement may be more accurately referred to as the 

standards-referenced system, because it measures students in relation to known individual 
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performance standards.  While standards-based education is not perfect, it may be the 

best means to clarify what we want students to know. 

Changing to standards-based grading is not a journey to take alone or without 

support (Deddeh et al., 2010; Marzano, 2000; Schlechty, 2005). Standards-based grading 

practices incorporate solely summative assessments; an adjustment period will be needed 

for everyone involved. In addition to teachers and parents, those students who rely 

heavily on extra credit or homework completion to bolster a grade will need support and 

alternate systems put in place for a smooth transition. 

Deddah et al. (2010) found that students with a traditional “C” grade had 

standardized scores ranging from 47% to 94%, too wide a range. Grades in the classroom 

often do not correlate with standardized that results (Marzano, 2000). This disparity must 

be eliminated without harming learners. The individuals in schools who are most 

responsible for creating an environment for a change of this magnitude are the principals 

and superintendents (Marzano, 2003). Changing the system of grading is not for the timid 

and requires special knowledge, training, and expertise. It is a complicated change that 

needs to be thought through by educational leaders. 

Implications for a Change to Standards-Based Grading 

Diagnosing the change that is needed and then working together to learn together 

is a complex process, but one that enhances that learning capabilities of everyone, 

including leaders (Heifetz, Linsky, & Grashow, 2009). A transformational principal, a 

principal who works to promote grading-practice reform, must be acutely aware that 

changing to a standards-based grading system is a double-loop learning activity that will 

involve a commitment to ongoing improvements that cause us to question again and 
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again (Argyris & Schön, 1978). The change will be complicated by long-held 

organizational views adhered to by the teachers, students, and parents. The change 

process must be undertaken with great care and in a collaborative manner. Organizational 

traits that are similar to those found in schools with distributive leadership characteristics 

may provide the best environment to support complicated changes in a topic like grading 

(Grenda, 2011). 

This change is more than simply modifying the existing system that teachers have 

been using. Moving toward a grading system that is new to parents, students, and 

teachers is difficult and involves a new understanding of education based on a new logic. 

As Marzano (2000) stated, 

If the district or school wishes to make changes in current grading and reporting 
practices, then it is well advised to provide a strong logic for the new system 
along with a thorough accounting of the inadequacies of the old system.  Proposed 
changes must be communicated to all interested parties: educators and non-
educators alike.  Additionally, the proposed changes should be well thought out 
and well tested before they are implemented on a wide scale. (p. 2) 
 
Guskey (2005) and Heflebower, Hoegh, and Warrick (2014) described a blueprint 

for developing a change to standards-based grading. Identify the purpose of the report 

card, then what is expected to be learned throughout the change and when it is to be 

mastered. Ask yourself, what is the purpose of grading? With whom is the teacher 

communicating with through grades? 

The new Common Core State Standards curriculum may help make this process 

easier. It unburdens schools, districts, and individual states from the responsibility and 

resources needed to create new standards. Focus can then be placed on establishing 

performance indicators using student work. Defining what is acceptable and exemplary 
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work so the student knows what is expected is an important step in making a change. As 

with traditional grading practices, gradients in student work will certainly exist. Creating 

benchmarks and assessments for each goal and standard will be required. Creating 

reporting forms for teachers to communicate student progress will also be required. 

Standards-based grading will be likely seen as a disruptive innovation to those within the 

school system (Schlechty, 2002). It is the principal who will be required to ensure that the 

change in grading practices maintains direction and focus to sustain the change’s 

momentum with staff, parents, and students. 

Similar to Marzano, Schlechty cautions leaders not to proceed alone when 

creating such disruption. Principals should begin these initiatives prepared to collaborate 

and proceed carefully.  Bringing as many constituents aboard as possible can facilitate a 

better transition when making large changes.  It may be necessary for leaders to regroup 

and try a new approach. A common mistake, when implementing a change, is spending 

too much time or energy on meeting the needs of the saboteurs and resisters. Instead, 

attention should instead be put on supporting the innovation (Heflbower et al. (2014); 

Marzano, 2006; Reeves, 2008; Schlechty, 2002).  

Understanding the change process is essential for an educational leader. 

According to Fullan (2001), change may be understood but is seldom controlled. Heifetz 

(1994) reminds us that a successful change process uses past experiences of the 

organization to provide direction, protection from external threats, and order during the 

change process. Changing an element of schooling such as the grading system will not 

only require courageous leadership, but will also require a principal to be aware of the 

level of professional development of the staff (Marzano, 2000). According to Fullan 
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(2001), educational leaders need to understand the culture within their school, know what 

the staff values, and promote a collaborative environment. The trust and experience 

teachers have with their leader can contribute to making a change as significant as a new 

grading system easier. 

While some may see the change as a welcomed improvement, others certainly 

will be evaluating the support for maintaining the status quo. Most prevalent in schools is 

what Schlechty (2005) refers to as “benign neglect.” It is most likely that, while no 

outward signs of disapproval are made, old practices will reemerge behind the classroom 

door when the implementation dip occurs. It is not that behavior that is agreed upon, but 

what is put into practice that must be measured. 

It is imperative that staff, students, and parents understand not only what is being 

changed, but also why it is being changed (Marzano, 2006, Muhammad, 2009; 

O’Connor, 2009). Teachers must be open to using a different method to assess their 

students in middle level schools: different from how they were graded, from what the 

parents expect to see reported, and from what their students have come to expect. For 

example, the use of grades as a behavior motivator and as a record of compliance will 

have to end. Teachers may need professional development not only in grading practices, 

but also in unexpected areas, such as classroom management.  Making these changes can 

have a measureable positive effect on student achievement (Hattie, 2009).  

When administrators know and understand the objectives and goals at building 

levels, there can be a positive correlation to improved student learning. (Marzano, 

Waters, & McNulty, 2005). Instructional methodologies, such as standards-based 
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programs, may translate into even higher student achievement gains as measured by 

standardized test scores (Hattie 2009; Marzano, 2005). 

The principal needs to balance the needs of the organization with the needs of the 

individual. People do not ordinarily change because someone wants them to, but because 

they are forced to change (Anderson, 1997; Bass, 1998; Burns, 2003; Hafer, 2000; 

Hallinger, 2003; Koerner, 1988). John Maxwell (2000) wrote, “People change when they 

hurt enough that they have to, learn enough that they want to, [and] or receive enough 

that they are able to” (p. 146). Disruption and uncertainty need not be harbingers of 

doom. The ideas we fear most in our organizations may be the same ideas needed to 

awaken our creativity (Wheatley, 1992). When principals can convey a clear vision for 

the direction of their district, it becomes easier for the fellow principals, teachers, parents, 

and students to navigate challenges, such as standards-based grading. 

If a principal sees the change to standards-based grading as merely technical, a 

fellow principal who is leading the change may have a nearly impossible task. It may be 

tempting to treat this process as a set of technical issues to be solved quickly so they can 

move on. There is also a tendency to want to wait before moving toward a change. 

Reeves (2006) wrote:  

The wait for buy-in can be interminable because leaders fail to acknowledge the 
truth that behavior precedes belief. In other words, the cycle of organization 
improvement is not “vision, buy-in, action” but rather “vision, action, buy-in, and 
more action.” The buy-in does not occur until employees first see the results of 
their action. (p. 96) 
 

It is important for principals to have a clear understanding of the difficulties facing 

teachers when making a change toward standards-based grading. This change will 

challenge the staff by changing habits of behavior, attitudes about grading, and perhaps, 
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even values. The work of Ron Heifetz (1994) on technical and adaptive challenges 

becomes important at this point. 

A technical challenge in education is as simple as creating a calendar, schedule, or 

budget. It is important work; it can be practiced, and the outcome is often somewhat 

predictable. Technical changes are often linear in design and have defined correct and 

incorrect aspects. The path to adaptive change is usually much more irregular. Numerous 

observations may be required before people in an organization are ready to interpret what 

they have seen. Adaptive change is often slow to implement (Heifetz et al., 2009). 

Successful implementation of the change to a standards-based system will likely involve 

an adaptive approach. Organizations often cling tenaciously to existing structures 

(Muhammad, 2009). In schools this often applies to scheduling, personnel, curriculum, 

and grading. Of these four items, grading often has the longest tenure and is the hardest to 

change (Marzano, 2001). 

The standards-based movement is a relatively recent initiative, and most parents 

of school-age children are unaware of its existence, implementation, purpose, or value 

(Marzano, 2005). Principals need to recognize and assist other administrators in dealing 

with the adaptive changes (Fullan, 2009). Principals also need to provide direction, 

protection, orientation, and conflict resolution while understanding the norms of the 

community in which they work (Fullan, 2001; Heifetz, 1994). The principal may be able 

to provide a more systematic approach to reform when changing to standards-based 

grading (Smith, O’Day, & Cohen, 1991). 

What the principal needs to be able to do is to support a standards-based grading 

platform, because it enhances student learning (Marzano, 2006; Pollock, 2009). No one 
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can bludgeon people to greatness. Coercion only leads to temporary compliance at best. 

With the change in grading practice, having common planning time where teachers can 

meet and discuss the issues of curriculum and grading is critical (DuFour et al., 2004). 

Professional development is one of the tools for making a systemic change, such as to a 

new grading system, successful. 

Professional Development 

Providing building principals and staff the professional development opportunities 

and other resources they need to become successful using the Common Core State 

Standards in a data-driven rich environment is imperative (Brookhart, 2011a; Marzano & 

Heflebower, 2011). Failure to provide resources for a principal to help staff will likely 

result in an unsuccessful change to a standards-based grading model (Muhammad, 2009). 

Teachers often do not resist the change as much as they do the process of change (Kohn, 

2004). What is equally important is the professional development provided to teachers as 

a grading change is contemplated. The social structure may be in need of evolving 

(Lindahl, 2010). A principal should take a reflective path with student learning at the 

heart of professional development. How a leader uses time and money will show support 

for the initiative. Elmore (2002) stated,  

Accountability systems don’t cause schools to improve; they create the conditions 
in which it is advantageous for schools to work on specific problems, to focus 
their work in particular ways, and to develop new knowledge and skills in their 
students and staff. (p. 23) 
 
Since resources are usually distributed at the district level, the need to coordinate 

the mission to change grading practices is a logical path. Changing a practice as old and 

misunderstood as grading is difficult and needs support beyond that which exists at the 
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building level. Mechanisms that provide for school-wide decision making may prove 

very useful for educational leaders attempting the change grading practices. Principals 

should prepare themselves for the challenges that lie ahead in changing this third rail in 

education. Change will require a high level of trust from staff, students, and parents 

within a collaborative structure in order to find acceptance and success (Muhammad, 

2009). 

Small, faculty-led debates on the impact of changing grading practices can 

provide principals with the insight and two-way communication needed to create a 

successful change. The middle school format with teacher teaming at the core of its 

structure may provide the best platform for significant changes (Grenda, 2011). 

The literature on standards and grading is growing, but there is little on how to 

transition for secondary schools (Guskey, 2004b). The next chapter defines the study for 

this dissertation of how one middle school in Illinois attempted the change to a standards-

based approach for their report card. The research design used to uncover what happened 

at this one school called for a specific qualitative approach.   
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

While not entirely absent, standards-based grading is neither common practice in 

middle-level schools at this time in Illinois or a change to be taken lightly. Cherniss 

(2008) stated that nothing may be as radical as moving to a standards-based report card, 

“It is changing an age-old approach to assessing children from the traditional letter grades 

A, B, C, D, F, to a scoring system that rates children on individual standards” (p. 6). 

Locating a school where standards-based reporting had been in place long enough to use 

as a case study was challenging. This chapter describes the process of sampling the case 

of a middle school that committed to making a change and what happened in light of this 

difficult switch from traditional grading. 

Methodology 

The use of a case study for this dissertation was chosen as a means to see 

standards-based report cards as a reform in a context in which a change occurred (Yin, 

2009). The case study’s purpose is to generate a deep understanding of the subject being 

studied (Stake, 1995). While this case study on standards-based grading practices may 

not be typical of all schools using standards-based grading, the reader will gain a deeper 

understanding of standards-based grading as it developed at this middle school. This 

chapter describes the design components of the case study, including research questions 

and the rationale for the research design. Also included are the methodology, population 
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and sampling procedures, participant selection, and data collection and analysis. The 

interviews, documentation, and record review are explained and summarized. 

Research Questions 

While this study was concerned with the move from traditional grading practices 

to those of standards-based grading, its focus was on how the change occurred in one 

particular school. The primary question guiding the research was: “How did middle 

school educators describe their experiences of moving from a traditional grading system 

to a standards-based grading system?” Answering this single question provided an 

overview of educator perspectives that emerged as three themes, implying three sub-

questions. The themes that emerge with further explanation in the next chapter include: 

1. How do educators describe the change process from traditional to 

standards-based grading? 

