CHAPTER 1

Learn From Failures

Mistakes are a fact of life. It is the response to error that counts.

—Nikki Giovanni

o find examples of districts or schools that failed in their efforts

to reform grading and reporting, you don’t have to look far. As
described in the introduction, the road to grading reform is cluttered
with the wreckage of those who took on the challenge and were soundly
defeated in their efforts (Rado, 2016; St. George, 2017).

The leaders of these failed attempts—committed educators convinced
they were doing the right thing—intended to improve grading and
reporting with new policies and practices that benefit students and
enhance communication with families. Most sought advice from promi-
nent consultants who offered specific guidance on implementation. And

all believed that changing grading and reporting was their professional
responsibility.

But often, shortly after initiating the change, these reform leaders
encountered unanticipated problems and organized resistance. When
attempts to address the problems and calm the resistance failed, many
of these leaders were forced to abandon their efforts. The districts and
schools they led then returned to traditional grading and reporting
methods, leaving reform leaders’ credibility in doubt and reliance on

Partions of ths chapter appear in “Class Runk Weighs Dotwn True Learning” (Guskey, 2014a)
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traditions more firmly entrenched chan ever (Field, 20195 Minodl);,d ?glgif
In a few instances, the reform efforts so damaged the goo¢ S;:::r dist%ict
these leaders that they lost their jobs and had to move to aizg)t !

ot retire from the profession (Brochu, 2013; Cregan, 2015)-

To succeed in grading and reporting r eforms, we [Teec_l -to ,u ﬂj zic‘;:zﬂ
why these particular efforts failed. What did these d‘sfrlus .?n hat
do or not do that led to their downfall? And mor¢ tmport fam’b\t' iy
could they have done differently that would have given them a better

[ istri icall
chance at success? This chapter considers how districts typicaily 1
what lessons we can learn

ccessfully implement

go about

reforming grading and reporting practices,
from efforts that failed, and how we can more su

grading and reporting reforms.

How Most Districts Approach Grading and
Reporting Reform |

Many districts and schools approach grading and reporting reform in
similar ways, but most of those approaches are unsuccessful.

Most begin by appointing a report card committee to address the

many problems different stakeholder groups V(.)iCC regz.u'fling gradmi;l
and reporting. Teachers, building leaders, district admm.lsuators, an
occasionally a few parents typically make up this committee. In some
instances, student representatives are included as well.

At the first committee meeting, members discuss their dissatisfaction
with the current report card. Typically, they don’t like its )structl.lre
and believe it offers inadequate information about students’ learning
progress in school. They acknowledge the constraints imposed by t.he
computerized grading program the district purchased, a.md they w1s'h
it was more flexible. They are especially upset that district leaders did
not recognize these limitations before investing such a large sum of
money in the program.

After discussing what they don’t like, a few committee members are
assigned the task of searching the internet for examples of report cards
that other districts or schools have developed. After all, why go to the
trouble of creating an entirely new form if someone else has al{‘eady
developed something useful and effective? These members dutlful.ly
conduct their search and assemble a collection of report cards used in

other districts. They then present their collection of examples to the
other committee members for review.

Committee members study the assorted examples and discuss what
they like and don’t like about each. Based on their discussion, they
develop a hybrid report card, combining the elements they favor from :
the examples. They discuss and revise their hybrid report card and then
present it to district and building leaders, who offer their input. After

another round of revisions, they
present the new report card to
the faculty, along with plans for
implementation.

What committee members
don’t realize throughout this
process is that nearly every
example report card they gath-
ered in their internet search was
developed in exactly this same
way. Districts and schools typ-
ically don’t base their forms on
careful examination of evidence
about what works in grading
and reporting. Nor do they
develop them based on pilot
versions and trials that include
surveys or interviews with var-
ious stakeholders (for example,
parents, students, teachers, and

Learn From Failures

Typical but Unsuccessful
Steps in Grading and
Reporting Reform

. Appoint a report card committee.

. The committee meets to discuss

problems and concerns.

. Selected committee members

search the internet for examples
of report cards from other districts
or schools.

. Commiltee members review exam-

ples, choose what they like, and
combine elements to create a
"hybrid” report card.

