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ABSTRACT 

Problem: There is an existing cycle of questionable grading practices at the K-12 level. As a 

result, districts continue to search for innovative methods of evaluating and reporting student 

progress. One result of this effort has been the adoption of a standards-based grading approach. 

Research concerning standards-based grading implementation has resulted in an abundance of 

strategies to change existing practices used by educators. Very little attention has been given to 

the experience of new educators, who are still developing their educational pedagogy and 

practice for the first time. 

 

Procedures: This hermeneutic phenomenology (Heidegger, 2008; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 

2000) explored the lived experience of 11 first or second year teachers in districts currently 

utilizing a standards-based grading approach. The research question for this study was: What is 

the lived experience of first or second year K-12 educators in districts using standards-based 

grading policies? This overarching research question was supported by five supporting sub- 

questions, which utilized Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization as a 

conceptual framework.  Purposeful, criterion, and stratified purposive sampling were all used for 

recruiting participants for this study (Creswell, 2014; Salmons, 2010; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 

2000). Data was collected using a three-interview approach recommended by Seidman (2013), 

including life history, details of experience, and reflection on the meaning. Additional data 

gathered included supplemental materials and researcher reflections. The data analysis process 

included coding, triangulation, member-checking, and inter-coder agreement. 

 



xii 

 

 

Findings: Findings were communicated in a descriptive and interpretive method, in order to gain 

understanding of a specific phenomenon (Heidegger, 2008; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000). 

Data analysis resulted in the following findings: (a) inconsistencies with grading and assessment 

preservice training, (b) student teaching experiences, (c) professional development practice 

concerning grading and assessment, (d) focusing on connections with students, (e) navigating the 

traditional K-12 assessment model, (f) experiences of new teachers as K-12 students, (g) grading 

based on standards, (h) inconsistencies in SBG implementation, (i) balancing theory and 

practice, (j) the role of mentors, (k) the function of PLCs, (l) the role of new educators on teacher 

teams, (m) the responsibility of teachers to grade student work, (n) holding students accountable 

for their work, and (o) translating a number to a letter grade.  

 

Conclusions: Varying experiences in preservice programs, the presence of a mentor, a lack of 

consistent SBG implementation, and fundamental misunderstandings of the standards-based 

grading system create a unique lived experience for the new educators.  

 

Recommendations: Preservice programs should be providing more specific training for new 

educators in the areas of assessment and grading. Preservice educators would benefit from more 

explicit instruction concerning assessment and grading; specifically, preservice programs should 

explore implementing a specific assessment and grading course. Districts that are currently 

utilizing a standards-based model should ensure consistent implementation of SBG building and 

district-wide, as well as adopt a competency-based professional development model for their 

teachers concerning grading and assessment practice. It is essential for districts to consistently 

and accurately communicate the rationale for SBG to their respective faculties. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Since the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001, there has been an increase in 

the amount of testing and assessment taking place in the K-12 American school (Coburn, Hill, & 

Spillane, 2016).  The rise of the common standards, such as the Common Core or other state and 

national sets of standards, have changed the way teachers are operationalizing assessment and 

grading in the classroom (Coburn et al., 2016; Swan, Guskey, & Jung, 2014).  With the added 

emphasis on standards-based achievement and accountability, more school teachers and 

administrators across the country have begun adopting modified or innovative methods of 

assessment in their classrooms; specifically, through the use of standards-based grading 

techniques (Marzano, 2010).  While the topic of grading is not a new or modern conversation for 

American schools, it has again been thrust into the spotlight as a much-needed area of 

development for student achievement (Hattie, 2009). 

 The use of assessment is extremely important in the K-12 classroom, because assessment 

guides the instruction given by the teacher (Greenberg & Walsh, 2012).  However, the actual 

utilization of assessment and grading in classrooms is not typically beneficial given the 

inconsistency and subjectivity of the assessment or grade given by the instructor (Bowers, 2011; 

Brimi, 2011; Cheng & Sun, 2015; Fletcher, Meyer, Anderson, Johnston, & Rees, 2012; Guskey, 

1990, 1994, 2006, 2013; Marzano, 2010; Mello, 2010; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; Waltman & 

Frisbie, 1994).  The leaders behind grading reforms, such as standards-based grading efforts, 

have focused on trying to revise the way students, teachers, administrators, and parents view 

assessment and grading in the classroom.  Consequently, these reforms are directly affecting the 

learning and achievement of students in the K-12 setting. 
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 Classroom teachers are one of the most important or influential groups in the discussion 

of assessment and grading.  The teachers are among the individuals tasked with developing, 

administering, scoring, and reporting assessments to students, parents, higher educational 

institutions, or other institutions with vested interest in academic progress or achievement.  Yet, 

teachers consider grading one of the least appealing aspects of their work as educators (Blount, 

2016).  As Mitton-Kuckner, Munroe, Graham, & Francis (2015) explained when addressing 

these feelings towards assessment they stated, “The ongoing challenge of misunderstandings 

surrounding grades between [teachers] and students, are further compounded by the traditional 

assumptions about assessment” (p. 336).  There are tensions that exist between teachers’ 

opinions and trainings on how assessments should be used, including what teachers need to 

know in terms of assessment before they enter the profession. 

 The experience of new teachers graduating from effective pre-service programs is the 

most effective vehicle or conduit to address poor teaching techniques in schools, including 

grading (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Griess & Keat, 2014; Neuby, 2010; Schinske & Tanner, 2014). 

Dufour (2015) noted that in 1998, the most common level of experience for an educator was 15 

years; in 2013, the most common level had fallen to one year. Teaching staffs are getting 

younger, and this influx of youth has provided a fresh generation of teacher preparation program 

graduates who are, at times, entering a building or district that utilizes an unfamiliar grading or 

assessment concept.  

 The experience of a new educator in a standards-based grading building or district is a 

unique one.  A new teacher has not spent considerable time assessing or grading beyond the 

student teaching experience, and then the new teacher is left to develop and articulate a new style 

of grading that may be unfamiliar to them.  The increase in youth on teaching faculties, coupled 
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with the growing number of buildings or districts adopting standards-based grading practices, led 

to this study on the lived experience of first or second year teachers.  

Statement of the Problem 
 

Grading and assessment practices of K-12 educators continue to be among the most 

discussed areas of reformation in schools (Anderson, 1998; Barnes & Buring, 2012; Bowers, 

2011; Brimi, 2011; Guskey, 1994, 2013; Kohn, 2011; Randall & Engelhard, 2009, 2010; Urich, 

2012; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994).  Assessment is defined as “the process of gathering 

information about student learning to inform education-related decisions” (National Task Force 

on Assessment for Teachers, 2016, p.3).  Marks are terms given to individual assignments, and 

grading is described as how a teacher or professor “judges the adequacy of students’ 

performances and then communicates the results of those evaluations to students, parents, and 

others” (Guskey, 2015, p. 9).  For this study, assessment will be considered the process of 

planning and gathering information on student learning.  Marks will be values given by the 

teacher at the assignment level. Grading will be described as the process of assigning a value or 

number to judge the adequacy of student performance over time on a group of assessments. 

Addressing grading and assessment practices in the classroom can be quite difficult 

because of differing beliefs in the value and purpose of grades in schools, the appropriate 

utilization of grades, the role of homework, and the effects of grades on student achievement 

relative to a range of teaching styles (Anderson, 1998; Bonesronning, 2004; Brookhart, 2015; 

Cheng & Sun, 2015; Cushman, 2010; Dufour, 2015; Kelly, 2008; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; 

Stitt & Pula, 2011; Willingham, Pollack, & Lewis, 2002).  As Guskey, Jung, and Swan (2011) 

explained, “Developing meaningful, reasonable, and equitable grading policies and practices will 

continue to challenge…educators” (p. 675).  Grading and assessment practices are one of the 
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most frequently identified areas for improvement in the modern classroom (Bowers, 2011; Cox 

& Olsen, 2009; Marzano, 2010), which has given rise to new methods and ways of thinking 

about assessment in schools.  Senge (2006) referred to grading and assessment as a “high 

leverage” opportunity for change, given the significant effect assessment and grading practices 

can have on student achievement (Hattie, 2009).  More specifically, questions have begun to 

emerge concerning how new teachers are being trained as assessors before they enter the 

classroom. 

There is an existing cycle of questionable grading practices at the K-12 level, particularly 

with new teachers (Imperial, 2012; Levine, 2006; Senge et al., 2012; Wagner, 2008).  