2. What are the major challenges and successes educators face while 

changing to a standards-based reporting system? 

3. What impact has standards-based grading had on teaching and learning in 

the school? 

Qualitative Study 

A phenomenological approach in the qualitative research tradition supported the 

uncovering of experiences and the meanings they represent for one school shifting from a 

traditional approach in grading to a standards–based approach (Merriam, 1998). The 

researcher used a case study for data collection in order to examine the experiences of 

staff members during the process of change in the approach to grading. 
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The phenomenological approach allowed the researcher to arrive at perspectives 

closest to the subjects’ points of view. These experiences are what Creswell (2003) 

referred to as the “essence” of experience. Studying a small group of teachers extensively 

began to develop patterns and uncover deeper meaning. The design of this study intended 

to give a rich and historical description and then offer an interpretation of what happened 

that allowed the middle school community to attempt a change in grading that most do 

not dare. What was it like to experience a change to standards-based grading?  

A case study “is an exploration of a bounded system over time through detailed, 

in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information” (Creswell, 1998, p. 

61). Questions in this study were limited and framed to gather a better holistic 

understanding in the process of change within the system of the school studied (Stake, 

1995). With the approval of ISU’s Institutional Review Board, the researcher studied the 

perceptions and experiences of educators who went through the process of changing their 

grading procedures to a standards-based approach and the responses of significant 

members of the school community. The gathering of evidence to study the research 

questions included interviewing school and district personnel, reviewing school policies 

and procedures documents, and observations of teacher meetings, all discussed below. 

Case Study  

Based on epistemological grounds, the case study methodology provided the 

researcher an insight in understanding teachers and making sense of their world and their 

experiences. “A case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

situation and meaning for those involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Here, teachers 

attempted to explain their experiences with required new changes in their schools grading 
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process. As Creswell (2003) stated, “Qualitative research is emergent rather than tightly 

prefigured” (p. 183). In this study, the story of the experiences of the school staff was 

allowed to emerge, helping the researcher form categories and develop themes about the 

change process. The task of qualitative research is to explore a topic that challenges the 

mind and perplexes us. Interviews with participants who could reflect on this process of 

change were an essential component of the study. The researcher conducted interviews at 

a location and time convenient for the participants.  

The design of the interview process included principles set forth by Kvale (1996), 

providing an interview, in order to document the meaning participants created from their 

individual perspectives. Kvale refers to this mode of understanding as “life world” (p. 

29). The research employed a semi-structured interview format allowing for fluidity and 

flexibility by the participants and interviewer during sessions. Participants’ experiences 

and positions often played a role in the depth of the answers and for this reason follow-up 

question were often asked. 

This qualitative case study was heavily reliant on the researcher serving as “the 

primary instrument for gathering and analyzing data” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20). Participants 

were interviewed in order to explore and uncover the history of their change to a 

standards-based grading practice. The researcher’s role was that of a teacher, advocate, 

evaluator, biographer, and interpreter. The qualitative researcher, as a teacher, is charged 

with advancing the knowledge and expertise of the study’s reader. The reader may learn 

what roads to follow or avoid for future exploration. While the case study is evaluative by 

definition, it must uncover the life history of the participants. It was the researcher’s goal 

to interpret and uncover new meaning through the stories and evidence collected (Stake, 
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1995). This case study was used to explore the process and events leading to and through 

a change in the fundamental way middle school educators graded their students. 

Sampling Procedures 

Purposeful sampling was used for this study. Both the school to be studied and the 

staff members employed within the school were selected to help the researcher better 

understand the problem and help answer the research questions posed (Creswell, 2003). 

Two levels of sampling were used for this study: (a) sampling from the set of middle 

schools that completed a transition to standards-based grading, and (b) sampling within 

the chosen case to select artifacts, interview participants, and observations of meetings 

and events for developing a case study about transitioning middle school.  Both levels are 

discussed below. 

School Site Selection 

The first criterion for selection was that the middle school had to provide an 

obvious opportunity to learn. The review of online resources helped identify potential 

sites that needed: (a) to have been involved in a transition to standards-based grading and 

(b) provide sampling within the chosen case to gather artifacts, interview participants, 

and observing meetings and other events for developing this case study. The first 

sampling sought potential cases among middle schools with populations of students from 

sixth to eighth grade that have been using a standards-based approach for at least 2 years. 

The search was completed in April 2012 using the Illinois Interactive Report Card 

website to find a school to study. The web-based database utilized by the Illinois State 

Board of Education indicated that, of the 3,876 public schools in Illinois, 311 were 

classified under “middle.” For this study, the median configuration in Illinois for middle-
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level schools has a population between 400-1,000 students. The researcher had 

familiarity with the schools in the enrollment range from 400-1,000 students and would 

likely be able to understand some nuances about how a school this size functions. 

The researcher was left with 64 potential schools in the pool for the study.  Next, 

websites of the 64 schools were visited; a review of public documents, such as 

handbooks, helped eliminate some schools. When conducting a search using the school’s 

online student handbook and using key words such as “grading” or “report cards,” 47 

schools were found to be using traditional grading practices and were eliminated from 

consideration in the study. These schools displayed traditional grading scales or 

traditional letter grades as part of their online handbooks. 

The 17 remaining schools stated they used a standards-based grading approach on 

their web pages. These schools tended to go into greater detail when explaining their 

grading practices. This was a useful indicator because standards-based practice is 

relatively new. The schools were descriptive of their practices and defined relevant 

terminology for their community. 

Illinois has undergone several waves of standards-based reform that made schools 

appropriate for sampling. Practical issues and researcher familiarity with statewide 

policies that influence standards-based reform forced a change in sampling criteria to a 

study on middle schools in Illinois. This criteria change was not a matter of convenience, 

but rather a sampling frame based on the policy environment and access to the research 

site by an Illinois-based researcher. For example, the Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS) were adopted in Illinois as a new set of statewide standards in 2010, meaning the 

1998 standards-based system would need to be updated. Considering standards were to 
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change again, the researcher needed to find a school that had used the former Illinois 

State Learning Standards long enough to see what the change meant and how people 

characterized it; that limited the sampling further. 

The two final schools reviewed were both located in northeast Illinois. A contact 

was made to each principal after asking a few questions (Appendix G). Both schools 

were willing to have a study conducted at their school. After meeting with both principals 

about how their buildings were configured and touring each building, a clear choice 

began to emerge (Appendix H). The researcher applied the observational protocol 

framework (Table 1) to narrow further the location of the study. The final selection was 

Wilderness Middle School (a pseudonym). 

Wilderness Middle School had the infrastructure in place to taking on a difficult 

challenge like standards-based report cards. For this study, it was imperative to find a 

school with the collaborative elements already in place. Wilderness Middle Scholl 

already practiced interdisciplinary teaming and recently began regular PLC meetings. 

Observations of these meetings helped in the validity of the information discussed during 

interviews. Important meaning in this case study arrived from reoccurrence (Stake, 1995). 

Having the collaboration time already built into their contractual day made it easier for 

the staff to meet as an interdisciplinary team. The district had already committed the 

resources to hire the additional teachers required to run a middle school schedule. The 

additional step of adding a late start weekly so subject specific teacher could collaborate 

made the move to a new reporting system more likely to succeed. Collaboration in 

Wilderness was not just an idea, it was a practice. It was one practice that made them the 

right choice for this study.  
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District and School-Level Information 

In an attempt to find a school that fit the sampling criteria for this study, it became 

apparent that the policy and practice of standards-based grading remains rare, despite 

years of standards-based reform. The assistant superintendent for the case district 

summed up the difficulty in finding schools using standards-based grading when they 

were searching for help in implementation, as he noted, “When you Google Wilderness 

Middle School, it must pop-up near the top, so it’s interesting that many other districts 

around the country are starting to look at this as an option” (Mason interview, May 24, 

2013). In addition, the decision was made on Wilderness Middle School because school 

demographics and grade configurations were most similar to the researcher’s experience.  

School Overview 

Wilderness Middle School is part of a preK-8 suburban/rural elementary school 

district. The district included just over 3,200 students with a mobility rate of 7% and a 

low-income population of 25%. The district reported a 5-year teacher retention rate of 

98%; the average teaching experience of 12 years was slightly below the state average of 

12.9. Of the staff, 62.8% had earned at least a master’s degree (above the state average of 

61.7%), and the average teaching salary of near $52,000 was below the state average of 

$54,308 (www.iirc.net).  

Wilderness Middle School contains just fewer than 800 students and draws from a 

diverse socioeconomic population that includes 70% Caucasians and 18% Hispanics. The 

population at Wilderness Middle School has been stable over the past 7 years, and class 

sizes have averaged nearly 25 the past 3 years. 
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Wilderness Middle School maintains a middle school model of organization but 

has a traditional nine-period, 42-minute bell schedule while on a trimester calendar. A 

full teaching load includes six classes, a lunch, personal preparation period, and an 

interdisciplinary team time. Teachers can meet daily in interdisciplinary teams of five to 

eight members who are responsible for about 125 students. During meetings, teachers 

discuss coordination of curriculum, student discipline, and calendar events. In addition, 

the teachers meet once per week for an hour by discipline through an early dismissal 

scheduled throughout the school year. 

Within Case Sampling of Documents, Interviews, and Observations 

Once the school was selected, this case study relied on documents, interviews 

with individuals who worked during the transition period, and observations of meetings 

and events over a 1-month period in May of 2013. A meeting with the principal helped to 

select staff members who were available to be interviewed during school hours and 

participated when the change to a standards-based approach occurred. 

Artifacts and documentation were obtained to enhance the data generated by this 

qualitative research study. Artifacts included minutes of faculty meetings, the school’s 

and district’s public website, Board of Education policies, school report card data, school 

improvement documentation, and teacher handouts. The collecting of this data took place 

before, during, and after the interviewing process. 

Information from teachers about their current grading practice provided insight 

into the change process. Differences between the teachers, departments, and teams 

provided evidence about the systemic changes made by the school’s staff. Internal 

documents included minutes and agendas from August 2012 until May 2013. Team 
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minutes, faculty meetings, and professional learning community documents were 

reviewed during and after the school visit in May 2013. Historical documentation 

included reports to the Board of Education in the form of school improvement 

documents, teacher and student handbooks, internal memorandum unique to grading 

changes, and several report cards.  

The observational protocol framework described the artifacts using a three-part 

rubric. An abbreviated example can be seen in Table 1 and a copy of the entire protocol 

included in Appendix B. The figure includes items that most closely resembled 

traditional grading practices compared to those practices seen in schools using standards-

based grading, and finally items that were found during the transition. These last noted 

artifacts had elements of both traditional grading and movement toward a standards-

based grading process. Documents included standards-based report cards (Appendix C) 

plus the foundation of what the report cards were assessing. The learning objectives 

(Appendix D) for both seventh and eighth grades outlined the specifics as to what was to 

be covered during each academic year at Wilderness Middle School. These documents 

were used in teacher planning and reflected the standards-based report card. This practice 

was evident in the teacher meetings attended at Wilderness Middle School in May 2013. 
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Table 1 

Observational Protocol Framework  

Traditional Grading Transitional Grading Standards-Based Grading 

Included in grade: Includes 
many extraneous elements that 
are included in the grading 
process. These may include 
attendance, attitude/behavior, 
participation, extra credit, 
homework/practice, and 
tests/quizzes, projects.  

Included in grade: Staff is 
often struggling with elements 
of traditional grading. Some 
traditional elements begin to 
be eliminated, but grades are 
not yet tied to a discernible 
learning standard. Elements 
like attendance, attitude/ 
behavior, participation, extra 
credit, and homework/practice 
are scrutinized but not 
necessarily abolished.   

Included in grade: Educators 
would be focusing on 
measuring students against 
only the designated standards. 
Extraneous elements are all 
but eliminated from the 
grading.  

Teacher practice: Grading is 
a function of “tradition” and is 
rarely thought of as 
problematic. Arithmetic such 
as “averaging” or “point total” 
are the two popular methods to 
configure a grade. Little or no 
discussion is held on the 
subject. Problems are seen as 
with the student (i.e., the 
student is lazy, has low 
abilities or skills, or is a 
behavior issue).  

Teacher practice: Staff is 
often investigating different 
ways to grade their students. 
The impact of removing 
homework and extra credit. 
Discussion on viewing grades 
as a method to separate ability 
levels from the calculation of 
grades may be discussed.    

Teacher practice: Staff is 
looking to connect activities 
and learning to a set of 
identified standards. They are 
looking to find the best 
learning experiences to 
maximize a student’s learning. 
When one experience does not 
work, they collaborate to find 
others.    

Report cards: A single letter 
or number represents all 
elements of grading. The 
document is rarely longer than 
one page. This type of report 
card most students and parents 
are accustomed to seeing.   

Report cards: Letter grades 
are often accompanied by 
comments or another symbol 
to express effort, progress, or 
attitude. This type of report 
card may be 2-3 pages in 
length.   