. Committee members present their

work to fellow teachers and make
plans for implementation.

school leaders). This search-adapt-implement process, therefore, doesn’t
result in shared knowledge and expanded expertise. Instead, it often
leads to shared naiveté or, in the worst cases, shared ignorance.

What We Can Learn From This Approach

We can learn two important lessons from the lack of success districts

and schools have had with this approach.

1. Don’t initiate reforms in grading and reporting with
the report card. First, decide the what and the why, and
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then decide the how: Because of their vital_role ll‘):i:;
municating information about studcntsj Jearn 1‘ng E]jr;f“ G
and families, report cards must be considered %11 [. Eecmmg
process. But that’s not the place to start. B'cf?rf-‘ arioﬁ ?
how to report, you must first decide whar intorm

most important to report and why you wan? Haginy
The following sections of this chapter describe ¢ 1;:kc ‘7
important decisions schools and districts n'eed.m n‘;l t;uc—
critical issues they must address before considering the s

ture and content of the report card.

2. Don’t guide reform of any aspect of grading and re?;ztt-l
ing with a haphazard internet search. Use subst.a nti :
evidence from quality research: With rare exc.efl)tlons, any:
one with an idea about anything can post their idea on the

i idity or
internet. Few critical checks exist to confirm the validity
1 the internet. Reforms

to report it.

authenticity of information found o Eliciin A 1
in grading and reporting must be guided 1r?stead y qual-
ity research studies, well-designed evaluation reports, or
substantiated evidence gathered from verifiably successful
programs. Grading and reporting are 100 lmportaf;t .anj
the consequences far too serious for reforms to be guide

by guesswork, opinions, and speculation.

To succeed in grading and reporting reform, education leaders nef-:d
to find a better approach. They need to be much.mor'e tha?ught{.'u]
about the process and proceed with the same judic.lous inquiry skills
we encourage students to develop. Specifically, thelf planning efforts
must be purposeful, systemic, informed, and strategic.

How to Learn From Mistakes

The following story was posted on a grading social me.dia site: It
describes one school district’s unsuccessful attempt to revise grading
and reporting. The name of the person who posted the story and the
district name are omitted to protect their anonymity. The story has also

been paraphrased.

This kind of heartbreaking tale is far too common. This district clearly
had dedicated educators at all levels who supported reform efforts. They
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A Sad but Not Uncommeon Story

Our disfrict had been trying to transition fo standardsbased grading.
We started implementation with high school freshmen. The entire district
followed the next school year. We experienced significant resisiance from
parents the first couple of years, but that eventually settled as students °
adjusted and most of the complaining stopped. In my opinion, howevef,
we did not provide our facully with the needed professional development.
Teachers were simply given a book by a prominent consultant and asked
to read it. We had a handful of presenters on standards-based grading
and formed a couple of committees o guide implementation at each
school level. Although a few teachers took the fime to read the book,
most never opened it. Most of our teachers had litlle understanding of
standards-based leaming, and few bought into standards-based grading.

Three new superintendents and four high school principals later, cou-
pled with a great deal of teacher turnover, standards-based learning
and standards-based grading have become a thing of the past in our
district. It's both sad and frustrating for those of us who worked hard to
fully make the transition to standards-based grading. None of us has the
desire or energy o fry again.

read books on grading and reporting reform and invited several consul-
tants to the district to share ideas and offer advice on needed change.
They developed a gradual approach to implementation in order to ease
the transition to new grading and reporting methods. Yet despite their
planning and hard work, the result was a frustrating experience for all.

No one reason accounts for failures such as this in grading and report-
ing reform efforts. Nevertheless, a quick review of troubled programs
and failed efforts reveals that most made the same or quite similar
mistakes. In addition, in nearly every case, school and district leaders
could have anticipated and avoided these mistakes. Taking the fol-
lowing steps will help schools and districts avoid these reform-killing
mistakes. If thoughtfully planned and carefully executed, these steps
can dramatically increase the likelihood of success in any grading and
reporting reform initiative.
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commonplace; making  ment, and grading and reporting.
the complicated simple,
awesomely simple, complete
that's creativity.”