Nationwide, as school district leaders continue to examine more effective and consistent forms of 

grading for their teachers to implement, many have concluded that standards-based or standards-

referenced grading systems are the most desirable systems to adopt due to their inherent 

alignment with the Common Core State Standards (Dufour, 2015; Guskey et al., 2011; Hooper & 

Cowell, 2014; Marzano, 2010; Senge et al., 2012; Spencer, 2012; Townsley, 2013).  However, 

because of the lack of modeling and training for teachers surrounding assessment and grading at 

the higher education level, schools have been forced to retrain, and in many cases, train, their 

current staff members on how and why to change their methods in the classroom.  This has 

resulted in an abundance of inquiry and the development of strategies to help veteran teachers 

change their existing, flawed grading strategies in the classroom (Allen, 2005; Anderson, 1998; 

Bowers, 2011; Brookhart, 2015; Cox & Olsen, 2009; Docan, 2006; Dufour, 2015; Guskey et al., 

2011; Guskey, 2013; Spencer, 2012).  Very little attention has been given to teacher preparation 

programs, and in particular, the assessment, training, and practice of pre-service teachers and the 

implementation of those strategies into new teacher classrooms. 
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Researchers who have examined pre-service teacher preparation holistically have found 

that new teachers are likely to replicate their own experiences in grading and teaching in their 

respective classrooms (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Griess & Keat, 2014; Lunenberg, Kothragen, & 

Swennen, 2007).  Many future teachers begin to construct a nascent philosophy concerning 

grading and assessment during their K-12 schooling.  The majority of pre-service teachers begin 

their training immediately following high school graduation, and often this assessment 

framework becomes the focal point for their own grading practices.  Therefore, a goal of the pre-

service program is to rework this framework.  This is a process that Hattie (2009) identified as, 

“de-schooling” (p. 110).  In his examination of pre-service teacher programs and new teacher 

experience in the classroom, Hattie (2009) noted, “It seems surprising that the education of new 

teachers seems so data-free; maybe this is where future teachers learn how to ignore evidence, 

emphasizing craft, and look for positive evidence that they are making a difference” (p. 110). 

The limited research conducted on pre-service teacher training has focused more on the 

experience of the pre-service teacher as a whole, rather than specifically on assessment, 

assessment training, and the implementation of those skills in the K-12 classroom. 

Researchers who have focused on higher education learning have identified a general 

belief of professors that the emphasis of collegiate coursework should be on theory and strategy.  

If the foundation of theory and strategy is strong, new college graduates will be able to adopt and 

implement their learned foundations into their work experience (Adams, 2005; Cizek, Fitzgerald, 

& Ranchor, 1996; Dufour, 2015; Fletcher et al., 2012; Greenberg, McKee, & Walsh, 2013; 

McClure & Spector, 2015; Neuby, 2010; Wagner, 2008; White & Fantone, 2010; Willingham et 

al., 2002).  However, this approach does not appear to be serving pre-service teachers well.  As 

Levine (2006) noted, 62% of current educators reported that their schools of education failed to 
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prepare them for the modern classroom.  This provides evidence for a disconnect between the 

instruction pre-service teachers had in college, as opposed to the knowledge and skills they need 

to apply in their classroom once hired by a school or district. 

Researchers have shown that teachers tend to grade based on their own experience of 

grading (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Griess & Keat, 2014; Lunenberg et al., 2007).  If the issue of 

assessment and grading in the K-12 setting is to be addressed, a systemic approach is necessary. 

This begins with the training, assessment, and grading of pre-service teachers.  The professors 

responsible for instructing assessment and grading theory and modeling their use are currently 

the primary influencers of pre-service educators’ future behaviors.  However, an in-depth 

examination of a professor’s unique position of influence on current K-12 assessment practice 

has not been done.  Ultimately, the success of grading and assessment practices of new teachers 

should reflect the preparation of these students at the pre-service level. 

 This study sought to explore and evaluate the transferal of understanding and 

operationalizing of innovative assessment and grading techniques from preservice training to 

implementation in new teachers’ classrooms.  The lived experience of new teachers in districts 

utilizing alternate assessment and grading models has yet to be examined in detail in existing 

literature.  The study is qualitative in nature, and used formal interviews as a primary tool of 

gathering data.  The approach was a phenomenology, focused specifically on the lived 

experience of assessment and grading for new teachers in the K-12 classroom in a Midwest state.  

Purpose Statement 

 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand and interpret the transferal 

of understanding and operationalizing of innovative assessment and grading techniques for first 

or second year educators in K-12 practice through an analysis of their lived experience.  The 
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issue of grading and assessment practice in the K-12 classroom will be better understood, and 

perhaps more easily rectified, by using an exploratory purpose statement detailing this transferal 

of technique, philosophy, and experience of these professors and their own classroom practices 

used with students (Butin, 2010).  

Research Questions 
 

 The research question for this study was: What is the lived experience of first or second 

year K-12 educators in districts using standards-based grading policies?  The sub questions for 

this study address Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization, and include: 

● What is the exposure of training for new teachers in standards-based K-12 classrooms, 

including pre-service training and in-service development? 

● What role does previous experience in K-12 schooling play in new educators’ 

perspectives on assessment and grading? 

● How are current district, state, or national policies and practices impacting new teacher 

perspectives and experiences concerning standards-based grading? 

● What role does team learning and development positively or negatively play in new 

teachers’ perspectives concerning standards-based grading? 

● How do new teachers conceptualize and explain their role as assessors and graders in the 

K-12 classroom? 

Significance of the Study 

 This study contributes to the existing knowledge base concerning grading and assessment 

practice in the K-12 setting.  It examined, in detail, the lived experience of first or second year 

teachers in the schools or districts comprehensively utilizing standards-based grading models.  

University or college educators in pre-service training programs gain insight into the current 



8 

 

reality that exists for new teacher graduates.  In addition, the findings of this study can be used to 

help prepare graduates for the 21st century classroom. 

 Administrators and principals also find value in this study. A detailed account of the 

experience of new teachers helps identify strengths or areas of improvement of induction models 

for new teachers, specifically new teachers in districts with revised grading strategies and 

techniques.  As previously stated, the most common level of teaching experience in schools is 

one year (Dufour, 2015).  Examining the lived experience and perceptions of new teachers is a 

strong contribution to the knowledge base for administrators and principals. 

 This study helps bridge the gap of understanding between the training, previous 

perceptions, or experiences of new teachers and revised assessment and grading practices in 

schools. 

Conceptual Framework 

Conceptual framework is a logical foundation to help ground a study, and is used to help 

demonstrate the reason and rigor of the research (Ravitch & Riggan, 2016).  Simply stated, a 

conceptual framework is any way of examining an issue (Butin, 2010).  Examining a complex 

topic such as grading and assessment requires a strong conceptual framework.  This ensures the 

research questions and approach of the study resonate with the intended goals and outcomes.  For 

this study, Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization will serve as a 

conceptual framework to examine new teachers’ experiences in buildings that have adopted 

standards-based grading. 

A school is a fully functioning system, with a number of parts influencing one another in 

a variety of ways.  When studying or identifying issues concerning schools and education, 

Friedman and Allen (2011) suggested utilizing a systems lens.  They noted that simply 
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examining individual parts in a school or district, such as teachers, staff, students, and 

administration, cannot fully explain the experience of an individual in that school or district.  The 

realm of education is complex, with many independent and dependent factors influencing the 

experiences and behaviors of others.  Therefore, when studying the human experience in a school 

setting, a systems approach is the most appropriate.  Senge (2006), in his work on management 

theory and technique in learning organizations, explained five disciplines that are necessary in 

order for success in the modern era.  These disciplines are: personal mastery, mental models, 

building a shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking (Senge, 2006).  When combined, 

the disciplines create a fully functioning learning organization.  

Senge (2006) defined the characteristics of the five disciplines, citing examples of 

behavior and mindset that accompany each discipline.  The disciplines are as follows: 

● Personal mastery focuses on the proficiency of the individual, or the individual’s 

ability to develop their craft and become efficient in their skill;  

● Mental models are the assumptions or generalizations the individual holds, 

guiding their thought processes and decision-making; 

● Shared vision occurs when the individual understands and adopts a common goal 

or objective; 

● Team learning involves dialogue and coordination between multiple individuals 

for a common goal; 

● Systems thinking is the ability to understand how the previous four disciplines are 

connected.  The ability to be a systems thinker creates a shift in the ability of the 

individual to see the way that all interactions, factors, and consequences influence 
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one another, and allows for individuals to see the larger structure of the 

organization as opposed to the independence of one specific factor (Senge, 2006).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1. The Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization (Senge, 2006) 

Systems thinking can, and should, be used when conceptualizing issues involving 

education. As Senge et al. (2012) noted, “Systems thinking can … make an enormous 

contribution in education” (p. 126).  While it is beneficial to examine the entire school building 

or district as a learning organization, the teacher’s individual classroom can be considered a 

learning organization as well.  A teacher in a school would be considered a “systems citizen” 

defined as an individual who is operating within a system and shaping the way the system 

functions (Senge et al., 2012, p. 558).  The structure of any organization will influence the 

behavior and mindset of the systems citizens of the organization.  Likewise, the teacher can be 

considered the system manager of their own learning organization, operating within the five 

disciplines to construct a meaning of their own experience or reality. 

For this study, Senge’s (2006) disciplines of the learning organization have been revised 

to reflect the experience of new teachers as assessors and graders in their classrooms.  These 

adapted disciplines are as follows: 
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● Personal mastery is described as the ability to develop proficiency, practice, and a 

willingness to improve.  For teachers, this would include pre-service training and 

professional development training, furthering teachers’ skills and knowledge in 

the area of assessment and grading.  