Report cards: Reporting 
systems compare a student’s 
work to a standard. Each 
subject area may have several 
indicators noted. This 
reporting system could be 
more than 2-10 pages in 
length.  
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School Structure 

Wilderness Middle School follows a middle school philosophy that embraces a 

distributive form of teacher leadership that encourages ongoing collaboration. While the 

principal creates the structure of the organization and makes final decisions, when it 

comes to the daily operation of the building, a sense of shared responsibility is common. 

On Fridays the teachers meet by subject, and this collaboration contributes to building a 

school culture. With a staff turnover of less than 2%, confidence exists within the staff to 

provide a developmentally rich environment for their students. In addition, the schedule 

at Wilderness is designed to provide teachers the opportunity to collaborate daily in 

interdisciplinary teams for 42 minutes. Core academic teams consist of a language arts 

teacher, who sees students for a block of time (84 minutes), math, science, and social 

studies teachers. Some teams have special education staff members who also meet as part 

of the interdisciplinary team. Observation of team meetings indicated that the primary 

purpose was the curriculum and care of students. Teachers of Team Moose, Team Eagle, 

and Team Salmon (pseudonyms) meet before students arrive each day and provide 

agendas, keep minutes, and attend to the logistics and events of the school calendar.  

Two years ago, Wilderness Middle School searched for a method to enable 

teachers who teach the same discipline to be able to meet regularly to talk about 

curriculum and assessment data. The parents of the district were approached with the 

promise of increasing assessment results if the community agreed to allow for an early 

dismissal each Friday. Now each Friday the teachers meet, by subject area, one hour 

before the contractual day ends. These meetings are focused on student assessment data 

and curriculum decision-making. 
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Report Cards at Wilderness Middle School  

The goal of “increasing the number of standards-based grading practices in the 

district” was indicated in the 2009/10 school and district improvement plans. The school 

improvement plan showed that members from each of the six middle school teams served 

on a committee with the goal of reviewing current research on grading and homework 

practices. After sharing their findings with the staff and developing a new grading 

philosophy, the committee members would present plans to administration. In 2010/11, 

an improvement plan called for training the staff on the new report card. Initial training 

was held on both achievement and standards-based grading. In the following year, several 

changes were implemented, and a new report card was developed. The new standards-

based report card was used with parents and students in 2011, after a review by the 

committee. 

The report card (Appendix C) was eight pages in length and included an 

achievement grade published as A, B, C, D, U, I.  The U replaced a tradition F and 

demonstrated below a 60% understanding of a skill and/or concept. Next, learning 

objective descriptors were used to express students who exceeded (4), showed 

proficiency (3), had a basic understanding (2), or did not meet and was below basic 

proficiency (1). There was a column for each trimester and a heading for the subject 

taught. 

Reading was the first of the subjects displayed on the report card. Students were 

marked either At, Above, or Below standard. Under the Reading heading were four 

subheadings with the sub-standards listed under them.  Reading was divided into 

literature (with 9 sub-standards), informational texts (10), and speaking and listening (7). 
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The final heading was soft skills, called learning learner characteristics. The six soft skills 

included cooperation, following directions, respect, effort, and completing work. 

Language Arts followed the same format with three areas, including language (19), 

writing (26), and the same five learner characteristics. For mathematics, the report card 

included five categories, including ratios and proportional relationships (7 sub-standards), 

the number system (11), expression and equations (six), geometry (six), statistics and 

probability (13), and the same five learner characteristics. Science had a list of seven 

learner objectives and social science six learner objectives. Both had the five learner 

characteristics. 

In the fall of 2012, grading was being completed by teachers using an online 

program customized by the school’s information data vendor, PowerSchooltm. The new 

report card was popular with staff who lauded its efficiency to support grading. For the 

fall of 2013, due in part to recommendations by the staff, the number of standards 

reported on was reduced. Wilderness Middle School uses PowerSchooltm as the 

communication portal with families and maintains an interactive electronic presence on 

their webpage. The school chose PowerSchooltm in part for the ability to customize the 

report card to their needs.  

Data Sources and Collection Approaches 

Internal documentation was volunteered by the principal and teachers based on 

their understanding of the scope of this dissertation; the staff members provided minutes 

and agendas without reserve. The principal made available her personal notations on 

school improvement plans, Board of Education presentation documents, and staff 
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meeting agendas. She also explained the schools 2012-3 calendar and how early release 

days were used to improve the schools grading practices. 

Past district newsletters were offered and had information on goal setting, 

indicators on progress but did not provide any information on the standards-based 

grading initiative at the middle school. The assistant superintendent and principal both 

provided copies of the Wilderness Middle School’s grading policy as part of their 

handbook.  A pamphlet that is distributed to each parent was also used to describe the 

assistance parents are offered about the new grading system, but an agenda from a 

seventh grade orientation for incoming new students dated February 5th was void of any 

discussion on standards-based grading. It did include a full page on the school’s extra-

curricular eligibility policy. 

The handbook was shared and included the Wilderness Middle School’s 

eligibility policy and a list of student awards. In addition, both the 2011-2 and 2012-3 

versions of the report card were shared and reviewed.   

Team documents included a 10-page packet on the student-led conferences the 

school utilizes in November each year. The packet included student reflection worksheets 

about each of their classes and self-assessment on the student’s strengths and weaknesses. 

The team also shared completed data team meeting collection sheets. The worksheets 

included student pre and posttest data and were paired with teacher class worksheets that 

were used to drive instruction. Teams also created spreadsheet data to track individual 

student progress and examine progress against the CCSS. Exam item analysis reports 

were shared with the researcher. Completed after each test, they showed learning 

connected to the CCSS. Teams of teachers used this data at the observed by the 
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researcher. Material provided by N.W.E.A. through the Measure of Academic Progress 

(M.A.P.) assessment was also seen used by both interdisciplinary teams during the day 

and PLC teams Friday after students were dismissed. No material requested by the 

researcher was denied. 

Additional demographic information was retrieved from www.iirc.net website 

compiled by the state of Illinois with input from the district and school. This provided 

data on the student population, instructional setting, class size, teacher information, 

revenue sources, and performance on the Illinois State Achievement Test (discontinued 

after the 2013-2014 school year).  

Interview Participant Selection 

Participants 

The school selected included a seventh and eighth grade population and 49 full-

time teachers. The middle school staff composition included 45 full-time teachers (of the 

District’s 193 teachers), eight inclusionary aides, a social worker, coordinator of 

instructional services, school psychologist, literary coach, technology coach, librarian, a 

dean of students, an assistant principal, and principal. Preliminary identification of 

participants at the chosen school was selected based on experience, subject taught, and 

willing participation. 

Preliminary identification of participants at the chosen school was selected based 

on experience, subject taught and availability. The case study was looking to recruit 

teachers in a variety of subjects and had a range of experience levels to get a better 

understanding of the process of change regardless of experience. Teachers had an 

appointed time for each interview. If the interviews went beyond the time allotted, the 



www.manaraa.com

55 

  

principal was accommodating and arranged for coverage until the session concluded.   

Interviews began with the principal. At the conclusion of individual interviews 

with potential participants, each was asked for names of other members of the 

organization, past and present, who they believed would have valuable information to 

share regarding the grading change process at the school. Few provided specific names to 

the researcher, stating any teacher in the building could help. Staffers were asked the 

same questions with anonymity promised to each interviewee. 

All potential participants were given an informational letter and a letter of consent 

(Appendix A) at the beginning of their initial interview, where they were told the 

interview would be audio-taped. The letter of consent included an outline of the study’s 

purpose, the intended procedure for interview data collection, an explanation of informed 

consent, and confidentiality protections.  

Table 2 depicts demographic data for the 13 educators who participated at the 

time of the study in 2013 in the order in which they were interviewed. This information 

includes the participant’s gender, assignment for the school district, and years of 

experience both in the school and total years in the field of education. Each educator was 

given a pseudonym. Each was interviewed for approximately 45 minutes to an hour using 

a semi-structured interview protocol 
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Table 2 

Profile of Respondents 
 
 
Name 

 
Gender 

 
Assignment 

Years at 
School 

Total Years 
In Education 

 
Dr. Betty Johnson 

 
F 

 
Principal 

 
25 

 
25 

 
Chris Bentley 

 
M 

 
7th grade Mathematics 

 
6 

 
11 

 
Beth James 

 
F 

 
7th grade reading 

 
3 

 
11 

 
Jasmin Adler 

 
F 

 
7th grade Reading 

 
29 

 
29 

 
Brittney Smith 

 
F 

 
7th grade Science 

 
4 

 
4 

 
Jen Davis 

 
F 

 
Special Education 

 
4 

 
13 

 
Michelle Brody 

 
F 

 
Art 

 
1 

 
10 

 
Barb Buckner 

 
F 

 
Social Worker 

 
14 

 
14 

 
Connie Fields 

 
F 

 
8th grade Language Arts 

 
20 

 
20 

 
Laura Viking 

 
F 

 
7th grade Social Studies 

 
8 

 
8 

 
Judy Urk 

 
F 

 
7th grade Social Studies 

 
14 

 
14 

 
Lily Johnson 

 
F 

 
8th grade Language Arts 

 
6 

 
6 

 
Mia Enstrom 

 
F 

 
8th grade Social Studies 

 
22 

 
22 

 
Dr. Doug Mason 

 
M 

 
Assistant Superintendent 

 
7 

 
27 

     
 
Average 

   
11.4 

 
15.5 

 

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to “listen in” as participants 

told their stories and shared their perceptions of how they changed to a standards-based 

grading practice. Interview sessions revealed the background of the participants, 

reconstructed the history of the procedural changes in grading, and uncovered their 
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perspectives about the change. Audio recordings were coded and the verbal descriptions 

of the process of grading were reviewed to uncover emerging trends and themes 

(Merriam, 1998). The interview process was meant to uncover the subjects’ interior 

knowledge.  “An interview is literally an inter view, an inter-change of views between 

two persons conversing about a theme of mutual interest” (Kvale, 1996, p. 14). The 

strength of the interview approach was that it captured a multitude of views on the same 

topic. Interviews were conducted with attention given to quality not quantity. The 

researcher met with teachers for as long as they chose to engage in the interview process. 

Interviews ranged from 35 to 83 minutes and were not scheduled closely together to 

allow sufficient time for participants to uncover their stories. Time was given to focus on 

the purpose of the study (Seidman, 1991). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data analysis for this research centered on this study’s research questions. 

Merriam (1998) defines data analysis as “the process of making sense out of the data” (p. 

178). The research for this qualitative case study included a large portion of the data 

coming from verbal comments made by the participants during interviews and 

documentary records of the change process. 

Analysis involved chunking of the data and synthesizing, in search of patterns that 

told a story to the researcher and that could be retold to the reader (Bodgan & Biklan, 

1998). Coding of the descriptive interviews and interpretation of the interview data was 

completed by the researcher. After interviews with teachers were coded, the codes were 

then organized into themes. Open coding was used to reduce the data into usable packets, 

and then axial coding was used to establish and then verify themes. 
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First, the interviews were studied and then categorized into a few simple codes 

from statements of attitudes, values, and beliefs. Attitudes were recognized as comments 

made on how participants felt. Statements about frustration, exhaustion, and excitement 

about the process of change were some examples. Values noted the importance the 

participants placed on the change in the grading process. Participants voiced deep-seated 

opinions about their overarching philosophy on grading. Beliefs statements were 

comments made that tended to uncover the opinions of the participants about the change 

to a standards-based approach to grading. Next, these initial categories were scrutinized 

to find commonalities and differences in the data. Breaking down, examining, and 

labeling the data lead to a second categorization. Three final categories were used to help 

compare answers for this research: (a) descriptions of the change process, (b) successes 

and challenges in implementing standards-based grading, and (c) the perceptions of 

changes in teaching, learning, and assessment. From these categories, two themes 

emerged, discussed at length in Chapter IV. 

Ethical Considerations and Personal History  

Steven Covey (1989) notes that it is important first to understand before one can 

be understood. For this reason, the researcher attempted to see the change process 

through the experiences of the participants in this study. The researcher was a teacher at a 

preK-12 private school for a decade. He then spent 17 years as the principal of a 

suburban middle school housing sixth to eighth graders. While there, an unsuccessful 

attempt to change grading practices prompted an interest in report card grading. The 

experiences of the researcher in a similar setting could possibly interfere with the ability 
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to understand all the participants in the study. The researcher is currently the 

superintendent of a private school with an ongoing interest in standards-based grading. 

Summary 

This study faced the challenges of many qualitative research projects, including 

obtaining sufficient data, organizing, and interpreting the data (Bryant, 2004). A large 

challenge for this dissertation was finding a school that met the necessary criteria to 

study. Standards-based grading is most popular at the elementary level and is just now 

beginning to take hold with secondary schools.  The number of schools available for this 

case study was limited. Of the 623 middle-level schools in Illinois, the final sample 

included 17 potential sites, of which Wilderness Middle School served as the best sample 

for the purpose. 