—Charles Mingus
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Keep the Process Simple
Educators often take sim :
and make them inexpli-
d. Granted,

btleties and

Keys to Successful Grading ple

i f
and Reporting Reform -

cably complicate

there are always st y
nuances in education relate

he varied contexts in which

1. Keep the process simple.
2. Complete tasks in order.

3. Address why before what.

tot
: i ur.
4. Understand the importance teaching and learm.ng occ
Of trodilion. But addlng compleXIty to sim-

ple ideas rypically yields con-
fusion rather than clarity. It
often results in the demise
ple is what often”happens
toward standards-

5. Anlicipate opposition.

can confound implementation efforts and
of potentially good ideas. A classic exam
when educators involved in grading reform move
based learning. .

The simple idea of standards-based learning is

“Making the simple to ensure transparency in all elements of the veaching

COIHP 'C(J’ed .S !lﬂd Zearn 1) rocess: Curr'(‘ulum 'nst7ucti0n, assess-
h ' z gp : g X .
HIIS means that

each of these elements must be carefully described,
ly transparent, and clearly understood by
everyone involved: teachers, students, parents, school
leaders, and board members. There can be no excep-

tions and no excuses.

Curriculum

Standards-based learning requires educators to articulate clear learning
goals that identify what students should learn (mn.'e.'fzr) and be rz&!c; T afo
(cognitive behaviors). Effective learning goals always mclud:: both of ¢ ‘1?:56
components (Guskey, 2016b). In other words, you can’t have curric-
ulum content without an accompanying description of what st‘udc'ants
are expected to do with it. Separating content from process within a

curriculum makes no sense.

For example, should students simply know and be able to recall‘the
content? Or should they comprehend and understand it in sufficient
depth to explain it in their own words? Should they be able to apply
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it or transfer it to a new and different context? Once articulated, these
goals should be shared so they become well known by everyone involved:
students, families, teachers, school leaders, and community members.

Typically, we organize learning goals in grade levels at the elementary
level and in courses at the secondary level. But organizational structures
associated with continuous progress, learning progressions, individual-
ized programs, or personalized learning could be equally valid.

Clear learning goals bring meaning to discussions about curriculum
rigor, college and career readiness, and global citizenship. They clarify
the difference between memorizing factual information and developing
enduring understandings. An emphasis on essential questions or power
standards similarly shifts the focus to deeper, more complex, and higher-
level cognitive skills.

Instruction

Educators implementing standards-based learning must develop
instructional activities that help #// students achieve those learning
goals. Here, discussions of students’ entry-level skills, interests, and
cultural differences; learning modalities; differentiated instruction;
project-based learning; cooperative learning; online learning opportu-
nities; flipped classrooms; and alternative forms of instruction become
vitally important.

Assessment

Standards-based educators must identify whar evidence best reflects
students’ achievement of those learning goals. This integrates important
issues related to formative and summative assessments, assessments for
and of learning, multiple ways for students to demonstrate mastery,
authentic and performance-based assessments, meaningful feedback,
and student self-regulation.

Grading and Reporting

Finally, standards-based learning requires educators to use grading
and reporting strategies that meaningfully communicate students’ achieve-
ment of those learning goals. This brings attention to gradebook, report
card, and transcript design; multiple grades reflecting product, process,
and progress criteria; reporting on citizenship, work habits, social and
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and grading and assess learning before we consider how best to grade and report student

. . iti ills; .
emotional learning, and other noncognitive skills; learning progress.

rep‘ortmg policies and pr?ctlc?s. | arency and consis- Implementing standards-based grading without first addressing these
Standards-based learning simply requires tra .li' Jarity and reli- other elements is like trying to put the roof on a house before construct-
tency in these elements. In other words, we must have ® Juate student ing the foundation and building the walls. We lose the central purpose
teach it, how we eVaTtie of transparency in reporting if we do not have clarity on what we are’
being transparent about.

ability in what we teach, how we .
] ) i ress.
learning, and how we report students’ learning prog

is si yse of trar
Given this simple purpose 0 16 trans |
“Simplicity is complex. what basis would anyone oppose standards-based Simplifying our focus also means putting off other

If's never simplle to keep learning? Admittedly, not everyone agrecs on wl‘*xat
things simple. Simple content students most need to learn and Whaf: skills
solutions require the most they should develop. Differences abound in our
advanced fhinking.” education philosophies and what we most value