● Mental models are assumptions or generalizations that influence the individual’s 

view of the world and how he or she takes action within his or her reality.  This 

would include previous exposure and experience in K-12 education assessment 

and grading as a student or a teacher.  

● Shared vision is described as goals, visions, or missions for an individual or group 

of individuals.  Factors such as building, district, state, or national policies and 

practices would construct the discipline of shared vision for a classroom teacher.  

● Team learning is a willingness to work together or engage in dialogue.  As a 

teacher, team learning includes any mentor programs, professional learning 

communities, or involvement – or lack thereof -  with others.  

● Systems thinking is an ability to examine all four of those disciplines in a 

coherent and influential experience. 
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Figure 2.1. The Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization (Senge, 2006), revised for this 

study. 

The basis for the learning organization is a shift in mindset from seeing factors, 

individuals, or influences as independent and separate from the experience of a person, to 

examining how the actions and reactions of all factors influence the overall reality of the 

individual.  Utilization of this described form of Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the Learning 

Organization conceptually and appropriately frames new teachers’ experiences in assessment and 

grading in standards-based grading.  

Researcher Positionality 
 

 My interest in grading and grading practices started four years ago as a master’s level 

student.  Two professors were working on new grading initiatives, specifically standards-based 

grading initiatives, and I immediately found the topic fascinating.  At the time, I was a high 

school social studies teacher.  My limited exposure to this new way of thinking and analyzing 

assessment and grading practices caused me to reflect on my own grading practices, and lack of 

training in efficient assessment use.  
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 I am currently a Principal at the elementary level, and have been in this current position 

for less than one year.  I have focused on efficient grading and assessment practice as a goal for 

my teaching staff.  Upon reviewing and reflecting on our own grading practices with other staff 

members, I was amazed at the degree of variation among assessment practices that were taking 

place in our classrooms.  As Langford and Cleary (1995) noted, some variation in data, including 

that of assessment data, is inherent to systems; yet, when erratic and sometimes drastic 

differences in variation exist, they have the capacity to destabilize the system and prevent 

progress from taking place.  A systematic examination of a continuous improvement process, 

which addresses grading training and practice of new teachers, will begin to stabilize these 

variances in the classroom. 

 I have attended, along with other administrators and teachers, various grading 

symposiums and workshops in an attempt to improve our own assessment practices.  I am 

constantly amazed at many of the teachers’ lack of grading and assessment knowledge.  I find 

the topic of grading and assessment reform of the utmost interest and importance.  

 This work has been driven by my search for a detailed, systematic examination of 

teachers’ experiences as effective assessors and graders in the classroom; specifically, the 

examination of a first or second year educator, who may be experiencing these revised 

techniques for the first time.  I believe that inappropriate grading and assessment practices are 

among the most influential social justice issues in today’s classroom.  It is through the analysis 

of the lived experience of new teachers in standards-based grading districts that I hope to add to 

the ongoing conversation on reforming training and mentoring for new teachers concerning 

grading and assessment practice.   
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Definitions 
 

Assessment -  “The process of gathering information about student learning to inform 

education-related decisions” (National Task Force on Assessment for 

Teachers, 2016, p. 3), the process of planning and gathering information 

on student learning 

 

Assessment Literacy - “Mastering basic principles of sound assessment practice...to meet the 

diverse needs of all students, and acting assertively based on those 

values” (National Task Force on Assessment for Teachers, 2016, p. 3) 

 

Grading -  How a teacher or professor “judges the adequacy of students’ 

performances and then communicates the results of those evaluations to 

students, parents, and others” (Guskey, 2015, p. 9), process of assigning 

a value or number to judge the adequacy of student performance on a 

particular assessment or group of assessments  

 

Marks - The number or letter given by the teacher to any student test or 

assessment that may determine a final grade (O’Connor, 2011). This 

would include any letter grade or number given by a teacher on student 

work 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 This chapter provides an extensive review of the literature concerning grading and 

assessment practices in the K-12 setting, specifically on the impact of the experience of first and 

second year teachers.  It begins with a review of the historical evolution of grading practices in 

the United States.  Literature surrounding standards-based grading implementation is included, 

as well as an elaboration on Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the Learning Organization as it 

relates to the experience of new teachers.  This literature review attempts to provide a 

comprehensive and modern depiction of relative sources and research related to the experience 

of new teachers in standards-based grading districts (Galvan, 2013).  

History of Grading in the United States 

An understanding of the history of grading and assessment in the United States is 

imperative in order to contextualize current trends and practices in the 21st century classroom.  A 

full examination of grading history can help make sense of the current system of classroom 

grades, the purpose of grades, the ways grades have been and are currently utilized, and the 

potential for grades to impact student learning and achievement (Schneider & Hutt, 2014).  What 

could be considered the modern practice of assessment and grading in the classroom begins in 

the late 19th century with the introduction of mandatory schooling in the United States. 

When mandatory schooling was introduced in the late 1800’s, it was deemed essential for 

schools to have a common comparative system in which to measure achievement.  Attendance 

tripled in the American public school between 1870 and 1919, and the rise of urbanization and 

fluidity in which students attended and switched public schools made it necessary for some form 

of organizational system to track students (Cureton, 1971; Guskey, 2015; Schneider & Hutt, 
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2014; Vatterott, 2015).  The first introduction of grades in the United States, therefore, was not to 

measure pedagogical or intellectual growth.  Rather, these grades were meant to help organize 

and sort an unprecedented number of students in the American school system (Schneider & Hutt, 

2014).  However, these grades were not without their own discrepancies and controversies. 

Issues with the way grades were being assigned and distributed to students in the public-

school system was a concern from the inception of compulsory schooling.  As Guskey (2013) 

noted, in 1912, researchers found that 147 English teachers in different American public schools 

assigned a wide range of scores to the same essay, ranging from 64% to 98%.  This study was 

repeated using a math assignment, with 128 different math teachers assigning a grade between 

28% and 95% on a given geometry assignment.  Starch and Elliott (1912, 1913) began to 

immediately question the use of percentage grades in the classroom, noting a growing 

inconsistency amongst educators.  A lack of common language and agreement on what 

constituted a grade caused a wide variance of practice within districts and schools across the 

country.  

Schools began to address the concern of properly assigning grades to students in the 

1930s.  Multiple states and districts began researching what could be considered the most 

appropriate and convenient way to assign grades to students.  As Schneider and Hutt (2014) 

noted, by the 1940s, most schools in the United States had adopted the percentage-based method 

most commonly seen in today’s classroom.  The leaders of schools who did not adopt the 

percentage method adopted a 4-point scale to depict student progress.  These systems of grading 

put in place by schools prevailed throughout most of the 20th century, despite a belief that the 

resulting grades were not fully indicative of student learning or capability. 
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Even with the implementation of percentage grading systems or 4-point scale systems, 

teachers were still extremely wary of the value of grades in schools.  In 1971, only 16% of 

elementary teachers and 35% of high school teachers reported the belief that grades based on 

percentages were the best reporting methods of student progress (Schneider & Hutt, 2014). 

Despite these beliefs by teachers, percentage grades remained the main method of reporting for 

schools.  Researchers, such as Guskey (1990), began to investigate the inherent subjectivity and 

issues with assigning grades, but the first major national shift of grading practice came in 2001 

with the introduction of No Child Left Behind (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2001; US 

Congress, 2001). 

No Child Left Behind and the Common Core 

 The first major national movement to affect grading and assessment practice in American 

schools was No Child Left Behind, or NCLB (NCLB, 2001).  NCLB increased the amount of 

testing in schools by mandating high stakes assessments in core subject areas.  These policies 

influenced what teachers focused on in their classroom instruction, pushed educators to focus on 

core concepts and standards for specific subject areas, and increased the time needed to address 

test-taking skills and strategies (Swan, Guskey, & Jung, 2014).  While the intent of NCLB was to 

ensure all students were provided with effective instruction designed to ensure their proficiency 

on standardized tests, the influence on grading and assessment practice in the classroom appears 

to be profound. 

 As a direct response to NCLB, education systems slowly began to embrace grading 

methods more conducive to measuring specific levels of proficiency (Swan et al., 2014).  While 

these grading methods reflected many similar attributes as previous practices, they were 

inherently different in focus.  Educators began to focus grades more on standards and assessment 
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benchmarks rather than knowledge gained by individuals in the duration of a course (Morine-

Deshimer & Huffman-Joley, 2000).  The increased accountability of NCLB also led to 

curriculum narrowing, increased test preparation for students, and increased efforts by 

administrators, teachers, and students to extort the system using high-level practices (Coburn et 

al., 2016).  

 As educators began to explore improved methods of assessing student learning, the 

question of what specific knowledge students needed became the focal point of reform.  The 

introduction of the Common Core State Standards (NGA & CCSSO, 2010) provided specific 

guidance for states, districts, and schools on grade-level and subject-level benchmarks.  In more 

recent years, states have taken the Common Core and began to align and establish more detailed 

curriculum, learning targets, and assessments to the Common Core (Peters & Buckmiller, 2014). 