Once a school was located, the primary data for this study required school visits 

in order to conduct interviews with participants and gather documentation of the change 

processes. The interviews were conducted in a school location that was most convenient 

for the participants at their choice. Interview questions focused on teacher experiences in 

changing from traditional grading to standards-based grading. During the study, the 

researcher remained tolerant of ambiguity and listened with an empathetic ear in an effort 

to enter the mind of the participants.  The researcher remained consistently aware of his 

potential bias and the role it could play in shaping the findings (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 

1998; Stake, 1995). The findings based on these methods are presented in Chapter IV and 

discussed in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Traditional letter grading is an element in the educational system we are all 

familiar with, yet this grading system can often be misunderstood. Using a single symbol 

to translate the entirety of a students’ performance is wrought with problems defined 

earlier in this paper. While not a perfect system, a standards-based approach to grading 

helps ensure grades are fair and valid and reflect only what a student knows and can do 

(Guskey, 2001). With the coming of the Common Core State Standards, now adopted as 

the Illinois Learning Standards, the significance of the change is more pronounced.  

This chapter provides a detailed description of the findings that emerged from the 

evidence from Wilderness Middle School and its move to a standards-based approach to 

grading. The research was framed by these three questions: 

1. How do educators describe the change process from traditional to standards-

based grading? 

2. What are the major challenges and successes educators face while changing to 

a standards-based reporting system? 

3. What impact has standards-based grading had on teaching and learning in the 

school?  

Changes in grading philosophy will influence curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment practices and require changes to the familiar routines of teaching and 

collaboration. To be effective, such changes require a reliance of grading against a 
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defined criterion-referenced curriculum and a new understanding of what grading is for. 

 While the benefits of a standards-based grading practice have been reviewed in 

this paper, changing to such a system in complicated. “The first step in implementing 

standards-based grading is to clearly articulate what students need to know and to be able 

to do as a result of schooling” (Heflebower et al., 2014, p. 11). Teacher bias is minimized 

in a standards-based approach, and the grade becomes more valid to consumers using 

grades to understand what a student knows and can do (Marzano, 2010). When teachers 

commit to selected standards and align those standards with assessments that are valid 

and reliable, students gain a valuable communication tool.  “Communicating about 

student achievement is one of the most important parts of a teacher’s job (Brookhart, 

2004, p. 187). 

Standards-based grading provides the target of what the actual goals are and 

explicitly requires a teacher to indicate at which level the student is reaching 

expectations. By eliminating extraneous behaviors, both negative and positive, what will 

be left is what the student knows and can do in the real world. By linking them to the 

grades, the standards are salient and become integrated into the work of schools. A 

teachers’ grade book can now note specific standard coverage and student proficiency 

when compared to each standard. Ensuring high quality teachers’ assessments that 

closely tie to measured standards is a critical component of a standards-based approach to 

grading. As a majority of states accept a common group of standards, a standards-based 

approach to grading provides a seamless method to report student progress on those 

standards. Districts can now use the language in standards directly on their report cards, 

as they did at Wilderness Middle School.  
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At Wilderness, the site sampled in this study for their work in transitioning to 

standards-based grading, the effects of the change were observable, even not completely 

realized as intended. Overall, the transition was initiated with enthusiasm and for the 

right reasons. While the possibilities were embraced by administrators and some teachers, 

the transition was partial and complicated by unforeseen challenges. While the 

possibilities for what standards-based grading could accomplish were recognized, the 

needed shifts in understanding, requirements for professional learning, and ongoing 

stakeholder dialog were not fully appreciated. Overall, the transition was not 

acknowledged for the systemic nature of the change, resulting in some successes and 

some telling points of confusion. After interviewing 15 staff members and reviewing 

documentation, two major themes about the transition developed during this study: (a) 

the possibilities and challenges of creating systemic change to grading, and (b) special 

implementation considerations to a standards-based report card. In each case, staff 

perceptions were considered. Each of the three themes contains both a conceptual and 

logistical framework. In the conceptual framework, leaders had the opportunity and time 

to prepare both staff and parents for the heavy lifting that would require learning from all 

of them. The logistical framework is where implementation met theory as the technical 

problems of the change were encountered and responses developed.   

Theme 1: Creating Systemic Changes—Possibilities and Challenges 

The members of the Wilderness school community recognized the inadequacy of 

traditional grading practices and the potential harm these practices caused students. The 

school leadership recognized the need to create a grading and reporting system that could 

clarify what students knew and could do that separated these standards-based pieces from 
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behavior and social-emotional development and other confounding factors. The school 

community decided to report to parents, students, and other schools with a 

comprehensive system based on standards. The leadership also realized that a change as 

significant as switching approaches on report cards is not an easy one. It takes a sustained 

effort, a commitment to ongoing staff development, and considerable effort to inform 

those outside the immediate school staff. Perceptions of why the change was made, the 

success of the implementation, and the usefulness of the new information were varied. 

Conceptual Challenges 

 In the case of Wilderness Middle School, the change to a standards-based 

approach took a top-down approach. The assistant superintendent reviewed current 

grading practices and believed a better way could be found. While the staff at Wilderness 

was not unilaterally looking to make this change, there was a desire to move to a new 

report card without using letter grades, but the staff was not fully aware of the issues 

surrounding a traditional letter grade. When Wilderness Middle School began researching 

changing to a standards-based approach to their new report card the lack of available 

models indicated it would be a massive lift, and no one really knew what the change 

would look like as it was in process and following an initial implementation. The school 

leadership anticipated some of the conceptual challenges of the change and convened a 

committee to review policies on replacing current teacher practices. 

The committee charged with overseeing the implementation read books by 

Marzano (2000) and O’Connor (2004) to prepare them intelligently discuss and plan for 

the change was a positive step. The book study provided researched based insight into 

practices to emulate. As a result, decisions were made to eliminate the use of zeros and 
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minimize the use of homework as a grade component. By having a common language 

and reference points the committee was more easily able to reach consensus and commit 

to a defined change and begin to consider the professional development the change would 

require. By the leadership requiring additional learning as part of the requirement to serve 

on the committee it provided for a better pathway to success. 

Logistical Challenges 

While the conceptual challenges seemed to be well-anticipated, the logistical 

challenges did not go as well. As with many who take up this cause, the dynamics of the 

logistical change process may not have been fully appreciated by the leadership or 

participants. The number of standards to be reported, the actual creation of a reporting 

mechanism, and ancillary issues involving the new report card did not appear as 

anticipated.  These technical issues were the first for Wilderness to recognize.  

Wilderness Middle School focused more on the change in the report card than the 

paradigm shift for the community regarding standards (Guskey & Bailey, 2001). A small 

population of parents was involved in committee work, and a forum was held prior to the 

implementation of the new reporting system, but how well the majority of parents 

understood the new reporting was unclear by those who participated in this study. While 

annual improvement plans included mention of the standards-based approach of grading, 

it was what the researcher did not uncover that is telling.  A long-term plan for dealing 

with the change to a standards-based approach did not emerge in the document review 

and was not brought up by those interviewed. 

The perception from teachers was not to push back against the top-down edict to 

change the grading process. Staff did not feel there was a well thought out staff 



www.manaraa.com

65 

  

development plan. Handwriting report cards, including too many standards for a teacher 

to manage and spending summers modifying the report cards, was difficult on teachers 

and morale. While most did not have a disdain for the new report cards, most mentioned 

the transition could have been handled better.  

During the first year of implementation, one teacher noted the amount of paper 

that seemed to be wasted when errors were found only after using about 15,000 sheets of 

paper (30 reams).  To some, this became known as the “Papercropolis of 2010.” The 

school had an 8-page, hand-completed report card, which required teachers to complete 

their portion by reporting to the library and painstakingly writing standards and assigning 

grades. Teachers were not allowed to take this work to their rooms or home for fear that 

reports may be lost and work would need to be duplicated. This was later resolved in 

their second year by contracting with a company to complete computer generated report 

cards. A shorter version helped reduce resistance and included about seven standards per 

class was revised in year 3 (Appendix C). 

Wilderness Middle School has a descriptive explanation of the grading procedures 

in the student handbook. The school uses a “Frequently Asked Question” (F.A.Q.) 

approach in explaining standards-based grading. The handbook includes a definition of 

standards-based grades, how they work, and how they differ from a traditional system. It 

also gives definitions of the five descriptors used to indicate student proficiency (i.e., 

Exceeds, Proficient, Basic, Below Basic, and Not Assessed). Also in the handbook, 

Wilderness Middle School describes the role of homework, zeros, averaging, attendance, 

academic dishonesty, and group work in an SBG system. However, the handbook reverts 
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back to traditional grading when it defines its honor roll requirements and the athletic 

code of conduct. For example, instead of using a proficiency standard like an “All 

Exceeds” honor roll, Wilderness reverts back to attaining a specific GPA with A’s, B’s, 

and C’s.  

Another noticeable area of concern mentioned from the staff was that the 

community was not brought along in large enough numbers to eliminate what became the 

achievement grade. While the debate on external motivation for student learning may still 

occur, reporting mechanisms like the report card remain a factor in student efforts and 

recognition of those efforts (Guskey & Bailey, 2001). “To get the parents to understand 

what the standards mean has been incredibly difficult. Most parents just look at the report 

card see the achievement grade, and they are done. They don’t really care about the 

standards” (Bentley interview, May 6, 2013). This traditional report card element created 

a hybrid approach to the report card a Wilderness Middle School.  

Well, there’s some give and take that has to occur for any implementation 
of a new initiative, so that was one of those trade-offs that I was willing to 
accept as a part of that because it is moving us in the right direction. 
(Mason interview, May 13, 2013) 
  
The incompleteness of educator and parent understanding was further indicated 

by telling practices that suggested that standards-based grading was not fully understood 

and, therefore, not faithfully implemented. Wilderness staff in the study reported the need 

to keep a traditional grade for uses outside the needs of the classroom. Cited were athletic 

eligibility, parent/guardian rewards, and entrance consideration for eighth graders going 

into high school. Just as with any tool created to complete multiple jobs, Wilderness 

Middle school report card has its limitations. The blending of the standards-based 
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approach with what Wilderness Middle School referred to as an achievement grade sent a 

confusing message about the new reporting system. For example, the eighth grade dance 

requires a C or better average for attendance, implying that the grade is the standard and 

belying the claim in belief that the school should emphasize internal motivation. 

The staff reported that the achievement grade obscured the work on the standards 

being covered. These trade-offs can create a system more confusing than the one it 

replaces (Brookhart, 2001b). For some parents it was seen as the only relevant part of the 

report card. Did my child make the honor roll? Are they eligible for the wrestling meet? 

Can they attend the end of the year dance? These were all comments made by staff about 

the new reporting system and the confusion that resulted. The report card should be 

thought of as merely a communication tool. It is not a tool that can carry the burden of 

communicating a new understanding of standards in education.  Averaging test scores 

does not give a complete picture of any one student. “Parents go by grade. The dinner 

dance is next week, and I want to know if my child can go?” (Enstrom interview, May 

14, 2013). 

Staff at Wilderness Middle School reported standards-based grading had the 

potential to open up a deeper level of communication on student progress, but there was 

little recognition of the learning required of everyone to enhance communication. As a 

13-year veteran stated, “I think it kind of opens up that communication a little more and 

in theory parents would be complaining less about the grades when they know more 

about the issues” (Davis interview, May 6, 2013). The specifics offered in a standards-

based reporting system can communicate the strengths and weaknesses of students better 
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than a single letter grade, but only in a context where communication is ongoing and the 

role of the report card in a system of learning supports is understood. 

Wilderness Middle School began identifying the primary learning goals under the 

state standards and tracked how each student performed compared to those criteria. They 

created and adhered to performance indicators and reported to parents how children were 

doing against those benchmarks. The report card reflected well-defined learning 

standards that conveyed a meaning of what was to be learned and how the student’s 

performance measured up to those standards each trimester. At Wilderness, this shift 

caused educators to meet frequently to individually review their students’ performances 

in their classes. However, the school also felt it was not politically feasible to eliminate 

traditional grade entirely. This underscores the difficulty in relying on one reporting 

mechanism to meet everyone’s needs and the complexity of changing grading systems. 

Ultimately, what the school discovered was that grading remains challenging when 

communicating more than just quantifying a student’s achievement it the classroom.  

Grading in any system requires professionals to make subjective judgments and 

the reader of the reports to interpret. In this case, those reading the report had not yet 

caught up with all the information provided. Teachers were asked to track and submit 

data to a report card consisting of eight pages. The staff did not report spending time on 

prioritizing standards at the start, and this became problematic during the first attempt at 

a standards-based report card. 