¢ isions
—Richie Norton as a society. But once we make these decisions,

1sparency, on

“Have a bias toward

issues until we establish purpose and transparency . A
action—let's see

in these essential elements. Appropriate and effective
homework policies, multiple opportunities for stu-
now. You can break
dents to demonstrate mastery or redo assessments, i I
common formative assessments, the consequences at Big|pia info-sma

something happen

would anyone suggest that we keep t'hcse decisions
secret from students and their families? Does anyone think we shou Id
not teach students what we consider most important for them to learn
of not assess students based on what they were taught? Would anyon;
advocate a reporting system that fails to accurately inform p.arents an
families of what students have learned? Of course not! Thls. defining
characteristic of standards-based learning is essential to effective teach-
ing and learning at any level and in any context (Guskey, 2016b).

The more complicated we make the simple process of stal.nd:?rds-bas;:ld
learning, the easier it is to lose track of the ermary and 1ndlsi?1$; e
importance of transparency in these essential elements. Establis 11;1g
and maintaining transparency in these elements must be kept at the
center of this important work. It is vital to success.

Complete Tasks in Order

Occasionally, reformers make the mistake of not addressing the ESsel
tial elements of curriculum, instruction, assessment, and reporting in
order. As discussed eatlier, problems always arise when educators change
grading practices or the report card and ey ahead .w1th stz%ndards(;
based reporting without first addressing curriculum, instruction, an
assessment. This can lead to frustration, inconsistent implementation,
and eventual abandonment of the entire reform process. We must always
address issues regarding what we teach, how we teach it, and how we

for not turning in assignments on time, and so on  Sf€PS and fake the first

are all important issues. But they are not essential
elements of standards-based learning. Taking on all
these issues at the beginning of the reform process
seriously complicates implementation. It also drastically increases the
magnitude of change required for most teachers. If we establish purpose
and transparency first, discussions of these other issues will naturally
evolve and can be dealt with in a more focused and decisive way.

Standards-based learning is a simple idea. Complexity comes in its
implementation. To successfully implement standards-based learning
requires that we keep the simple purpose of transparency in mind and
do things in order while adapting to the unique and complex contex-
tual characteristics of different schools and classrooms. Implementation
efforts will succeed not by making this simple idea more complex but
by finding new and better ways to adapt and apply the idea in widely
varied and highly diverse school settings (Guskey, 2016b).

Address Why Before What

As previously discussed, many attempts to reform grading and report-
ing begin by revising the report card. Reformers start by changing what
they include on the report card, the report card’s structure, how they
determine grades, and numerous other policies related to report card
grades. Some educators work with the developer of their computerized

step right away.”
—Indira Gandhi
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thorough explanation of why the change is important, and specific

evidence to support the change can drastically improve their openness
to and acceptance of change.

. anized
i ers laulu.h orga
grading program to make speciﬁe adaptanuns. Other

o 0 €X S
plain 8| akcholdc:r groups,

efforts to explain the planucd chaugcs L’[(-J valmus st o marors. boar

" - 19 3 ;‘. ! o )

i i 5 hers, parents and families, dministrato board )

mcludmg students, teac P - ' ’ : -

"y o*
members, and community leaders. It is necessary for us

or, that stake- L& . . A learn fr hers’
. iz wever, that s Traditions have an important role in every soci- fo learn from others
i to recognize, ho ‘ .

These committed educators fail g s R : . 7 5o B el
holders’ 1 not so much about what 1s ety. They are the way we transmit customs, beliefs,  mistakes. You will:not live

olders’ initial concerns are d : s : .

b hy i d hange Srakeholders don't see the grading- ot or ways of acting from one generation to the next. long enough to make
about why it needs to change.

ay consider obvious. They

All our traditions have some origin in the past, and
complications associated

they provide a sense of stability and consistency

- : -
reporting-related problems that reformers 1

them all yourself”
don’t understand, for example, the reporting

—Hyman G. Rickover

ades, class rank, the use

with percentage grades, plus and minus gr Ly
ofa sipngle gra?ie tgo descrifl))c students’ performance, of éhcl::lbg;;?;i
use of mathematical algorithms to calculat? grat.lcs ( -ius [);1,6 o
Stakeholders experienced all these aspects of gradl.ng Whl’ﬂﬂthc Yknow
in school. They see little reason to change something that they

and believe has always worked well.