 The growing demand for schools to produce proficient students in the established 

Common Core standards has helped foster a rich and fertile environment for standards-based 

grading (Guskey, 2011; Shippy, Washer, & Perrin, 2013; Spencer, 2012).  Schools have begun to 

adopt responsibility for student achievement relative to the Common Core standards, and in this 

process, reexamine their own teaching and assessing practices (Peters & Buckmiller, 2014).  

 The implementation of No Child Left Behind in 2001 and the Common Core in 2010 

created a change in how assessments and grading were viewed in school settings as they relate to 

student achievement (Bowers, 2011; Dufour, 2015) .  Yet, despite this change, teachers and 

educators continue to collect grades and report them the same way they always have, with very 

little change to the process, pedagogy, or reporting method (Bowers, 2011).  As Dufour (2015) 

noted, “Educators must approach assessment with a very different mindset than the one that has 
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prevailed over the decades” (p. 163).  This work is continuing across the United States as more 

and more schools begin to analyze and examine their assessment and grading practices. 

Scheider and Hutt (2014) stated that the current challenge facing schools is the need to 

reconcile two distinct aspects of grading students in the classroom.  One of those aspects is the 

nationally accepted and recognizable system of grading, including percentage and letter grades 

depicting student progress.  The other is the need to keep students focused on their own learning 

and growth, as opposed to a percentage grade or letter on a report card.  New research and beliefs 

about assessment and grading have become more extensive in the 21st century, but schools still 

continue to struggle with the pressures of a “traditional system that finds itself unable to 

innovate” (Senge, 2006, p. 361).  

Senge (2006) reflected on this conflict by commenting, “our schools are paralyzed… yet 

we know the education for the 21st century must change profoundly from the education of the 

19th or 20th centuries” (p. 362).  One of the major movements designed to affect such changes is 

that of standards-based grading (Guskey, 2011; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014; Spencer, 2012). 

The Standards-Based Grading Movement 

 Researchers have debated the merit of assigning grades to students for the last several 

decades.  Waltman and Frisbie (1994) noted the extent to which grades communicate various 

aspects of student performance, not just academic success and ability.  This research has 

expanded to include various aspects that affect the letter grade a student receives in a class. 

These factors include effort, motivation, conformity, compliance, behavior, participation, 

attendance, and improvement (Anderson, 1998; Bennett, Gottesman, Rock, & Cerullo, 1993; 

Bowers, 2011; Imperial, 2010; Randall & Engelhard, 2010).  The overall conclusion reached by 
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various researchers is that grades need to represent achievement accurately, and other skills such 

as behavior, motivation, and effort need to be considered separately. 

 Teacher-assigned grades are inherently flawed (Bowers, 2011; Cox, 2011; Dueck, 2014; 

Guskey & Jung, 2013; O’Connor, 2011; Zoeckler, 2007).  This is perhaps caused by the innate 

sense of bias that exists in every human being.  Teachers are constructing their own reality, 

shaping their own experience into a frame that is unique to them.  It should be no surprise, then, 

that teacher-assigned grades aligned with roughly 25-35% of students’ standardized test scores 

(Bowers, 2011).  Clearly, the grades assigned for the remaining 75% of students represented 

something much more than just academic achievement and ability. 

 The two key contributors that influence the grades a student will receive in a course were 

identified as effort and participation (Kelly, 2008).  These findings were consistent across grade 

levels and subject areas.  While effort and participation have their place in the K-12 classroom, 

they should not be included in academic grades (Erickson, 2011; Guskey, 2011; O’Connor, 

2011; Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009).  Mello (2012) even asserted that including effort and 

participation when assigning grades is actually a manipulative move by the teacher, allowing the 

educator more freedom to assign grades as he or she sees fit.  The intent may be to report a more 

complete profile of the student in the form of a letter grade, but this variance is only leading to 

further misrepresentation of academic achievement. 

 According to Blount (2016), teachers considered grading the least appealing aspect of 

their job.  He notes this may be caused by an increase in standards and accountability, the time it 

takes to effectively grade or provide feedback, or the growing sense of ambiguity associated with 

grades. This lack of appeal may also be related to the inherent damage to, and conflict that 

results from, having to dispute over and give poor grades with students or parents.  Regardless of 
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the reason, teachers, students, and parents are in need of a new grading system that provides a 

more efficient and effective method of measuring student growth and achievement in the 

classroom (Berry & Daughtery, 2011).  Districts and schools have found the standards-based 

grading approach to be the appropriate response to this increasing sentiment (Peters & 

Buckmiller, 2014).  

Struggling to Make Grades Meaningful 

 While educators may be frustrated by traditional grading practices, students are becoming 

more and more vocal about their disapproval of the evaluative process.  Students have voiced 

concerns about grades not containing any authentic meaning relative to their own ability, citing 

the teacher’s tendency to evaluate a student on their first attempt at a specific task, and an overall 

feeling of being judged by the teacher (Cushman, 2010; Docan, 2006).  

Grades are high-stakes for students, specifically high school students, with factors such as 

grade point average (GPA) or class rank playing pivotal roles in college entry and scholarship 

opportunities (Brimi, 2011).  A failure to provide accurate depictions of academic achievement 

and progress in the form of a grade is not only harmful for the student in the present, but can also 

have effects long after the student leaves the teacher’s classroom. 

 Having already established the idea that grades contain multiple aspects of student 

performance in the classroom, the issue of how to make grades more meaningful for student 

achievement becomes paramount (Carey & Carifo, 2012; Guskey & Jung, 2013; O’Connor & 

Wormelli, 2011).  As Guskey (1990) noted, the more details involved in assigning a grade, the 

more inherently subjective the grade becomes.  Yet, teachers continue to utilize a system of 

grading that does not demonstrate true academic skill and ability (Reeves, 2008).  
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In Hattie’s (2009) work on visible learning, he explained the resistance to change as a 

teacher clinging to positive evidence that what he or she is doing in the classroom is truly 

working, whether it be their method of teaching, assessing, or grading.  Teachers see student 

failure or low grades not as a reflection of their own teaching or ability; but as the result of a lack 

of student effort or ability (Markow & Pieters, 2010).  However, it seems to me the shift to 

standards-based grading not only essentializes student academic ability, but also provides 

meaningful grades for students, parents, and stakeholders.  

Standards-Based Grading 

 The standards movement in the late 20th and early 21st centuries has caused a shift in 

thinking about how students are assessed and graded, specifically concerning how these grades 

are represented and reported (Hooper & Cowell, 2014).  Subject and grade level standards, as 

alluded to in the discussion on the Common Core, have now become the norm to which students 

should be assessed and graded.  This has caused an increase in teacher understanding relative to 

existing standards and benchmarks.  Teachers need to be able to analyze a standard and 

determine what appropriate evidence a student will provide in order to demonstrate proficiency 

(Guskey, 2015; Guskey, Jung, & Swan, 2011, O’Connor, 2009; Reeves, 2008).  This level of 

proficiency should then be directly reflected in an assigned grade. 

 The goal for students becomes achieving a mastery level of proficiency relative to the 

designated standards of the class (Iamarino, 2014; Vatterott, 2015).  Therefore, the student may 

not complete the same assignment as their peers, or achieve mastery at the same time as others in 

the equivalent course.  The focus of academic work is on what the student is learning and how 

deeply they are learning the standard, rather than what the student is doing in the class, 

academically or behaviorally (Jones Miller, 2013; O’Connor, 2011; Urich, 2012).  The most 
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appropriate method of representing this academic mark, according to Heflebower, Hoegh, and 

Warrik (2014), is the standards-based grading (SBG) model.  

Implementing Standards-Based Grading 

 The task of assigning grades to students is continuing to be difficult for classroom 

teachers.  Marzano (2010) discussed this struggle by noting: 

Not only are teachers responsible for evaluating a student’s level of 

knowledge or skill at one point in time through classroom assessments, 

they are also responsible for translating all of the information from 

assessments into an overall evaluation of a student’s performance over 

some fixed period of time (p. 15). 

The amount of information an educator must consider when assigning a grade in the classroom is 

almost irrational.  In the traditional practice, the teacher must determine the point value for a 

specific assignment, whether to assign points based off of performance, effort, or completion, 

and then determine how to evaluate a single student’s work relative to classmates (Guskey & 

Jung, 2013; O’Connor & Wormelli, 2011).  The reality is the more detailed the grade, the more 

subjective and ultimately biased the grade becomes (Guskey, 1990).  The practice of standards-

based grading can help teachers reduce these details and make grades more specific to student 

achievement. 

 Despite the benefits to standards based grading, institutions or systems may interfere with 

this type of grading.  Guskey (2000) identified four current practices that can inhibit effective 

implementation of standards-based grading. These include: 

● a teacher assigning grades based on a bell curve, or equal distribution of grades 

across the class, with the majority of students receiving a “C” grade 
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● selecting valedictorians, or the use of class rank 

● the utilization of grades as a form of punishment, including remedial courses, 

mandatory study halls, or eligibility requirements for activities and sports 

● use of the “zero” in the percentage scale, or assigning a student a zero on a 

specific assignment if the assignment was not submitted or completed correctly. 