The new amount of information reported by staff seemed to overwhelm many 

parents. Parents commonly asked staff why the report card was eight pages long. One 

teacher reported only one of 125 parents questioned the mark of one standard. One 
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question was asked when over 1,500 grades were assigned. It seemed few outside of the 

school were using the information being provided. 

By reverting back to a traditional grading practice, Wilderness sent a mixed 

message to the parents and students about the primary purpose of the reporting process. 

At Wilderness Middle School change focused on the form the new reporting system took 

as a technical matter, but perhaps not the function or the ongoing adaptations a systemic 

approach would require. The school failed to consider what message they were 

communicating to the students and families. The new reporting system was an attempt to 

demystify what a student knows and can do. According to participants in the study, the 

new report cards were to give a precise accounting of each child’s skill. However, it 

appeared that parents tended to look at the new system in old ways:  

I think we put two of them together, so we’re still doing regular grading and then 
we’re doing standards and we kind of mushed them together and I think that’s 
what not working as well. I think if they didn’t have an achievement grade to look 
at, the parents might be more proactive in looking at the standards. (Fields 
interview, May 13, 2013) 
 
All the time spent by the teachers in measuring a student’s aptitude against a 

particular standard was reported as largely unusable information by most parents. The 

form of the new report card was explained and accepted, but its function was lost upon 

the audience receiving it. The information on the report card was useful to educators, but 

teachers reported not many others outside the school used it. 

The school succeeded in creating a better match between assessments and grades. 

This was evident in data gathered in team minutes and PLC reports. It was more reliable 

due to the consistency in which educators now used common assessments, and quality of 

student work was reported by staff to have improved. Potentially, this new reporting 
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system could provide students with a better self-evaluation regarding their learning. The 

amount of information provided on the Wilderness report card is more than adequate to 

enhance student’s opportunities to learn and grow.  

In the end, it is clear that the report card is just one communication tool at a 

school’s disposal. Effective grading systems must be used with exhaustive planning, 

thoughtful judgment by teachers, and clear and purposeful using the district’s best 

communicative skills. An important issue during a report card’s implementation has to be 

a concern for how this affects students (Guskey & Bailey, 2001). It was clear during this 

research that the members of the Wilderness staff recognized the problems with the 

traditional methods of grading and researched and found a better platform that works to 

the benefit of all their students. While not perfect in their attempt to change, they have 

taken a step most middle-level schools are not able to successfully navigate and learned 

along the way.  

Theme 2: Challenges with Implementation 

Wilderness Middle School made the careful choice of changing to a standards-

based approach to grading for research-supported reasons. The change they created was 

intended not only to alter the appearance of their report card but to change the ways 

teachers think about what and how they communicate student progress. Here the 

conceptual and logistical frameworks were met with a higher level of success as the 

technical aspects of the change could be emphasized.  

Conceptual Challenges  

First, the school already incorporated the middle school teaming format during the 

school day. Second, to further support the initiative of SBG, the school district went to an 
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early dismissal schedule each Friday to allow subject-specific collaboration. This support 

for collaboration that allowed teachers to work through issues of developing and 

launching the new report card demonstrated support and the resolve of the administration.  

In collaboration, teachers aligned their assessments to the CCSS, and those same 

assessments were then aligned to the new report cards. Curriculum became guaranteed by 

virtue of a deliberate attempt to match instruction with assessment and reporting. A 

clearly defined cycle of improvement was recognized at Wilderness Middle School 

(Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Cycle of Improvement at Wilderness Middle School 

 
Teachers used the standards as the framework for the curriculum and provided 

guidance in instructional decisions. During the time used in teaming and professional 

learning community meetings, the staff reviewed both teacher-created assessment results 

and those of M.A.P. scores to proceed. The trimester report card now reflects what was 

covered in class and what the student mastered. Academic progress at Wilderness was 

now communicated using clearly defined criterion. Teachers reported increased 

confidence in explaining exactly what the expectations for students are and how students 

did in comparison to the CCSS. Teachers also developed a better understanding of the 
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elements of the grading process and understood the strengths of a systems approach. “I 

think it’s good for teachers. I think it forces them to look at their assignments and make 

sure that they are covering all the standards” (Enstrom interview, May 6, 2013).  

Logistical Challenges  

Wilderness staff reported that using a standards-based approach to grading 

enhanced teaching and assessment, helping the school align to the requirements of 

standards. Staff had adequate collaboration time built into their daily and weekly 

routines, driven by assessment aligned to standards. The conferencing sessions of 

teachers include professional conversations about curriculum and effective instructional 

strategies. Data are at the center of these meetings and include discussions on M.A.P. 

data and teacher-created assessments. These meetings created documentation resulting in 

direction for future instruction. This added teacher planning time was granted with the 

understanding that it would lead to a positive increase in student learning. Spending less 

time instructing students may be counterintuitive as an improvement measure, but so far 

this bold bet has paid off, according to Wilderness staff. 

These collaborative structures create the professional learning culture necessary 

for major shift in practices to occur. Wilderness Middle School meeting minutes mention 

the grading process in September, October, November, March, and May, suggesting 

ongoing attention. While attending meetings as a participant observer with teachers of 

science and language arts and the Moose team, the researcher was able to view 

conversations centered on data and how students were doing in relation to a 

predetermined criterion. At Wilderness Middle School, the agreed-upon proficiency level 

was set at 80% or higher. This means that for each standard assessed, a student must 
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score 80% or higher to be seen as proficient on that standard. There was also 

documentation of interventions provided for those below the 80% proficiency level. 

Teacher discussions focused on how to help the greatest number of students reach the 

80% threshold. 

The review also included an item analysis of each assessment to indicate strengths 

and weaknesses on each item by class. Teachers reviewed these reports and referred to 

each question and the percentage of students who selected the correct answer and each 

detractor (incorrect answer). Teachers reviewed the average and median test scores for 

each class, gathered a high and low score to look for outliers, and made predictions as to 

what gains they could expect if new teaching strategies were employed. Each of these 

items would later become evidence for the level of proficiency recorded on each 

student’s standards-based report card. 

These Learning Teams also used the Northwest Evaluation Associations 

(N.W.E.A.) online assessment tool called Measures of Academic Progress (M.A.P.) data. 

Teachers used these data to create a more objective starting point to measure growth. At 

Wilderness, this assessment was completed at the beginning, middle, and end of each 

school year. September was used as a baseline, winter as a progress check (and for the 

principals’ evaluation) and a final time just before the end of the school year. Data were 

reported as Rausch Interval Unit (R.I.T.) band. This equal-interval vertical scale was used 

for growth norming or to compare a student to the CCSS, supporting the role of standards 

in driving the change to new assessment and reporting processes. This M.A.P. data could 

help validate the level of proficiency teachers report on the card. Since both the new 
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standards-based report card and the M.A.P. data is criterion-referenced, one would expect 

some correlation. The achievement mark would not be a useful tool for this purpose. 

Changing to a standards-based approach created more awareness of multiple 

assessment processes in standards-based systems. Teachers reported they have become 

more aware of the quality of their assessment and to which standards each of the 

questions in their assessments connect. “The tests are what really have changed, the 

actual tests themselves. We had to re-write a lot of tests to meet our standards and that’s 

the biggest change that we’ve had” (Bentley interview, May 6, 2013). 

A significant challenge in making the change to a standards-based approach was 

informing parents about how to read and use the new system of grading. Most staff 

members noted that parents did not seem to understand the new report card and often just 

wanted help finding the achievement grade.  

I just think that the community involvement in how the grading system works is 
not clear so I think that’s probably where a lot of parents get frustrated with it, but 
after I see the system and have been working with it then you have some clarity, 
but I don’t know how well that’s going to fly. (Urk interview, May 6, 2013) 
 
While teachers spend every working day with the CCSS, most parents do not have 

a working understanding of the standards. In the first year of the implementation of the 

standards-based report card, the language arts teachers were reporting on 71 different 

areas of reading and writing. This overwhelmed teachers and also parents. A year later, 

Wilderness staff eliminated the sub-standards and reported on just 13 major areas 

(Appendix C). What remained was a staff that had a better understanding of the state 

standards, but it was unclear if the parents understood. Despite this step to simplify the 

report card, staff still reported most parents did not have a clear understanding of the new 
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system. While the district conducted an annual assembly during the open house for 

parents, the message was not getting across to many after the first 3 years.  

What the staff wanted was for the parents to use the information on the new report 

card. The hope was that parents would take a look at what their children were learning, 

what the standards were for each class, and see what it was that the teachers were trying 

to get across to the kids. The sentiment of staff is that the report card continues to be 

underutilized by most parents and students. 

My impression, from people I know in the district as neighbors and friends and 
what we hear at conferences, is that it’s the grade, and that’s really all they pay 
attention to. They don’t really take the time to look at the standards and see what 
the kids are learning” (Johnson interview, May 6, 2013).  
 
The disconnect between what information the educators at W.M.S. provided and 

what parents and students were using from the new report card may be traced back to the 

lack of a defined purpose statement. The new report card changed to reflect a set of 

standards but the uses of the report card did not. By not taking the use into account, much 

of the information communicated on the card became lost in translation. The hybrid 

approach was limiting is its usefulness for both educators and parents. 

The standards-based report card initiative at Wilderness began with a district level 

decision. According to Wilderness staff, changing to a new grading system was not 

something the staff embraced. At the bequest of the assistant superintendent in charge of 

curriculum, a committee, including staff, parents, and administrators, was organized. 

Book studies and committee meetings led to decisions to move from a traditional to a 

standards-based approach. The committee moved slowly and included staff, parents, and 

administration at both the building and district level. 
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The district office provided the plan and monetary resources to create the grading 
change. We actually spent a considerable amount of time educating staff, whether 
it be with professional development, we worked with the Leadership and Learning 
Center and brought in individuals into the district to provide professional 
development to staff in terms of moving to a standards-based system and there 
were a variety of activities. (Mason interview, May 13, 2013) 
 
Staff used institute days to unwrap standards, review homework procedures, and 

understand the elements of grading. The staff also began studying and crafting the first 

Wilderness Middle School standards-based report card. The first draft was not without its 

challenges. Hard copies were in the library, and teachers manually wrote their grades for 

each student. When a reading teacher with 135 student’s reports on 15 sub-standards, it 

meant an overwhelming 2,000 entries placed on a report card by each teacher. The 

Committee designed modifications for the report card over the summer months. In year 

two, sub-standards were dropped and the teachers submitted their grades electronically. 

This was reported as a time saver by staff. Aside from the modifications recommended 

by the committee each summer, formal staff development on the report card appears to 

have concluded. 

A significant benefit for students was the improved understanding of the state 

standards by the Wilderness staff and aligning curriculum with instruction and then 

assessment. Twelve of the 14 staff members interviewed commented on the 

improvements the new grading system had on their awareness of what the standards 

were. “I think that using the standards, all of them this year, has really helped me get to 

know the standards better, because I have to use them in my curriculum” (Fields 

interview, May 13, 2013). 
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Here again, the staff at Wilderness shows a resolve to put their students first. This 

initiative took money, energy, and courage. Wilderness has set a course to build a better 

grading system. They have remained on that course for over four years now.  

Summary and Discussion of Major Findings 

While we cannot be certain how a change to a pure standards-based approach 

would have been received, the perception from staff was the hybrid approach may have 

delayed the full usefulness of the new report card as a learning tool. Parents were given 

opportunities to learn about the new standards approach to grading, but, by keeping the 

achievement grade, parents did not feel the need to educate themselves about the 

additional information provided. 

The implementation of the standards-based approach to grading at Wilderness 

Middle School may not have been textbook in its rollout.  

The problems were definitely not all anticipated. The report card gives good 
information for parents and parents were on the committee, but only maybe 20 
percent, I would say, really look at the standards. Most of the parents just care 
about the letter grade. For the teachers it gives some information if they want to 
remediate. It also helps the parents if they want to help at home with all the online 
programs to help fill in the gaps. Yes, there were definitely some glitches. 
(Johnson interview, May 6, 2013) 
 
This change was made as part of an initiative by the central office. While the 

intent was to improve current grade practices, the decision to change was not coming 

from the Wilderness staff or the parents of Wilderness students. Through training, the 

participants recognized the deficiencies of a traditional grading practice and began seeing 

benefits in the new approach. Yet, by underestimating the underlying conceptual shifts 

and the logistics of creating a new approach to grading, the staff at Wilderness Middle 

School expended much energy to find new solutions to the technical dilemmas inherent 
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in the process. For example, teachers had to come to terms with which standards they 

were going to report, which seemed to take some focus away from student learning. The 

deeper miscalculation, however, was in retaining an achievement grade. In so doing, the 

educational staff inadvertently clouded the water for parents and overlooked the systemic 

effects that virtually guaranteed that they would have to rely on grades. As a result, the 

roll out of standards may have been compromised overall. While the change required 

teachers to become more intimate with the standards they were teaching, the community 

did not have the time to absorb these changes. Not having an active parent development 

component led to a report card that was underutilized in the community. It became 

evident, according to Dr. Mason, that the parents were not ready to move completely 

away from traditional grading practices,  

Our community wasn’t really quite ready for moving directly to a standards-based 
grading, so we took on a hybrid approach, as many districts have done within the 
process. So, we have a standards based component but we’ve also held onto a 
traditional letter grade as well within our reporting out piece” (Mason interview, 
May 13, 2013). 
 