form initiatives must always begin
nging percentage grades, for exflm—
ing how difficult teachers find it to

For this reason, explanations of re
with why rather than what. In challe
le, reformers must start by explain : ‘ _
l:clhbly apply a grading scale that includes 101 discrete levels nfé)g;
formance, two-thirds of which denote levels of failure (Guskey, 2009,

2013; Guskey & Brookhart, 2019). Discussions of class rank should

i is s he s and
begin with descriptions of the impact this process has on student

how, in many instances, it actually h :
to highly selective colleges and universities (Boccella, 2016).

urts students’ chances of admission

In explaining the shift to multiple grades, ref(')rmers shou.ld‘ lc.iescnbj
how combining aspects of achievement, behav1or‘, respo?mbl ity and
effort into a single grade makes the grade impossible to 1nterPret an
diminishes the value of grades in efforts to help stuc%ents 1m¥)iov§
(Guskey, 2018a). To move away from the use of mathematical algorit 1[;15
in determining students’ grades, educators must show‘parents cx.anIp es
of how these mindless calculations often falsely depict what students
have learned and are able to do (Guskey & Jung, 2016; Rose, 2016).

Stakeholders in the grading and reporting process are ;‘g‘encrall}tl rea-
sonable people who sincerely want what is best for s'tudcnts. They Zia ng
on to traditions because they see nothing wrong with them. Providing
these different stakeholder groups with a sound rationale for change, a

as we move forward in time. Traditions give us
security in a world filled with change and uncertainty. But maintaining

traditions that have long outlived their purpose and usefulness can also
stifle progress.

As discussed in the introduction, many grading policies and prac-
tices are based more on tradition rather than evidence of effectiveness.
Educators do this not because they know it works well but simply
because “we’ve always done it that way.” Changing the way we grade
and report student learning means challenging these traditions with
the knowledge and confidence that we can do better. But challenging
time-honored traditions also means disrupting the security those tradi-
tions provide. It means pushing people away from something they find
comfortable and familiar and toward a place of uncertainty and anxiety.

Some reform leaders and consultants try to do this through con-
frontation. They describe these long-held traditions in grading as evil
and indefensible. To these reform advocates and consultants, changing

such traditions is not just the duty of responsible educators—it is a
moral imperative.

But confrontation rarely succeeds. Instead, it causes discussions of
change to degenerate into battles of opposing opinions that divert atten-
tion and diminish reform efforts. Evidence indicates that to debate
another’s opinions often serves only to deepen the other’s attachment
to those opinions (Maeli, 2016). Thus, even when confrontation leads
to change, that change tends to be short-lived. It lasts only as long as it
takes for opponents of the change to get organized, gather support, and
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press those in charge to return to the traditional policies and practices Why not honor those students who work hard and make carning high
they believe to be tried, true, and still valuable. grades a priority? Doesn’t this process motivate students to do their best?
To succeed in reform efforts, leaders must be sensitive to the loss of And how else would you select the class valedictorian?
security, the intense anxiety, and the extreme discomfort that accom- There is nothing wrong, of course, with recognizing excellent aca-
“Tradition becomes pany abandoning establish.cd tr.aditif)ns. They must .dcmic perforfnance. All educators champion the idea of acknowledg- )
our security, and when clearly ul}q.crstand the historical 1mport.anc'e Oj ing students. outstanding scholastic achievements. Educators also
thamindiis:securd these tmd:t'lons and why educators ba“’e malr.ltame want to provide students with incentives to work hard and do their
il e ! them despite the lack of substantiating evidence. very best. But ranking students based on their cumulative GPA and
it Most important, leaders must be ready to offer new, using that ranking to determine the class valedictorian pits students
—Jiddu Krishnamurti evidence-based traditions to take their place. against each other to attain that singular distinction. The process

often results in aggressive and sometimes bitter competition among
high-achieving students to be that top-ranked individual. Gaining the
honor requires not simply becoming a high achiever; it requires out-
doing everyone else in the class. And sometimes the difference among
these top-achieving students is as little as one-hundred-thousandth of
a decimal point in their weighted GPA. For one student’s poignant
portrayal of this process, see the YouTube video “Valedictorian Shocks
World With Brutally Honest Graduation Speech” (www.youtube.com
Iwatch?v=a5ugNhfNHLS; Tolley, 2016), which has had more than six

million views.