These practices, Guskey (2000) noted, not only inhibit the installation of standards-based grading 

in schools, but work against what standards-based grading is trying to achieve.  

The first step in implementing standards-based grading effectively is to clearly identify 

and articulate what students need to know and be able to do as a result of schooling, as 

articulated in the learning standards for the specific course (Heflebower et al., 2014).  The 

teacher, or a team of teachers or curriculum personnel, prioritizes the standards seen as the most 

essential for students to learn, understand, and be able to do, and then articulate a proficiency 

scale for each of the standards.  These scales become the rubric for assigning grades to students.  

Designing rubrics and scales for grading is essential, but can only be effective if the 

appropriate style of instruction is used by the teacher or team of teachers. There must be clear 

consistency in major components of teaching and learning (Guskey, 1990).  These include a) 

what students are expected to learn, b) what activities will be performed, c) feedback students 

receive on the activities performed, and d) procedures to evaluate student learning.  Standards-

based grading is able to provide clarity and consistency to all of these identified components. 

The Use of Assessment in Determining Achievement  

After identifying priority standards and rubrics to determine proficiency in each standard, 

the teacher, team of teachers, or curriculum personnel must develop assessments that will 

measure this proficiency.  These assessments are to be administered in various ways throughout 
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the academic unit.  Summative assessments, or end of the unit assessments, should be 

confirmatory of learning.  This means a student should not surprise the teacher with his or her 

performance on the final assessment.  If this is the case, the formative assessments, or 

assessments given throughout the unit by the teacher, were invalid (Marshall, 2016).  

Assessment is the most common form of feedback used in the classroom (Marzano, 

2010).  In standards-based grading, the use of assessments should be to provide the student with 

detailed feedback on their current progress in achieving the established standard. Teachers use 

assessments to keep student grades accurate, but they also demonstrate the validity and fairness 

of summative learning and student achievement (Willingham, Pollack, & Lewis, 2002).  The use 

of assessment is not only important for student learning, but for teacher learning as well.  

Teachers should use the results of assessments to inform their own practice (Hattie & Yates, 

2014).  This would include adjusting specific lessons or designs of assessments to better engage 

students in their learning or demonstrate student growth in relation to a priority standard.  

There are three types of assessments used in standards-based grading, as identified by 

Heflebower et al. (2014).  These include, a) obtrusive assessments, or assessments given when 

the teacher ceases instruction, b) unobtrusive assessments, or assessments observed by the 

teacher while he or she is instructing students, and c) student generated assessments, or 

assessments developed by the students in order to best represent their understanding of a 

standard.  All three of these assessments have their use in the classroom, as long as they are 

focused on the priority standards identified by the teacher. 

Assessment is reshaping the understanding of what it means to be an educator in the 

modern classroom (Morine-Deshimer & Huffman-Joley, 2000).  Standards-based grading allows 

educators to establish opportunities to measure student growth and achievement on an 
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established proficiency rubric as it relates to priority standards.  This makes the process of 

assigning grades transparent for the student, parent, and teacher, and allows for a focus on 

student growth and understanding. 

When determining final grades, a teacher should use a large body of evidence, giving 

more weight to recent performance, and separate academic performance from student behavior 

(Cox, 2011; Guskey & Jung, 2012; Heflebower et al., 2014; O’Connor, 2011).  The use of 

standards-based grading assessments, relative to a determined proficiency scale, ensures the most 

effective and appropriate grade for a student.  It also ensures consistency amongst teachers 

relative to student performance and proficiency (Heflebower et al., 2014; Reeves, 2004; 

Scriffiny, 2008; Zoeckler, 2007).  Ultimately, the established expectation for competency is 

clearly communicated and evaluated for every student in the class. 

Standards-Based Report Cards 

Educators have experienced initial struggles utilizing this new system of evaluating 

student progress and reporting standards-based grades.  The current landscape of education 

expects a teacher to relay his or her own professional judgment of student progress through a 

succinct and clear report card (Tierney, Simon, & Charland, 2011).  However, as Townsley 

(2013) noted, there is a new and growing desire for teachers to be able to directly report results 

of learning targets to students and parents, and emphasize what students have learned instead of 

when they have learned it.  

A teacher who utilizes standards-based grading has opportunities to adjust his or her 

instruction to fit the needs of all students because the teacher has clearly demonstrated what 

quality work and achievement of an established standard entails (Scriffiny, 2008).  The teacher 
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can articulate the learning progressions and describe how student learning is occurring over a 

fixed period of time.  

A common form of communicating student progress in schools is the use of a report card. 

The standards-based report card allows teachers to focus on student achievement relative to a 

given priority standard.  The rubric developed by the teacher for each standard contains specific 

levels of achievement.  This can vary from teacher to teacher, but most common forms of a 

standards-based report card use the value of 1 as the lowest level and the value of 4 as the 

highest level, in order to conform to the common 4.0 grade point scale (Swan et al., 2014).  The 

report card includes the current score a student is earning in their growth towards proficiency in 

the standard, as well as teacher comments and additional feedback. 

The standards-based report card is different in a number of ways compared to the 

traditional report card.  For one, a standards-based report card does not include scores based on 

homework (Vatterott, 2011). Homework is considered a formative assessment and is meant 

simply to help guide the student towards achieving proficiency. This liberates teachers from 

keeping track of multiple assignments and objective scores, and allows the teacher to focus on 

what specific standard is being addressed and how it needs to be assessed (Welsh, D’Agostino, 

& Kaniskan, 2013).  

While some believe that parents and students will resist a change to standards-based 

report cards, a study by Swan et al. (2014) found that parents actually preferred them because of 

the specific detail and information provided.  The only issue, according to Brookhart (2015), was 

confusion on whether or not the specific grade is meant to convey achievement or progress to 

students, parents, and stakeholders.  Schools have also translated the standards-based grade into a 

letter grade to increase familiarity with parents, thus limiting resistance to the paradigm shift of 
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what report cards should look like (Marzano & Heflebower, 2011; Scriffiny, 2008).  Ultimately, 

if standards-based grading is implemented in a school correctly and effectively, concerns 

surrounding a report card become negligible. 

It is important to note that schools are utilizing two distinct forms of standards-based 

grading when determining grades and report cards.  Some schools have implemented a 

standards-based system, where the student does not move to the next level or standard until they 

have shown competence in the specific grade level standard.  Most schools, however, have 

utilized standards-referenced systems of grading, where student status is reported based on a 

standard, but the student is advanced even if he or she did not achieve proficiency (Marzano, 

2010).  Both of these use specific rubrics to determine proficiency, and while they may differ in 

outcome, both are considered viable options for schools using a standards-based model 

(Marzano, 2010).  Teachers must be conscious to convey clear information through grades to 

students and parents, while simultaneously considering the reality that grades can serve as a 

motivational tool for specific students (Cheng & Sun, 2015).  

Critiques of Standards-Based Grading 

 As discussed previously, the main issue with standards-based grading, and all grading for 

that matter, is the message the grade is meant to convey (Brookhart, 2015).  While standards-

based grading may address various current issues, such as grade inflation or teacher bias, it is by 

no means a flawless system.  There are many existing obstacles that inhibit standards-based 

grading. 

 Baines and Stanley (2006) mentioned the concern that standards-based grading focused 

too much attention on the middle students, and not enough on the students at either end of the 

spectrum of ability.  They argue that the top 5% and the bottom 5% in a standards-based 
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classroom are typically disregarded, with the top 5% being used as tutors for the students who 

are less successful, and the bottom 5% being passed along regardless of their true ability to grasp 

the concept (Baines & Stanley, 2006).  If this is the case, then standards-based grading is simply 

causing advanced students to regress towards the mean, while lower students remain low. 

 Another identified negative consequence to standards-based grading is the propagation of 

a fixed curriculum and the focus on measureable outcomes (Baines & Stanley, 2006). 

Differentiation of instruction or teacher autonomy may be pushed aside in order to focus 

explicitly on the standard being addressed and the evidence used to identify proficiency. This 

loss of autonomy, coupled with the emphasis of common formative assessments that are an 

essential part of the professional learning community framework, create a classroom 

environment where teacher individuality and ability may become less relevant. 

 A negative of standards-based grading may also be the effect, or outcome, of the grading 

system on the individual student in the classroom.  McClure and Spector (2005) said that 

students react differently to various grading systems depending on what they have experienced 

and been successful in previously.  A student who experiences success in the traditional grading 

system may not want to shift to a standards-based model because of their previous achievement 

in a system that worked for him or her.  Likewise, a student who has had poor experiences in a 

traditional grading system may resist any form of grading, whether it is a standards-based 

approach or not. 

 Despite student differences, Kohn (2011) suggested that any form of grading can actually 

diminish what a student is learning because of the emphasis on an achievable and measurable 

goal.  This would remain true whether the grade was a percentage-based score similar to 

traditional forms of grading, or if the grade was a number assigned to a standards-based rubric.  
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Standards-based grading, as a system, cannot provide a remedy for all of the issues that arise in 

the grading process, such as student motivation, or the emphasis of achievement at the expense 

of student learning (Kohn, 2011).  