The disconnect between what information the educators at W.M.S. provided and 

what parents and students were using from the new report card may be traced back to the 

lack of a defined purpose statement. The new report card changed to reflect a set of 

standards, but the uses of the report card did not. By not taking the use into account, 

much of the information communicated on the card became lost in translation. The hybrid 

approach was limiting is its usefulness for both educators and parents. 

While the staff was hard at work collaborating on assessment data, creating then 

revising the report card, only a small group from the community was aware of these 

efforts. Staff members were guardedly optimistic that over time these changes would 
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have an impact on student learning, but at this time the report cards achievement grade 

remains the most important item for consumers. 

Nonetheless, benefits did accrue to Wilderness as a result of what must be 

acknowledged as an ambitious, locally-initiated reform of grading to reflect standards and 

new approaches to curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Collaboration among staff 

were enhanced as the shift to standards-based practices moved through what educators 

might realistically anticipate when adopting reforms that require intense professional 

learning collaborations and community engagement. If Wilderness exhibited naiveté 

about the challenges of change, they are hardly alone. If these educators thought they 

were simply remaking their report card, they learned an invaluable lesson about the 

challenges of change as both conceptual and logistical.  

Chapter V concludes this study with a discussion of the findings, raising once 

more the inherent possibilities and challenges of moving to standards-based reports cards 

which implied deeper, more systemic change than educators at Wilderness realized. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In the American educational system, traditional report cards hold an iconic 

position that is not easily replaced, particularly when the requisite changes require 

fundamental changes to thinking and working. Creating a standards-based report card at 

the secondary level is difficult, and, when deciding to make this change, a leader should 

be thoroughly prepared for the challenges it brings. If the change is seen as a technical 

one, then the implementation will encounter difficulties without preparing for their 

inevitability. It is only when educators anticipate the challenges, knowing that ongoing 

attention will be required, that the systemic nature of reform becomes possible.  As with 

Wilderness Middle School, an understanding of grading history, grading purposes,  

current grading practices, and what kind of systemic effort would be required could help 

set the direction for change.   

Review of Purpose 
 

The purpose of this study was to assist school leaders engaging in the process of 

changing to a standards-based report card. This study focused on one middle school, 

which was three years into the change process. Through a qualitative approach, patterns 

emerged that may be beneficial for other educational leaders who choose to attempt this 

adaptive change. This study is not a road map for all schools to follow, but rather a 

glimpse into one school’s journey that may help other schools with the process of 

changing to a standards-based approach to grading. 
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The change to a standards-based platform is complicated and takes patience. If a 

school is to be successful in making a change as significant as changing a report card, 

long-term planning is a significant hurdle to overcome. The change should occur at a 

pace that the district, school, parents, and students can absorb and be clearly linked and 

integrated into a system of changes.  

Review of Design 

This study employed a qualitative methodology and a phenomenological 

approach to uncover the experiences of one middle school in northern Illinois as it moved 

from a traditional grading practice to a standards-based approach over a three-year 

period. The design of the study required the researcher to advance the knowledge and 

expertise of the reader, and then allow the reader to plan a course of action for future 

exploration based on need. The researcher’s goal in this case study was to interpret and 

uncover new meaning through the stories and data collected (Stake, 1995). 

What Has Been Learned 

For Wilderness Middle School, the initiative for the change appeared to have been 

crafted from the top down. The district office mandated a new approach to reporting and 

orchestrated the change with the use of a committee. It was then through committee that 

the timelines and staff development plans for the standards-based report card were 

developed. As with many schools undertaking the change to a standards-based approach 

to their report card, the committee first reached out to other schools that had already 

begun the process of change but found few models to emulate. Wilderness Middle School 

was doing pioneering work for which they can be commended. 
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Work from key researchers in the area of assessment and grading was at the 

center of the report card reform at Wilderness. Through book studies, collaborative 

reflection on grading practices started. Administration, teachers, and parents reviewed 

some of the most popular literature on grading practices and recommended planned 

change. Teachers used the work of these and other authors in professional learning 

communities to eliminate poor grading practices and held discussions concerning 

directions the building needed to take. 

Through interviews and document review, W.M.S. transitioned from a traditional 

grading system to a standards-based approach which was a process more than an event, 

which included augmenting teacher collaboration time and devoting ongoing attention. 

Three years into a new grading system, the school continued to modify the reporting 

system each summer. While the school was successful in reducing and even eliminating a 

report card with many well-documented flaws, the school had not been able to inform all 

of its constituents as to the greater purpose of the new reporting system or to eliminate 

systemic uses of grades, as in the use of grades for athletic eligibility. 

Familiar teacher practices, like taking homework completion as an important 

contributing factor in the final grade, now have a decreased role in the students’ final 

grade. Non-academic factors, including behavior, are communicated to families through 

the use of what Wilderness Middle School calls “learner characteristics.” These elements 

are required assessments by each of the teachers in every subject. The characteristics 

address specific behaviors like respect, effort, cooperation, and following directions. The 

use of learner characteristics is a compromise enabling teachers to communicate 

behavioral tendency in their students. Completion of homework, cooperation during 
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group work, and the effort placed in making up missed labs, quizzes, and papers can be 

documented through the use of learner characteristics. Other report cards refer to these as 

work keys or effort grades. 

What Wilderness attempted to do was create a reporting system that gave a valid 

look at a student’s progress and informed parents as to the strengths and challenges each 

child faced. The hybrid approach was an attempt to appease the needs of the parents and 

others who used the results of the report card. The hybrid approach was an example of 

how conceptual challenges changed the approach Wilderness Middle School took in 

standards-based grading. The need for a traditional grade may not have been thought 

through as members of the school community were surprised by the durability of the 

achievement grade. By focusing on the conceptual challenges of the change to a 

standards-based approach, this is an example of an adaptive challenge that requires 

communication and collaboration, not a technical solution that compromised more than it 

intended to. By operating a dual system, Wilderness sent mixed messages about 

standards-based grading and the role of grades in other school-wide systems. Fortunately, 

possibilities to change the message and make systemic changes remain as options, 

offered as conclusions below. 

Limitations of the Study 

Ambiguity and complexity make a universal conclusion unrealistic for a 

qualitative study such as this one. The primary benefit of this study is to offer guidance 

for educators to increase the chance of making a successful transition to a standards-

based approach to the middle level report card from both practical and conceptual 

perspectives. The new information from this study is just one middle level schools 
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experience and may not translate in other situations. The conclusions to follow are 

generalities that may be useful in guiding others to the research and practice about a 

middle school’s transition to standards-based grading. 

Conclusions 

Five major conclusions resulted from this study that can be applied to move the 

standards-based grading reform forward at Wilderness and elsewhere.  The four 

conclusions include: (a) starting with a well-defined purpose; (b) bringing community 

along; (c) resisting a hybrid approach; (d) planning for long-term change; and (e) employ 

a pilot program. In each case, Wilderness Middle School serves as an example of a 

partially realized change in grading and reporting. 

Conclusion 1: Have a Well-Defined Purpose to the New Report Card  

Habit two of Steven Covey’s (1989) book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective 

People, reminds us to “Begin with the end in mind.” Nothing may be more sound advice 

for the educational leader who is beginning the journey of changing to a new approach to 

report cards than that simple phrase. Knowing and being able to explain to other 

administrators, teachers, parents, and students the purpose for turning upside down a 

system that has been in place for over 200 years is paramount.  

Knowing the specifics of what and why changes are being made helps all those 

involved to keep the focus as the report card changes. Ambiguity at the start may lead to 

a hybrid report card trying to serve too many purposes. At Wilderness Middle School, it 

was not clear to everyone what the new report card was supposed to convey. Parents and 

those running school programs needed the traditional grade to reward or punish student 

achievement. 
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School programs, such as dances, athletics, and honor roll lists, were not strongly 

considered when creating a purpose statement for a new report card. Many families 

established contracts with their children that promised gifts for a minimum competency 

shown on their report card. Sorting children is an old paradigm that still holds many 

captive. Winners and losers when it comes to grading means we can arrive more easily at 

a valedictorian, salutatorian, National Honor Society recipients, and handing out 

scholarship dollars.  

In a standards-based approach, students simply complying with teachers can be 

replaced by a more accurate reflection of what a child can do as compared to a knowable 

target. This change will not be seen as a positive by all families. Parents are responsible 

for their child and their child alone. Understandably, parents will inevitably push back in 

a new system that appears to negatively affect their child. If we now are going to demand 

teachers show success with every child then we need to find a better way to report 

progress than with a single number or letter grade. The place to start the conversation 

may be around a well-crafted purpose statement.  

Educational leaders should reflect on how the change will impact incentive 

programs, honor roll lists, and eligibility requirements. Not having and communicating a 

strong purpose statement may have led to a report card that was misunderstood and 

underutilized by parents and students, according to the W.M.S. staff. If leaders do not, 

they may find it necessary to take a hybrid approach, like W.M.S. 

Creating a purpose statement and then reflecting back to it often may help provide 

a report card that communicates more honestly with what students can show and do. 

Leaders who believe the standards movement is here to stay will need to invest in time 
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and energy to show parents and students how this will change how schools report 

progress.  

When we create a well thought-out purpose statement, every decision regarding 

the change is measured against that declaration. If a decision fits, it can become adopted; 

if it does not, then we must change or disregard the change as not meeting the new report 

card’s purpose. 

Conclusion 2: Development—Bring the Community Along  

Explaining the new report card format at the beginning of the school year or 

parent teacher conferences will not be adequate. Families will require collaborative 

learning options, just as teachers do. Newsletters, having a web presence, and parent 

organizations could be used effectively to inform the greatest number of parents of the 

overall change, but this must be followed-up with conversations and training. As with the 

educational staff, this should remain an ongoing priority. There may never be a day when 

educational leaders can cross this off their to-do list. 

Creating a change in the report card is adaptive in nature so ongoing learning will 

be required of everyone. Educators need to justify the change and clearly define what is 

happening and why is not the only need for the staff. Parents do not have time for 

collaboration like educational professionals do but they will make time to complain about 

changes if they are not included. Educational leaders would be wise to develop a 

mechanism to engage parents broadly in the new reporting system. Leaders could offer 

advice as to how to use the new system in old ways. 

Creating a standards-based report card is a process. There may be many versions 

of the new report card before the school settles on one, and even this may well be 
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temporary as reforms press educators for ongoing change. At Wilderness Middle School, 

they agreed to review three versions of the new report card in the first 3 years. A 

committee takes advice from parent groups and its teachers and meets each summer. The 

first revisions included finding an electronic means to complete the task of grading and 

eliminating sub-standards from the report card.  

Informing the community on how and why a change to a standards-based 

approach to grading is being made will likely be slow and ongoing. Every opportunity to 

inform and explain the new system should be taken. Families move into and out of 

schools each month and having a parent meeting at the beginning of the year may be 

missed. Ongoing opportunities have to be sought and everyone’s talents on the committee 

should be utilized to engage a broader community to understand and support the change.  

The primary purpose of grading is to communicate the status of student learning. 

Research points to the importance of placing the purpose directly on the reporting 

systems (Guskey, 1999). Report cards should be explicit about their purpose. An example 

of a purpose statement is as follows: The purpose of this report card is to give parents and 

others a detailed description of what students know and could do as measured against the 

Common Core State Standards for their grade level. It is intended to inform parents and 

students about academic progress. 

Conclusion 3: Go All In—Resist a Hybrid Approach  

Wilderness Middle School staff reported frustration with the use of the report card 

from parents after it was sent home. Most parents reported the new format was confusing, 

and they just wanted to know the traditional letter grade. “Merely tweaking the details of 

a grading system can result in a system that makes even less sense than the one it was 
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intended to replace” (Brookhart, 2011, p. 12). Despite teacher’s reportedly spending 

hours examining each and every CCSS and assessing hundreds of areas each trimester, 

this information went unused by many parents. If eligibility to play sports and the status 

as an honor roll recipient was upheld, students were unaffected by the new reporting 

system. Staff members reported frustration with the hours that went into the new report 

card just to hear, “Just tell me if they made the honor roll.” The bigger issue of 

motivating students in new ways is far-off but becomes possible as school and 

community are engaged in understanding standards as represented in new assessment and 

reporting systems. 