Consider, for example, the eatlier discussion about challenging the
craditions of calculating class rank and selecting the class valedictorian
(Guskey, 2014a). In most high schools throughout North America,
graduating students are ranked according to their cumulative grade
point average, or GPA. Many high school educators feel compelled to
rank-order graduating students because selective colleges and universities
require this information as part of the application process. But while
those colleges and universities might have required that information in
the past, that requirement is not nearly as prevalent today.

A survey by Eric Hoover (2012) found that only 19 percent of colleges
\‘/ and universities say class rank has considerable importance in the appli-
7 cation process, and since then that percentage has d ropped even further
since 2012 (O’Brien, 2014). Most admissions officers actually express
serious skepticism about the meaningfulness of class rank (McKibben,
2017). Schools maintain the practice of calculating class rank primarily

" because it is a long-held tradition.

Some high schools address this issue by identifying the ten top-
ranked students in the class, rather than picking a single top-ranked
individual. But while this policy may ease the tension among those
ten students, it does little for the student ranked eleventh. Plus the
choice of ten is quite arbitrary. Why not twelve? Or twenty? Or the
top 10 percent so the number varies depending on

class enrollment? Regardless of the number or per- “The less there is fo

Using class rank to select the class valedictorian is also a prevalent tra- centage chosen, the result is the Teepeic iushily o raditionl
dition in U.S. high schools. This tradition is particularly ironic because ’ Same: RIS POLCY
defines excellence not in terms of challengi d custom, the harder
the term valedictorian has nothing to do with academic achievement. rioorous learni . cnging an) itis foget rid of it”
It comes from the Latin vale dicere, which means “to say farewell” ? . I_lmg criteria but in terms of a student’s
relative standing among classmates (Guskey, 2014a). —Mark Twain

(Wikipedia, 2019). It is the individual selected from the graduating

class to deliver a farewell address at the commencement ceremony called To successfully challenge this tradition and change the system, we

need to have another system to take its place. The criterion-based Latin
system most colleges and universiti i ievi
y sitie -
Suppose we wanted to challenge these traditions of class rank and students. for gl : ful al > use to honor high-achicving
R ' . » tor example, is a usetul alternati iti i
class valedictorian selection. First, we would need to address why we system. At these i cat d atlze Sl e
. : ; . - . se institutions, students gr i
want to do this. What is wrong with recognizing academic excellence? ’ B S el honcll

a valedictory.
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magna cum laude (with great honor), and summa cum laude (with highest
honor). Schools award such status based on students’ cum ulative GPAs,
typically 3.50-3.74 for cum laude, 3.75-3.99 for magna cum laude, a nd
4.0 for summa cum laude.

In turn, we could adopt the procedures thar colleges and universities
use for selecting the student commencement speaker or valedictorian
(Guskey, 2011). Depending on the institution, high-achieving college
or university graduates might vote to determine who will represent
them as valedictorian at the commencement ceremony. [n some cases,
the entire graduating class nominates and then votes for the person
who best represents the class ideals. Sometimes, the faculty appoint
the valedictorian based on a merit system that takes into account not
only grades bur also involvement in meaningful service projects and
extracurricular activities. At some institutions, students compete in an
essay contest to give the valedictory speech, while at other schools, a
committee composed of students and faculty nominates students for
the honor (Guskey, 2014a).