Grades should not be used as motivational devices, but grades can be motivating to 

students depending on how the grades are assigned and in what capacity the teacher is utilizing 

the grades (Blount, 2016; Bonesronning, 2004).  Griffin and Hett (2004) noted that student 

motivation, in terms of grades, is directly connected to the student’s understanding of learning 

targets and assessments.  If the target and assessment purpose is made clear, then a student may 

be motivated by the assigned grade.  

A final identified obstacle to standards-based grading is a lack of teacher understanding.  

Districts implementing a standards-based grading model for the first time generally received a 

response of compliance from their teachers and staff members (Cox & Olsen, 2009).  Many 

teachers implemented standards-based grading in their classrooms because the district mandated 

that they do so, not because they believed it to be the best available system to evaluate and track 

student knowledge. 

Teacher preparation and training is also a major obstacle in the implementation of a 

standards-based grading model.  Teachers lack the professional development and understanding 

of standards-based grading to effectively implement it in their own classrooms, including the 

potential benefits for student learning and the identification of possible shortcomings (Peters & 

Buckmiller, 2014; Spencer, 2012; Stitt & Pula, 2011).  This lack of training and knowledge 

surrounding standards-based grading provides a major barrier to the success of program 

implementation. 

The Challenge 
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 Grading has become so entwined with K-12 education that it seems almost outlandish to 

envision a school system where grades do not exist in any capacity.  In fact, the complete 

absence of grading may be detrimental since there would be no format to track progress relative 

to student learning.  Teachers are constantly looking for evidence to confirm whether their 

methods of teaching are working, or whether they must be adapted to meet the needs of students. 

One challenge for 21st century educators is determining what system of grading provides the 

most effective, accurate, and meaningful data for achieving the goal of effective student learning 

and achievement. 

 Guskey (2006) described this dilemma by noting, 

Developing meaningful, reasonable, and equitable grading policies and practices 

will continue to challenge...educators. The challenge remains all the more 

daunting, however, if we continue to use reporting forms that require teachers to 

combine so many diverse sources into a single grade (p. 675).  

The traditional form of grading, evaluating, and reporting of student progress has become too 

difficult to defend because of the widespread variance from teacher to teacher or district to 

district and the advent of mandated standards-based learning models.  Instead, the 

implementation of a standards-based grading model can help teachers begin to clarify their 

grading practice and make it more meaningful.  Ultimately, we must begin with the individual 

teacher and his or her own lived experience as an educator to effectively use the standards-based 

grading model.  

The Teacher as the Learning Organization 

The model of systems thinking presented in Senge’s (2006) Five Disciplines of the 

Learning Organization provides a strong conceptual framework for this study, as discussed in 
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Chapter 1.  The teacher is a systems citizen who is living within, and constantly influencing, the 

way the system functions (Senge, 2006).  This phenomenon of living within, and influencing the 

system, can be expanded as it relates to teacher experience in grading and assessing students in 

his or her classroom. 

 The individual teacher is the learning organization personified.  The individual teacher 

embodies all of the identified learning disciplines Senge (2006) discussed, including personal 

mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking. The following 

section of this chapter is dedicated to exploring, in detail, the individual learning disciplines as 

they relate to the individual teacher and grading in the classroom.  

Personal Mastery 

 Personal mastery is the concept Senge (2006) described as “the discipline of personal 

growth and learning” (p. 131).  Personal mastery is not simply the ability to become proficient in 

a specific concept; instead, personal mastery is the ability for an individual to place himself or 

herself in a mindset of continuous growth, improvement, and mastery (Senge, 2006).  In the 

context of this study, personal mastery refers to the “continual, ongoing process” of personal 

growth and professional mastery for new teachers (Senge, 2006, p. 162). 

Many individual teachers begin their journey in personal mastery in a collegiate pre-

service preparation program.  The role of these pre-service programs is to prepare educators to 

meet the needs of the 21st century classroom (Bratlien & McGuire, 2002).  However, in this task 

to prepare a new generation of teachers for the modern classroom, assessment and grading 

training seems to be lacking.  As Cizek, Fitzgerald, and Rachor (1996) noted, a lack of 

systematic and focused training on assessment results in variances in classroom practice.  This 
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lack of systematic training is causing a mix of assessment practices to be implemented in the 

current school system. 

 The collegiate classroom is not an overly unique classroom environment, as the 

atmosphere resembles the experience in American K-12 classrooms.  In fact, the collegiate 

classroom has begun to reflect the K-12 educational setting more and more with an increase in 

diverse learners with varying understanding of pedagogy (Griess & Keat, 2014).  Yet, there 

continues to be a lack of systematic preparation and understanding of what effective grading and 

assessment practice looks like in such a diverse environment. Wagner (2008) explained, 

What one has to do to become certified as a teacher or administrator is nearly 

identical to what students have to do for a high school diploma - take a disjointed 

collection of courses of uneven quality and then pass tests that rarely measure the 

skills that matter most (p. 148). 

In order to begin to address current K-12 assessment and grading shortcomings, a detailed 

examination into the grading practices of professors in higher education, as well as an in-

depth look into grading and assessment training in pre-service programs is necessary.  

 Grading in higher education. Grading in higher education is not unlike grading in 

the K-12 setting.  Faculty members struggle to agree on the meaning of grades, what grades 

represent, the most effective method of evaluating learning, and how much weight should 

be given to achievement and effort (Adams, 2005).  Likewise, college students struggle to 

find consistency in what grades represent, viewing them as a form of accountability rather 

than achievement in learning (Fletcher et al., 2012).  These disconnects help justify the use 

of assessment and grading in higher education. 
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 Rieg and Wilson (2009) found that higher education faculty ranked attendance as 

the most effective means of assessment, as well as the most commonly utilized in their 

classroom.  Paper and pencil tests were ranked last in a list of types of evaluations used by 

collegiate faculty, but were in the top ten for most frequently used.  Webber (2012) found 

that the use of assessment was directly influenced by the demographics of the faculty 

member, the instructional resources available, and whether or not the professor was full 

time or part time.  These varying perspectives on grading have caused students to wonder 

about the validity and reliability of the grades they are receiving in their higher education 

courses. 

 Higher education students have noted a strong desire for detailed feedback on 

assessments (Borgioli, Ociepka, & Coker, 2015).  This may be because students realize the 

courses they are taking in higher education are meant to prepare them for the workforce, 

and the more detailed feedback they can receive, the better.  Yet, faculty members are 

hesitant to give detailed feedback on assignments because it is a time-consuming method of 

grading and assessing (Borgioli et al., 2015).  In fact, even when faculty members do 

provide feedback, it is unclear whether or not the students read the feedback and act on it in 

practice (Schinske & Tanner, 2014).  

 Ultimately, the purpose of grades in higher education is to demonstrate mastery in 

the material and an ability to apply the learning to a particular job setting; instead, college 

students tend to see grades as essential marks for getting hired in their desired profession or 

gaining admittance into graduate school (Edgar, Johnson, Graham & Dixon, 2012).  This 

becomes problematic, as the focus should be on developing personal mastery of effective 

grading and assessment practice for pre-service teachers. 
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 Preparing educators to assess. Although assessing and grading are essential tasks 

for K-12 educators, there is minimal literature examining the challenges college faculty 

face in their instruction of courses for preservice teachers, on such topics as assessment 

design, evaluating student work, and effective use of obtrusive or unobtrusive assessment 

in the classroom (Mitton-Kukner et al., 2015).  The research that exists echoes Guskey’s 

(1994) claims that very few teachers are receiving adequate training in grading and 

reporting in the K-12 setting, including the NCATE (2010) recommendation to revamp 

current pre-service curriculum and to add emphasis on exposure and practice concerning 

assessment and grading for teacher candidates. 

 The purpose of higher education institutions responsible for training new educators 

is not only determining the academic success of the student, but also the ability of the 

student to be a successful teacher (Denney, Grier, & Buchanan, 2012).  This dual purpose 

of higher education pre-service programs creates a strain on the role of theory and skills 

compared to the true practice and modeling of strong teaching practice (Cizek et al.,1996; 

Greenberg et al., 2015; Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013).  This inherent challenge of the role of 

teaching theory, as opposed to practice, may be partially responsible for the lack of 

preparation for pre-service teachers.  

 To help provide a more authentic experience for pre-service students, Stolle, 

Goerrs, and Watkins (2005) noted it was essential for professors to model various types and 

forms of assessment in their classroom, with modeling accounting for 90% of successful 

adult learning (Paige, 2010).  Modeling assessments can help provide a practical context 

for pre-service teachers to implement immediately into their classrooms, providing a more 

insightful view into current reality, which is essential for the development of personal 
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mastery (Senge, 2006).  Instead, pre-service teachers are conditioned to become passive 

learners in their education, which translates to passive learning for their future K-12 

students (Neuby, 2010). 