As the standards-based change is implemented it is important for educational 

leaders to realize not every parent will see the changes as necessary or beneficial for their 

children. For those that benefit from a traditional grading system, the old way of 

schooling provides a clear path to eligibility, awards, recognition, college, and 

scholarships. Anticipating the needs of these parents may allow for school committees 

working on changing the grading system to come up with alternatives for some of the 

traditional uses for grades. Determining how to deal with athletic eligibility, class rank, 

grade point averages, and high school recommendations on the front end may avoid the 

use of a hybrid approach as a way to appease parents. 

While it may have been necessary to reach a compromise on keeping the old 

system and merging it with the new, ultimately it may provide the excuse for many not to 

use the new information to help foster learning. The concrete guidance that parents could 

be using with their children to improve is lost. Helping parents grasp the new format will 

likely cause everyone involved to reframe what he or she knows and believes about 
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grades and grading, but that should be the point. If educational leaders are going to 

summon the courage to take on changing the report card, the purpose of that change 

should dictate they go all the way if they want to communicate effectively with students, 

parents, and staff. 

Conclusion 4: Have a 3-5 Year Written Plan for Change  

Wilderness Middle School noted in its school improvement plans the decision to 

“establish grading guidelines, create new report card” (Wilderness Middle School, 

Improvement Plan, 2009-10). This was one of the five actions they intended to take 

during the school year to improve proficiency on the state assessment.  The five activities 

had 22 actionable activities. 

Making the change to a standards-based approach to grading is time and resource 

intensive. Leaders should create a detailed plan several years out to assure that the 

budgetary and time constraints do not derail efforts. 

Although school leaders would undoubtedly like to align their reporting 
procedures with the same standards and assessment that guide instructional 
programs, most lack the time and resources to do so. (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 
2011, p. 53) 

 
By carefully planning out each of the steps the school community needs to take, a leader 

may avoid wasting valuable time or energy by anticipating what the reform will really 

require before making it the focus of a school or district. While a blueprint for what to 

include may be different for each school, common elements are seen in the literature that 

can help school staff anticipate the commitment involved. Timelines for each school and 

district will vary due to individual needs and the resources of time and money. 

Establishing a strong team composed of both school and community and engaging in 
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professional development with a consultant are good places to start. 

Creating a well-defined purpose and belief statement will help keep the 

committee focused and serve as a pillar of stability moving forward. Absent a firm 

conviction, a school may have a hybrid approach to the new report card which will likely 

lead to confusion. Trying to appease those who wish to use the new report card in old 

ways may prove to be problematic to the goal of showing the reader what a student can 

demonstrate and do against a predetermined standard. 

Leaders should ask the group what success will look like and how it will be 

measured for the community. How will the committee solicit feedback during the 

process? How will information be disseminated once the new report card is created? 

Wilderness Middle School reported only limited success reaching parents and community 

members once the new report card system started. A face-to-face meeting at the 

beginning of the year did not prove to be completely effective for W.M.S. Perhaps using 

email, streaming, and posted video would prove effective (Heflbower et al., 2014). 

Further engagement of the community can support ambitious initiatives as well 

(Chadwick, 2004). 

Conclusion 5: Employ a Pilot Program  

Research also indicates there may be a benefit to introducing the new report card 

in limited fashion (Brookhart, 2011). Allowing for one team to pilot the new report card 

may help schools uncover problems or find unexpected celebrations. Both of these can be 

helpful in selling the new system to parents, students, and staff. Leaders should not forget 

that teachers have to become familiar with all the standards they are to teach and likely 
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create or revise classroom assessments during this time. As with W.M.S., time becomes 

an important commodity that should not be overlooked. 

Schools concerned with continuing to configuring a GPA or class rank would be 

wise to take into account how a gradual change would affect those numbers as students 

move up grade levels. A second system of accounting may be required until those 

students exit the eighth grade.  Working with receiving high schools to support the 

change will be necessary as well. 

School leaders may want to include in their long-term plan revision of homework 

policy, student goal setting, resource allocation (conference attendance, book studies, 

consultant fees), and a new report card distribution schedule (i.e., revise sixth grade this 

year, seventh the year after, and eighth grade the year after seventh). There are many 

elements and both intended and unintended outcomes to a change this profound. Take 

your time and get input from others in the school community. 

Implications for School Leaders 

As Wilderness Middle School found, there is little in making a change to a 

standards-based report card that is easy. If it is in the ethos of a visionary school leader to 

desire all his students to do well then a change in grading may be required. The need for a 

system that provides support rather than sorts and sifts students is essential. School 

leaders are advised to be patient and have a well-defined plan to minimize the adverse 

effects of making the change. A change that can clarify what a student knows and can do 

can also elicit an emotional response from staff and families. Leaders need to do their 

homework and involve as many people as practically possible in the planning stages. 
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Starting with a well-defined purpose statement like the one given earlier in this 

paper provides parents, students, and staff a detailed description of what comprises a 

grade and why. Recognizing that the standards-based grade is a measurement against a 

specific set of standards and the student’s academic progress toward those standards is 

critical. “Parents are often concerned about changes to a grading system because grades 

play such an important role in class ranks, grade point averages, scholarship awards, and 

other important factors that contribute to a student’s success in college and careers” 

(Hoflbower, Hoegh, & Warrick, 2014, p. 55). It is critical that these factors be addressed 

in planning. 

While the purpose statement is a good starting point, leaders are cautioned to go 

slow. According to Doug Reeves (2009), for successful change, “leaders should seek 

short-term wins to gain a long term change.” Do not be in a hurry to implement a new 

report card before the school and parent community understand the reason for the change, 

the purpose the new report card will serve, and the timeline for the change. Teaching staff 

need time to learn standards and develop assessments with proficiency scales (rubrics) to 

assess where students are in relation to those standards. Only then will grades stand a 

chance of being reliable and valid. 

As noted in Marzano (2000), a leader must provide strong logic for the new 

system. The primary responsibility of the school leader is to help educate the group as it 

progresses through the grading change. The leader needs to pull together resources, 

organize meetings with stakeholders, and maintain momentum by the committee. The 

change to a standards-based report card is not the type of change to be made using a top-

down model of decision making. Research from Brookhart (2011a), Guskey (2009a), 
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Marzano (2000), and Reeves (2009) all caution against making the change to a standards-

based reporting system, as Wilderness did, without significant understanding and 

commitment by staff and parents. 

The vision of a leader is imperative, and energy to see the change through to its 

conclusion is critical. The change at Wilderness Middle School was the vision of the 

assistant superintendent. It was fueled by one administrator who experienced traditional 

grading as a parent and recognized the problems with the century-old system. He 

convened a committee consisting of teaching staff, parents, and other administrators. 

After book studies, conferencing, and school visits, the committee recommendations 

were adopted by the Board of Education. 

After further committee work, a new standards-based report card was adopted. 

The 8-page, handwritten report proved time-consuming and overwhelming for teachers. 

The report card included all the sub-standards and reportedly used over 30 reams of paper 

for the 800 students. A shortened electronic version was adopted in the second year, and 

a committee reviews the feedback about the report card each summer. Technical 

challenges matter, and the adaptations that staff make will have to accommodate them 

and deeper challenges as well that include thinking about grades and the uses to which 

grades are commonly put.  

In the end, Wilderness Middle School designed a hybrid report card that had two 

separate and distinct goals. While the new format was more descriptive than the 

traditional letter grade system, those outside of the school influence wanted to keep using 

report cards in a similar manner. This dichotomy may have minimized the impact of 

student performance reported by teachers and capitulated to those who needed a 
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traditional grade. The school renamed the traditional grade an achievement grade, but this 

did not alter the meaning of grades, so familiar to everyone. 

Recommendations for Further Practice 

Future studies on the transition to a standards-based approach to grading are 

recommended.  This study was focused on just one middle school in Illinois. As more 

schools look to change their grading practices to a SBG approach different ways to the 

systemic change will emerge. Further phenomenological case studies may uncover a 

variety of approaches leading to a change in grading. Wilderness Middle School includes 

a small sample set and may not be the model for successful transition.  New pathways 

may exist for leaders to employing different perspectives on driving school improvement 

initiatives (Zimmerman, 2006). Additional questions have been left unexplored by this 

study and may lead to qualitative or quantitative study:  

1. Does school size play a role in the transitioning to a standards-based 

approach? Does standards-based grading at the middle level stand a better 

chance taking place in a system with multiple middle schools? 

2. If the change initiative comes from the teachers, does it stand a better chance 

of succeeding? 

3. What elements are essential in the professional development of staff when 

making the change to a standards-based approach to grading? 

4. What personal leadership traits and qualities does it take to successfully 

navigate staff, parents, and students through a change from the traditional 

reporting system?  
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Concluding Remarks 

It takes courage for any educational leader to attempt what the staff at Wilderness 

Middle School and hundreds of other secondary schools are now trying. Traditional 

grading practices have existed for centuries, and any attempt to change them will likely 

be met with resistance. The standards-based approach to grading has the opportunity to 

best show what a student knows and can do when measured against a predetermined set 

of standards.  

In the past decade, researchers like Brookhart, Guskey, Marzano, O’Connor, and 

Wormeli brought the discussion of report card grading to the educational community. 

Now a vibrant and robust debate is occurring as standards increasingly drive education 

policy. Finding articles, seminars, and dissertations is becoming easier. Over the past 

decade this researcher has gone from exploring the simple math of grading to reviewing 

how it fits into the educational process of learning. 

This is still not an easy topic to discuss, much less change. Linda Stevens, 

Director of Curriculum and Assessment of Lake Washington School District in 

Washington State, may sum it up best, 

This is not a task for the faint of heart….All reform on a district-wide scale is 
tough, but moving a system to true standards-based grading is extraordinarily 
tough, long-term work and requires district leadership to tenaciously do the right 
thing for students. Waging war against the status quo requires the willingness to 
tackle layer after layer of difficulties in order to lead the way to new purposeful 
assessment and grading practice. (Heflebower et al., 2014, p. 87) 
 
For those brave enough to attempt the change to a standards-based approach at the 

middle level, this researcher hopes the findings in this study aid in some way. 
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Dear__________________________,  
 (Name of Participant) 
 
Federal and university regulations require signed consent for participation in research involving 
human subjects.   Information regarding the present study is provided below to help you decide 
whether you wish to voluntarily partake in the study. After reading the statements, please indicate 
your willingness to be involved in the study by signing this letter. You will be given copy of this 
consent form for your records. Please be informed that you are free to end your participation at 
any time with no penalty imposed. If at any time, prior to, during, or after your participation is 
completed, you have any questions or concerns regarding this study or if you have any questions 
about your rights as a participant in this research or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you 
can contact the Research Ethics & Compliance Office at Illinois State University at (xxx) xxx-
xxxx. 
 
Title of Research: Transitioning to a Standards-based Grading Model at the Middle Level 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Dianne Gardner 
Co-Principal Investigator: Jeffrey Szymczak  
  
Department: Educational Administration and Foundations, Illinois State University  
 
Procedure: I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr. Dianne Gardner in the College of 
Educational Administration and Foundations at Illinois State University.  I am conducting a 
research study on standards-based grading practices.  In order to add to the body of knowledge on 
standards-based grading practices, I wish to learn more about what practices and processes you 
have been using.  I am requesting your participation, which will involve a short survey, possible 
interview sessions and I may observe you in a team or faculty meeting.   
 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete an emailed or paper-based 
survey questionnaire.  The two surveys contain the same questions; only the format for 
administration is different.  Should you prefer a paper copy of the survey, one will be emailed or 
mailed to you upon request.  In this survey, you will be asked questions about your history with 
Wilderness Middle School and your experiences in moving towards a standards-based grading 
system. The survey will take approximately 5-10 minutes of your time. Prior to beginning the 
survey, please indicate your willingness to submit your data. This consent letter acknowledges 
that you have granted permission to the researcher to document your responses.  
 
If selected to participate in the study, you will be interviewed at your school or mutually 
agreeable off -site location   In order to represent your experiences and ideas fully, a digital 
audio-recording will be made of our interview. I will listen to the recordings and a professional 
transcription service will make convert them into text to enable analysis. No audio recordings will 
be made public.  
 
Please be advised that your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any 
time. If you do choose to withdraw, there will be no penalty of any kind. In addition, throughout 
surveys or interview, you are not expected to discuss any material that is emotionally sensitive or 
will make you feel uncomfortable in any capacity. Your input will be used in a written report 
regarding this research topic, and results of this study may be published. However, your 
identification will remain confidential, and I will take all precautions to protect your privacy. 
Results of the study will only be reported as an aggregate.  Finally, the information you provide 
will not be used in any way to impact assessment of your employment performance.  
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Risks and Discomforts: This study involves no risk of physical injury or discomfort. I will 
ensure that all information and findings are kept confidential.  While very slight, social and 
reputational risks are possible.  Views and beliefs of individuals may not be those exposed 
publically in the school and district.  However, during the survey or interview or at any other 
point during the study, you have the right to skip over any question that makes you feel 
uncomfortable.  If you choose not to participate or withdraw from this study at any time, there 
will be no penalty of any kind.  Please be advised that the results of this study will be published, 
but a pseudonym will be assigned and your actual name will not be used.  I will take all 
precautions to maintain confidentiality before, during and after the study. 
 