Would a system like this work at the high school level? As described
in On Your Mark (Guskey, 2015), it works at Wilson High School in
Reading, Pennsylvania. Wilson High School made this change after
hearing from past valedictorians that they felt victimized by the compe-
tition to maintain the highest GPA. Some students reported that it made
high school a repressive, unpleasant experience. Under the changed
policy, Wilson rewards students for academic achievement measured
against rigorous standards of excellence instead of comparing them
to their peers (Heesen, 2013). Both parents and students have had an
overwhelmingly positive response to the change at Wilson High School,
In describing the change, one high-achieving Wilson student said, “1
feel that the new system puts the focus on your education instead of
competing for a name” (Heesen, 2013). And who delivers the vale-
dictory at the graduation ceremony? A committee made up of faculty
members chooses that student, and any senior can audition. Redmond
High School in Redmond, Oregon, has implemented a similar program
(Tribune, 2013).

These schools succeeded in challenging long-held traditions because
they focused on why issues first. They addressed stakeholders’ concerns
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and then implemented evidence-based alternatives that were better for
students. They replaced a tradition that had long outlived its usefulness
with a new tradition that has proven better for everyone involved. They
were purposeful, systematic, informed, and strategic.

Anticipate Opposition : /

Educators typically make two major mistakes regarding opposition
to their proposed grading and reporting reforms. First, they don’t antic-
ipate opposition. Based on what they’ve read and what charismatic
consultants have told them, they believe everyone will recognize that
they are doing the right thing. As a result, it surprises them when anyone
doubts the value and reasonableness of their actions. Second, they view
the opposition as antagonistic. They see those opposed to these changes
as opponents of progress who are stuck in old ways of thinking and
misguided about what is truly best for students.

31

Let’s be clear about this: there will always be “We must nof confuse

opposition. As described earlier, challenging long- dissent with disloyalty.

held traditions evokes uncertainty and anxiety. It When th

threatens the security we feel in things we have Enieleys
known and believed to work. It also goes against
what we have experienced. Change is hard under
any circumstances, and when it flies in the face of dies with it

tradition, it is all the more difficult.

But those who oppose reforms in grading and reporting are generally
not antagonistic. They don’t oppose the reform just because it means
change. Their opposition stems from genuine care for students’ well-
being, especially when those students are their children (Franklin
Buckmiller, & Kruse, 2016). ’

To succeed in reforming grading and reporting, therefore, educators
must understand three things about those who may oppose the change.

1. New reforms challenge a system that opponents know
and believe they understand: Grading and reporting have

. temained relatively unchanged since the early part of the
20th century. The grading policies and practices teachers
currently use are much the same as teachers used when

the soul of America

—Edward R. Murrow

opposition dies, | think
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most parents, board members, school leaders, and com-
munity members were in school. These stakeholders have
personal experience with the current system, see nothing
wrong with it, and don’t understand why it is inadequate
for students. They need to be convinced that change is even
necessary before they can consider the specific reforms ed-

ucators pI’OpOSC.

. Opponents not only know the traditional grading and

reporting systems of the past but also often thrived
within them: In many cases, these individuals succeeded
in school because they figured out the grading system and
knew what they needed to do to earn high grades. They be-
haved well in class. They did their homework. They turned
in assignments on time. They took advantage of every extra-
credit opportunity their teachers offered. In other words,
they learned the rules and played by those rules. They mas-
tered the grading system, inadequate as it may have been,
and feel well qualified to pass along their wisdom to others,
especially their children. Phillip Jackson (1986G) refers to
this as « presumption of shared identity bias that reinforces
the status quo. They believe that if the system worked for
them, it will also work well for their children.

FEducators who press for more meaningful and accurate
grading and reporting must help these stakeholders under-
stand that previous grading practices often miscom muni-
cated actual school achicvement. In fact, the same policies
and practices that benefited them may have harmed other
students, especially those who were less privileged and had
fewer advantages. These stakeholders need to know that the
proposed reforms will result in grades that more accurately
reflect what students have learned and are able to do, rather
than how well students abided by the teacher’s rules and
manipulated the grading system. They need to understand
thar grades are temporary markers of learning progress, not
judgments of students as individuals. Most important, they
must recognize that grading and reporting serve primarily

Learn From Failures

as a communication tool between teachers and families to
guide and coordinate efforts to help all students succeed.

3. Opponents of reform often fear the proposed changes
will have a detrimental effect on their own children:
These individuals believe the reforms may alter their chil-
dren’s motivation to do well in school and their commitment
to hard work. Sometimes, they believe the changes will
put their children at a disadvantage when it comes to the
college admissions process, earning scholarships, or getting
the best jobs. In the absence of solid, confirming evidence,
they are unwilling to accept reform leaders’ opinions that
these damaging effects will not occur, and they refuse to
sacrifice their children’s future and well-being for the sake
of untested innovation.