 It is reasonable to believe professors responsible for educating pre-service teachers 

on assessment and grading strategies are using various techniques to report learning.  

However, many of these professors fail to specifically connect and explain their methods of 

reporting to the pre-service candidates, including what types of assessments they are using 

and why they are using them (Lunenberg, Kothagen, & Swennen, 2007).  Professors may 

be utilizing various forms of assessment, such as formal, informal, obtrusive, or 

unobtrusive assessments depending on the goal and content of the course, but fail to 

explain to their students the process of developing these assessments and how these 

assessments could be utilized in the K-12 setting (Flaherty, 2013; Trigwell & Prosser, 

2014).   

 Ultimately, the research examining the assessment and grading training of pre-

service educators is alarmingly small.  Yet, it is clear the assessments utilized in pre-service 

programs fail to not only meet the demand for high-stakes job performance and 

preparation, but also fail to prepare pre-service educators to implement strong grading and 

assessment practices in the K-12 classroom (Wei & Pechone, 2010).  While Senge (2006) 

mentioned that the development of personal mastery must be a choice, there appears to be a 

lack of opportunity for pre-service educators to develop their skills in assessment and 

grading at the higher education level.  This is even more true in relation to standards-based 

grading and assessment. 
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 Standards-based grading is largely neglected across all courses and majors in higher 

education.  Beatty (2013) noted the inherent change needed in professors’ instruction and 

evaluation, which may be a major pedagogical shift.  The most effective learning in pre-

service teacher preparation takes place when candidates have an opportunity to become 

active in their own learning and become collaborative partners in their education, qualities 

White and Fantone (2010) found essential and present in standards-based grading methods. 

 Preparing preservice educators to be effective assessors and graders will continue to 

be a daunting task for higher education until common agreements can be made on what 

teachers should know and be able to do when they enter the classroom (Dufour, 2015).  

The preparation candidates receive from higher education pre-service programs is essential 

in the realm of personal mastery for teacher candidates.  In addition, the experience of a 

pre-service candidate as a student teacher is not something to be overlooked. 

 The student teacher experience. The student teaching experience allows pre-

service educators an opportunity to connect their prior training at the university level with 

the professional practice expected of them post-graduation.  Senge (2006) noted that a key 

to developing personal mastery effectively is to “continually (learn) how to see reality more 

clearly” (p. 132).  

The student teaching experience is essential for preparing high quality educators. 

Pre-service educators improve their skills significantly in a student teaching or clinical 

experience compared to coursework during their undergraduate career (Chesley & Jordan, 

2012; Waggoner, Carroll, Merk, & Weitzel, 2010).  A student teacher has the ability to 

practice the educational theory learned during their pre-service program and experience the 

results, a key element in personal mastery development (Senge, 2006).  
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 Despite the benefits of student teaching, this is not to say the experience is without 

shortcomings.  There are difficulties many pre-service teachers encounter throughout their 

clinical or teaching experience.  Student teachers reported a credibility gap between their 

experiences in the classroom with their pre-service professors, compared to classroom 

practice in student teaching, noting a feeling of unpreparedness and unfamiliarity to what 

teaching would truly be like (Chesley & Jordan, 2012).  This creates added anxiety and 

nervousness for a new educator starting in the profession. 

 Another perceived difficulty of student teaching is the desire for the pre-service 

teacher to please his or her cooperating teacher in order to receive a strong 

recommendation.  This relationship often results in the pre-service teacher choosing to 

follow the cooperating teacher’s advice regarding assessment practice, teaching 

methodology, or classroom management, even if the pre-service educator has other ideas 

(Grainger & Adie, 2014).  This dynamic may prevent a pre-service educator from 

implementing some of the strategies and theories he or she had been taught, preventing 

student teachers from actually performing tasks, lessons, and strategies familiar to them 

(Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013). 

 Even if the student teaching experience is positive for a pre-service educator, he or 

she may not develop personal mastery during this time. Levine (2006) pointed out that only 

38% of new teachers reported their pre-service programs, including student teaching, 

adequately prepared them for the modern classroom. While these pre-service teachers may 

learn content and theory in the collegiate classroom, the educator must experience this 

theory in action.  Granger and Adie (2014) noted a study in which 20% of pre-service 

educators, who participated in a four-week lecture on assessment and grading, reported 
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being unprepared for implementation in the classroom.  The studies suggest the preparation 

of pre-service educators is still in need of improvement for the student teaching experience 

to fulfill its full potential. 

 There are positives associated with a student teaching experience. For instance, it 

can prepare a pre-service educator for the schedule, time, and basics of the lived experience 

of teaching.  However, this experience can only be as meaningful as the pre-service teacher 

and cooperating teacher make it.  Many educators begin to truly experience what it means 

to be a teacher when they graduate and begin full-time employment in the K-12 classroom. 

 Personal mastery for current educators. Pink (2009) described personal mastery 

as a willingness to become good at a particular skill or task.  While pre-service education is 

an essential aspect of personal mastery for educators, the real focus on growth and ability 

in any aspect of teaching often takes place within the first five years, which is typically the 

time needed to develop as a highly proficient educator (Hattie & Yates, 2009).  Most of the 

beginning years are spent with the teacher experimenting with various forms of assessment, 

teaching strategies, and classroom management techniques. 

 There is very little professional development and growth opportunity provided for 

current educators to improve on their assessment and grading skills.  Most of the 

professional development that does exist focuses on assessment software systems rather 

than actual assessment practice (Guskey, 2015).  While the principal or other instructional 

leaders may direct professional development efforts towards areas such as grading and 

assessment, few instructional leaders have the necessary knowledge, skills, and 

understanding of current assessment and grading practice and the effect it has on students 

(Coldren & Spillane, 2007; Guskey & Jung, 2012).  
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Schools may decide to focus on mandatory trainings and assessment development 

for staff.  Even if these professional development opportunities are provided for educators, 

Senge (2006) noted that compulsory professional practice programs are “probably the most 

sure-fire way to impede the genuine spread of commitment to personal mastery” (p. 161). 

This prevents teachers from fully achieving mastery in assessment and grading in the K-12 

setting. 

 Despite a lack of formal training or professional development model to help 

improve assessment and grading practice, many educators still author and administer their 

own assessments (Cizek et al., 1996).  These assessments may be poorly developed or lack 

a foundation of best-practice or research-based strategy. While Blount (2016) would argue 

the confusion concerning assessment and grading practice is a response to the current 

educational context of the classroom rather than a lack of training or understanding of what 

quality assessment looks like, it is clear that educators need more formal and detailed 

training and experience in order to be sufficient and effective assessors and graders. 

 Personal mastery is an essential aspect of the teacher as a learning organization. 

Examining, in detail, the pre-service training and professional development provided to 

new educators helps identify and explain common assessment and grading use in the K-12 

classroom.  This is not the only area of the learning organization that is vital to current 

practice.  The experiences educators have throughout his or her schooling play a key role in 

their classroom grading practices.  

Mental Models 

 When introducing mental models, Senge (2006) explained, “New insights fail to get 

put into place because they conflict with deeply held internal images of how the world 
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works, images that limit us to familiar ways of thinking and acting” (p. 163).  Mental 

models are the inherent beliefs and views an individual has based on life and professional 

experience, and how those beliefs and experiences influence an individual’s actions 

(Dweck, 2006; Senge, 2006).  Most mental models an individual maintains are tacit, or 

models that an individual is unaware he or she possesses until the model is explicitly 

thought about and examined (Senge et al., 2013).  

The mental model created by pre-service and new educators is extremely powerful 

when examining their own approach to education.  It is clear that K-12 educators have a 

strong tendency to recreate teaching strategies, assessment and grading practices, and 

classroom management techniques they experienced themselves as a student (Lunenberg et 

al., 2007; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; Stitt & Pula, 2011).  

Hattie (2009) described a tendency for pre-service programs to produce teachers who 

model the teaching techniques of their favorite teacher or professor.  This tendency to 

reproduce pedagogical strategies is extremely powerful, especially in the realm of 

assessment and grading. 

 A teacher’s belief and understanding of assessment is directly influenced by one’s 

personal experiences of being assessed and graded, which may result in either positive or 

negative assessment practice in the classroom (Grainger & Adie, 2014).  Teachers with 

relatively positive experiences with different styles of assessment and grading tend to have 

more flexible mental models with implementing new and engaging forms of assessment in 

the K-12 classroom.   

 Teachers who have negative mental models concerning assessment and grading 

practice can shift their pedagogy.  If teachers are provided with the appropriate knowledge, 
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motivation, and means for changing their practice, then a change in perception can occur 

(Christie, Carey, Robertson, & Grainger, 2015; Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013; Senge et al., 

2013).  This change in mental models is essential, particularly in districts experimenting 

with revised assessment and grading techniques.  As Senge (2006) noted, “Unexamined 

mental models limit an individual’s ability to change” (p. 99).  Therefore, it is pertinent for 

educators to explicitly examine and reflect on their own mental models surrounding 

grading and assessment practice.   