Benefits: Although there may be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your 
participation is to be a contributing participant in research that will add to the body of knowledge 
on moving to a standards-based grading practice at the middle level.  Those participating may 
assist those studying the field of educational leadership.  While it is hoped that you will benefit 
from the opportunity to discuss your views and opinions, there may be no other direct benefit to 
you as a result of your participation. 
   
Confidentiality: Any information collected during the course of this study will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in the co-principal investigator’s office.  Your results will be combined with 
those of other participants and they will be studied only in this fashion. If the data are used for 
conference presentations, publications in research journals, or for teaching purposes, no names or 
identifiers will be used.  Any data collected and used will be destroyed one year from completion 
of the study.  
 
I certify that I have read and understand this consent form and agree that known risks to me have 
been explained to my satisfaction and I understand that l will receive no compensation for 
participating in this research.  I certify that I am 18 years of age or older.  My participation in this 
research is given voluntarily.  I understand that I may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of any benefits to which I may otherwise be entitled.  I certify that I have 
been given a copy of this consent form to take with me. 
 
If you have any questions concerning this research study, please call me at (xxx) xxx-xxxx. 

Thank you very much for your willingness to participate in this research study. 

Sincerely, 

Jeffrey Szymczak 
_________________________ 
Participant’s Printed Name 
 
__________________________ 
Participant’s Signature 
 
If you have questions on research participants’ rights, and/or would like to file research related 
injury or adverse effect.  Contact the Research Ethics & Compliance Office at Illinois State 
University: (309) 438-2529. 
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Traditional Grading Transitional Grading Standards‐Based Grading 

Included in grade: Includes many extraneous 
elements that are included in the grading process. 
These may include attendance, attitude/behavior, 
participation, extra credit, homework/practice, and 
tests/quizzes, projects. 

Included in grade: Staff is often struggling with 
elements of traditional grading. Some traditional 
elements begin to be eliminated, but grades are not 
yet tied to a discernible learning standard. Elements 
like attendance, attitude/behavior, participation, 
extra credit, and homework/practice are scrutinized, 
but not necessarily abolished. 

Included in grade: Educators would be focusing on 
the measuring students against only the designated 
standards. Extraneous elements are all but 
eliminated from the grading. 

Teacher Practice: Grading is a function of 
“tradition” and is rarely thought of as problematic. 
Arithmetic such as “averaging” or “point total” are the 
two popular methods to configure a grade. Little or no 
discussion is held on the subject. Problems are seen 
as with the student (i.e. the student is lazy, has low 
abilities or skills, or is a behavior issue). 

Teacher Practice: Staff is often investigating 
different ways to grade their students. The impact of 
removing homework and extra credit. Discussion on 
viewing grades as a method to separate ability levels 
from the calculation of grades may be discussed. 

Teacher Practice: Staff is looking to connect 
activities and learning to a set of identified standards. 
They are looking to find the best learning experiences 
to maximize a students learning. When one 
experience does not work, they collaborate to find 
others. 

Report Cards: A single letter or number represents 
all elements of grading. The document is rarely 
longer than one page. This type of report card most 
students and parents are accustomed to seeing. 

 

Report Cards: Letter grades are often accompanied 
by comments or another symbol to express effort, 
progress, or attitude. This type of report card may be 
2‐3 pages in length.  

Report Cards: Reporting systems compare a 
student’s work to a standard. Each subject area may 
have several indicators noted. This reporting system 
could be more than 2‐ 10 pages in length.  

 
Parent/Teacher Communication: 
Communication tends to be more reactive. Discipline 
problems or poor grades may require a parent contact. 
Conferences are teacher centered and directive. The 
goal is often to “fix” the child. 

 
Parent/Teacher Communication: Staff may be 
inquiring about better ways to communicate with 
parents.  Less traditional methods may include 
Student‐Led Conferencing, parent university nights, or 
other meet and greet opportunities where parents, 
staff, and students can communicate about the child’s 
needs. The goal is to communicate about the 
student’s accomplishments. 

 
Parent/Teacher Communication: Staff in a S‐B 
grading school would be tying the products of a 
student as measured against an identified standard.  
The conversation would center on what the child, 
parent, and staff members can do to help the student 
achieve those standards not yet attained or strive for 
others. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: Reports like 
the CoGAT, AIMSWeb Reading fluency, Explore, 
Measurement for Academic Progress (MAP), or ISAT 
assessments are not used to direct instruction. They 
are seen as an indicator as of that day (benchmarks) 
and not usually used except to enter or exit students 
from programs. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: Reports are 
reviewed by staff then curriculum decisions may be 
made based on the data provided in the reports. 
Teachers begin being trained how to on using the data 
provided in the reports to direct curriculum decisions. 
Decisions still may be made in isolation and by subject 
or grade level. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: Reports are 
often seen as a way to validate what teachers are 
seeing from students on the standard‐based 
assessments. They are used to re‐direct curriculum 
for individuals and meet a student’s needs. They are 
seen as a diagnostic tool for the teacher as well as the 
student. The process is very collaborative in design. 
Decisions are made as a larger group. 
 
 Teacher Meetings: Meeting time conversing on 

grading centers around securing students with 
missing work. The use of zero’s is likely in place and 
phrases similar to “student responsibility” are used. 
Grades are often the tool used to encourage wanted 
behaviors and to curb unwanted ones. 

Teacher Meetings: Staff is seeking a better way to 
communicate student progress to parents.  
Communication and collaboration on grading is often 
spent investigating ideas. Since the grading system is 
not fully in place much would still need to be 
discussed. Professional Learning Community time is 
often incorporated with its four tenets (DuFour, 
2006). 

Teacher Meetings: Staff meeting time could be 
spent on strategies to get students to be proficient on 
standards. Since the reporting system is fully 
operational and tied to specific indicators, staff would 
be free to focus solely on individual student’s needs. 
“What do I need to do as an instructor to get the 
student to the next level?” We would expect to see 
more instructional planning. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: Teacher web 
pages will often display a grading scale. Since a web 
based document is not a requirement for standards‐
based grading this may not always be evident. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: Grading 
scales may still be posted online. The school or 
district may have information about meetings on 
grading or documents under review. Since a web 
based document is not a requirement for standards‐
based grading this may not always be evident. 

Standardized Assessment Reports: 
School/district reporting system will normally be 
evident. However, it is noted a web‐based document 
is not a requirement for standards‐based grading this 
may not always be evident. 

School Open Houses/Curriculum Nights: 
During meetings held early in the year, teachers may 
hand out upcoming activities and discuss expectations 
for students.Parents may be given a grading scale, 
rubric, syllabus, or outline of the class. 

School Open Houses/Curriculum Nights: If a 
change in grading has recently been introduced, a 
thorough explanation of the new grading system may 
occur. Many questions would need to be answered 
and a Frequently Asked Question (F.A.Q) may be a 
document provided or on the net. 

School Open Houses/Curriculum Nights: Open 
house or curriculum nights are less about the grade 
and centered mainly on the standards to be covered in 
the upcoming weeks/months. Standards‐based 
grades have been established as a reflective method of 
reporting where a student is in relation to a given 
standard. 

Homework: Homework to many teachers is an 
important element to the grading process. Teacher 
may speak of the responsibility or work ethic of a 
student as they complete (or do not complete) 
homework. Teacher may give points for completion 
or use the grade to offset poor performance on 
tests/quizzes. 

Homework: The role of homework in the grading 
and learning process may begin to be challenged. 
Many educators will see it as necessary practice for 
most of their students. Procedures and staff 
discussions may begin to change. 

Homework: Homework is seen as important, but 
only practice.  Grading homework has been 
abandoned. Students are still given opportunities to 
practice (homework), but the grade is seldom or never 
used as an entry in the grade book. 

Student Awareness: Students are often acutely 
aware of the their percentage or point total. When a 
new assignment is given the students often want to 
know the worth of the assignment and the weight. 
The teacher may hear statements like, “How many PO 
points is this worth?” 

Student Awareness: Students may first become 
aware of the standard they are trying to reach. 
Rubrics may give a clearer understanding of what is 
expected. Target boards may even show examples of 
acceptable work. The students are aware of the 
standard they are trying to achieve. 
Students are still often aware of the point value or 
weight of each assignment. 

Student Awareness: Teachers ensure 
Metacognition is part of the learning process. 
Students are not only aware of the standards to be 
learned but also where they are in relationship to that 
standard. 
Teachers post standards when planning and note 
standards on board in classroom. In addition, the 
students would know and understand what steps are 
necessary to achieve each standard. Learning is 
emphasized over grades. 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 1 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 2 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 3 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 4 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 5 
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Seventh Grade Report Card – page 6 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 1 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 2 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 3 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 4 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 5 
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Eighth Grade Report Card – page 6 
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WILDERNESS SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
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Seventh Grade Learning Objectives - page 1 
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Seventh Grade Learning Objectives – page 2 
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Seventh Grade Learning Objectives – page 3 
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Eighth Grade Learning Objectives – page 1 
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Eighth Grade Learning Objectives – page 2 
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Eighth Grade Learning Objectives – page 3 
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Research Protocol Questions 
  
How do middle school educators describe their experiences of moving from a 
traditional grading system to a standards-based grading system?   
  
Overarching questions in bold.  Emphasis underlined.  Protocol questions to be asked 
during interviews listed after letter (not in order of questioning). 
  
1. How do educators describe the change process from traditional to standards-

based grading?  
a. Describe the experiences you have had with grading as an instructor to begin 

your career. (Provide a timeline of events if possible).  
b. How has your thinking changed since the idea of standards-based grading was 

implemented?  
c. What supports or instruction was provided to you and/or the staff to make the 

change to a standards-based system?  
 
2. How do educators’ perceptions of student learning change during the move to a 

standards-based reporting system?  
a. What do you believe to be the main purposes of grading?  
b. Have these beliefs changed after implementation of standards-based grading?  (If 

so, describe these changes).  
 
3. What are the major challenges and successes educators face while changing to a 

standards-based reporting system?   
a. Significant change is usually very difficult, what were challenges involved with 

making the change to a standards-based approach to grading?  
b. What do you believe are the advantages of standards-based grading practices?  
c. What have you experienced to be shortcomings of standards-based grading 

practices?  
d. What do you see as challenges ahead in the area of standards-based grading?  

 
4. What impact has standards-based grading had on teaching and learning in the 

school? 
a. Describe your past and current practices on how you report student progress.  
b. How has your change in grading changed your teaching methodology?  
c. Have you noticed any changes in your students that you would attribute to the 

change in grading?  
 
5. What are the implications in the assessment process for leading the change from 

traditional to standards-based grading?  
a. Describe the changes you have made in assessment since implementing a 

standards-based grading system.  
b. Explain how changes in assessment practices have impacted students learning
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Survey Protocol 

Please complete this brief survey.  Answer the questions below about your experiences 
with: 1) standards-based grading approaches and processes and 2) changing from 
traditional to standards-based grading.  
 
1. How long have you been teaching? 
 
2. When did you join the staff of (NAME) school? 
 
3. Were you working at this school when standards-based grading was first discussed? 
 
4. Were you working at this school when this school changed to a standards-based 

grading approach? 
 
5. What subject do you teach? 
 
6. Explain briefly your experiences with changing from traditional grading to assigning 

grades based on learning standards? 
 
7. Are you willing to be considered as an interview participant for a study of schools 

that changed from traditional grades to standards-based grades?  
 If yes, provide contact information. Name and email address. 
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Phone Interview Protocol 

For principals school with potential to be studied  
 
 
 
1. Give me a brief description of your standards-based report card? 
 
2. Were you working at this school when standards-based grading was first 

implemented? 
 
3. Can I send you a letter of support signifying your willingness to participate in my 

study on standards-based grading? 
 
 
. 
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I, ___________________ , agree to participate in the study entitled, “Transitioning to 

Standards-Based Grading Model at the Middle Level”.  I understand the study will 

require staff being surveyed, interviewed for about an hour, documents reviewed, and 

observations of faculty in team meetings.  

Please be advised that your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may 

withdraw at any time. If you do choose to withdraw, there will be no penalty of any kind. 

In addition, throughout surveys or interview, you are not expected to discuss any material 

that is emotionally sensitive or will make you feel uncomfortable in any capacity.  

Your input will be used in a written report regarding this research topic, and results of 

this study may be published.  However, the identification of your school will remain 

confidential, and I will take all precautions to protect your schools privacy.  

X __________________________  (Signature of Principal) 

Professionally, 
 
Jeffrey Szymczak, Ph.D. Candidate 
Illinois State University 
 
If you have questions on research participants’ rights, and/or would like to file research related injury or 
adverse effect.  Contact the Research Ethics & Compliance Office at Illinois State University: (XXX) 
XXX-XXXX.  
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