To counter such concerns, reformers must be prepared to support pro-
posed changes with verifiable evidence. They must offer specific research
that investigates the effects of grading reforms on student motivation
(Stan, 2012). They should review the results of evaluation reports that
discuss college admissions officers’ acceptance of new reporting forms
(Achieve, 2014; Buckmiller & Peters, 2018; Great Schools Partnership,
2018; Hanover Research, 2011; Riede, 2018). They should provide evi-
dence from surveys of students, teachers, and parents regarding their
satisfaction with current grading policies and practices (Guskey &
Link, 2019¢; Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011a). Most important, they
should make plans to gather evidence from different stakeholder groups
throughout the implementation process and use that evidence to guide
any adaptations or revisions that may be needed to improve results.

. No reform in education goes forward without some level of opposi-
tion. In many instances, however, we can anticipate that opposition.
With grading and reporting reforms, we can anticipate that opposition
will come from concerned stakeholders, especially parents and families
who sincerely want what is best for their children. They simply are not
yet convinced the advocated reforms are necessarily better, especially
when they run counter to well-established traditions.

W . . .
€ cannot ignore such opposition. We also can’t address it through
ar i

gument or confrontation. Instead, we must anticipate opposition and
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address it directly with patience, purpose, and resolve. Itis far easier to
disarm a potential opponent before a conflict begins than in the midst
of a battle. By anticipating opponents’ concerns
and addressing those immediately as part of intro-
ducing change, reformers can guarantee less trou-

than by your own.” . 4 :
Y Yo blesome implementation and a far greater chance
—Aesop of success.
Summary

No one knows exactly how many grading and reporting reform efforts
have succeeded or failed. This is especially true of efforts to implement
standards-based approaches to grading and reporting, both because
these programs vary so widely and because success is hard to'define. Is
reporting on specific standards or strands of standards in each subject
area or class enough, or must we also tie proficiency to specific student
work samples? Is changing the report card in grades K-5 sufficient,
or must the change include the middle school and high school report

cards as well?

Regardless of the criteria for success, it's clear that many grading and
reporting reform efforts don't get very far. A few years into the process,
opponents gather support and call for a return to traditional grading and
reporting policies and practices; and eventually, reforms are cast aside.

Because every district and school is different, no single approach to
reform will always work. But reform efforts that simplify the process,
take things in order, address why before what, understand the impor-
cance of traditions like those associated with class rank and valedictorian
selection, and anticipate opposition have a far greater chance of success.
To bring about meaningful and enduring change, reform efforts must be
purposeful, systematic, informed, and strategic. The next chapter turns
to an important initial step in this strategic reform process: forming a

Coalition for Change.

CHAPTER 2

Form a Coalition for Change

No one can whistle a symphony. It takes a whole orchestra to play it.

—H. E. Luccock

‘ v.:;”atching the wildlife on the Maasai Mara in Kenya, Africa, is an
.+ incredible experience. It’s especially striking to see how these
amazing animals have learned to collaborate. Experience has taught
them that they are better off when they work together and are in greatest
danger when they are alone. Strength, security, and effectiveness come
with numbers, while isolation leaves you vulnerable and weak. Your
chances of success and sustainability dramatically improve when you
collaborate with others, even when they are different from you.

In Africa, the gazelle, impala, topi, wildebeest, and zebra all travel
together. They know that when it comes to spotting danger, twenty eyes
are better than two. While one set of eyes looks for food, numerous
other sets of eyes look out for danger. If a threat is spotted, the alert
goes out to all, and together, they escape to safety.

Cheetahs and lions have likewise learned that they are stronger and
more effective together than alone. When they form coalitions and work
collaboratively, they are far more successful in capturing prey. Coalitions
of chr:e_tahs and prides of lions are also able to pursue a wider variety
I)-f prey than they can as individuals. Animals that a single cheetah or
lon could not take on alone, a coalition of cheetahs or pride of lions
can. When they coordinate their efforts, take on different roles and