 The mental model a teacher has concerning assessment and grading is paramount in 

determining the individual teacher’s assessment and grading practice.  The influence of the 

teacher’s prior experience cannot be understated.  The presence of a fixed or growth 

mindset, or the ability of an individual to perceive setbacks or successes as either part of a 

developmental process of a finite event, strongly influences the ability of a teacher to 

establish positive mental models (Dweck, 2006).  Yet, the current environment and 

experiences of the teacher is also important to consider; including the surrounding systems 

and infrastructures, such as state, district, and local governing policies. 

Shared Vision 

 Senge (2006) described shared vision as the ability of the individual, or group of 

individuals, to understand and adopt a common goal or objective.  This can be done in 

multiple ways, including writing a mission statement, establishing specific goals, or 

developing systems that support or supplement an organization’s overall purpose.  

 It is important to note that a shared vision is not simply an idea or a solution to a 

specific problem; rather, it is addressing and answering the question of “what do we want 

to create?” (Senge, 2006, p. 192).  Shared visions are created when a group of individuals 
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in a learning organization are able to clearly construct and articulate a common goal 

(Senge, 2006).  While shared visions are ideal, collective opinions may be rare in 

education. 

 The “traditional top-down vision” gaining popularity in organizations across the 

United States and the rest of the world is not a shared vision (Senge, 2006, p. 198).  Senge 

et al. (2013) explained, “Shared visions in schools are often constructed by larger 

institutions than the school itself, such as a school board or state policy” (p. 87).  These 

visions are not shared visions, although they are described and treated as such.  

 Despite the inaccuracy of referring to state or board policies as shared visions, 

individuals constantly operate under the weight of these visions.  These mutual ideas can 

dictate how individuals act, think, and interpret the world around them (Senge et al., 2013; 

Senge, 2006).  For the purpose of this study, shared vision pertains to the established 

culture and policies that affect the individual teacher.  These include local, state, and 

national accountability policies that have permeated the American education system. 

 While local, state, or national policies may not directly address an individual 

teacher’s capacity to assess and grade in the classroom, these initiatives will impact, 

influence, and determine the actions of the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Senge et al., 

2013; Senge 2006).  Accountability policies, such as No Child Left Behind or the Common 

Core, have had resounding influence over the way educators operate in the classroom 

(NCLB, 2001; NGA & CCSSO, 2010).  Initiatives emphasizing alignment and 

accountability have led to increased efforts to narrow curriculum and game the system to 

achieve desired outcomes (Coburn, Hill, & Spillane, 2016).  
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 An example of the impact of a governmental policy impacting the individual 

teacher in various ways is the Common Core State Standards.  The Common Core 

established ambitious goals, focused on disciplined reasoning, on students’ ability to make 

inferences, and on understanding the structure of learning and achievement (Coburn et al., 

2016; NGA & CCSSO, 2010).  The implementation of such a grand accountability policy 

has caused a shift in practice for 21st century educators. 

 Despite the intent, the policies have not yielded results that have deviated 

significantly from past findings.  While national, state, or local accountability issues rarely 

utilize teacher assigned grades because of the inherent teacher bias and subjectivity, these 

grades are strongly associated with overall student learning (Bowers, 2011).  As Dufour 

(2015) noted, the national narrative surrounding educational policy identified teacher 

performance and ability as the problem, but this is inaccurate.  In fact, evidence such as 

high school graduation rates, advanced placement test scores, parent satisfaction, and the 

growing availability and access to special education indicate that the issue is not teachers; 

rather, the largest obstacle affecting school achievement is cultural in nature (Dufour, 

2015). 

 School and district administrators implement their own policies that permeate and 

influence instruction, grading, and classroom practice.  These policies may pertain to 

student discipline, course offerings, or assessment and grading methods, and may be 

specifically crafted to help encourage and establish best practice in the classroom.  Yet, 

some of these established policies either do not reach their full potential or are virtually 

disregarded by educators.  The strong dimensions that impact policy implementation are 
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the influence of system or individual capacity, organizational networks and environment, 

and the ambitiousness of the idea or policy (Coburn et al., 2016). 

 Yet, policies and initiatives may still influence organizational capacity. Establishing 

a shared vision, as defined by Senge (2006), through the passing and implementation of 

educational policies and initiatives can be a very effective method of achieving results and 

establishing reform.  Efforts at the local level, including standards-based and standards-

referenced grading initiatives, can encourage and challenge educators to shift their 

preconceived notions of assessment and grading in the classroom (Peters & Buckmiller, 

2014).  

 Shared visions elicit specific reactions or attitudes from individuals depending on 

the value of the shared vision, how the vision was created and implemented, and the 

perceived success of the vision (Senge, 2006).  Senge (2006) defined these various attitudes 

as: 

• Commitment – the desire of the individual to create whatever structure is needed for 

the vision to succeed 

• Enrollment – the individual is inspired by the vision, and will do whatever it takes 

for the vision to be successful within the established structure 

• Genuine compliance – the individual sees the benefit of the vision and does 

everything as expected 

• Formal compliance – the individual sees the general benefit of the vision and does 

whatever is required, but nothing more 

• Grudging compliance – the individual does not see the benefit of the vision, and 

does what is expected only because the individual does not want to lose their job 
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• Non-compliance – the individual does not see the benefit of the vision and will not 

do what is expected 

• Apathy – the individual is neither for nor against the vision, and has no interest or 

energy in working towards fulfilling the vision (p. 203-204). 

The attitudes individuals possess regarding shared visions are critical.  Understanding the 

emotional connection an individual has to a specific shared vision helps to determine an 

individual’s actions and ability to be productive within a system (Senge, 2006).  When 

discussing a shared vision, it is reasonable to expect a range of attitudes amongst a group of 

employees, including teachers.  

Effective implementation of a policy can have a strong impact on the organization. 

The culture of the school needs to be structured in a way in which the policy becomes an 

illumination of best practice for students, not a mandate.  As Senge (2006) noted, if the 

individual in the system can see him or herself as an essential part of the shared vision and 

the production of the system, a transformation of behavior and productivity is likely to 

follow.  A key component to establishing this culture is addressed in the following section, 

discipline of team learning. 

Team Learning 

 Team learning is the “process of aligning and developing the capacity of a team to 

create the results its members truly desire” (Senge, 2006, p. 218).  Team learning centers 

around the ability of a group of individuals to think and process various scenarios and 

situations together in order to determine the most effective solution to a problem or topic 

(Senge, 2006).  In other terms, team learning focuses on the belief that the ability of the 

group is greater than the sum of the individual parts (Friedman & Allen, 2011).  The 
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emphasis on team learning is vital to Senge’s (2006) model of the disciplines of the 

learning organization, noting that an organization can learn only if the teams within the 

organization can learn. 

 Team learning has become a central aspect of the K-12 school system.  Schools are 

emphasizing collaborative learning through various models, such as professional learning 

communities or established mentor programs (Dufour & Marzano, 2011; Halam, Chou, 

Hite, & Hite, 2012; Senge et al., 2013).  Both of these structures of team learning have 

impacted new teachers in K-12 districts, specifically concerning grading and assessment 

practice and the retention of quality teachers in schools. 

 Utilizing professional learning communities. Professional learning communities 

(PLCs) are established groups of individual teachers focused on continuously improving 

student achievement through the use of common, formative assessment and specific 

feedback (Dufour & Marzano, 2011).  These PLCs emphasize the use of student data to 

drive instruction, with the goal of providing an opportunity for all students to learn at a 

high level (Dufour & Marzano, 2011).  Teachers are provided an opportunity to collaborate 

in data-driven instruction, which strengthens their assessment knowledge and their teaching 

practice as a whole (Dufour, 2015).  

 These PLCs seek to combat the common notion that the teacher is an independent 

entity in the school, with the ability to give general knowledge to students as he or she sees 

fit and assess that knowledge in whatever way the teacher decides (Lasry, Charles, & 

Whittaker, 2014).  PLCs provide a set protocol for mentoring, advising, and collaborating 

amongst teachers, with the goal of improving instruction and student learning (Dufour & 

Marzano, 2011; Hallam et al., 2012).  Although individuals strive for a form of autonomy 
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and self-directed learning, the PLCs provide a collaborative space that emphasizes the 

strength of cooperation and support (Merriam, 2001; Pink, 2009).  These PLCs can also 

provide space for dialogue amongst teachers, which Senge et al. (2013) identified as the 

most effective method of team learning in schools. 

 The PLC process is not a perfect solution; rather, many schools across the country 

utilize PLCs incorrectly (Dufour & Marzano, 2011; Marzano, 2010).  However, the PLC 

does provide increased collaboration and support for all teachers, not just new ones.  The 

increase in cooperative experiences for new teachers has a profound impact on their own 

skill and comfort levels (Martinez-Garcia & Slate, 2011; Zeki, 2014).  Using collaborative 

teams focused on student learning is a strong method to help support all teachers in their 

quest to educate students to the best of their ability. 

 Mentor initiatives to address teacher attrition. The use of mentor programs for 

new teachers is a more specific and formalized effort to help try and retain a new teacher 

during the early stages of his or her career.  These mentor programs help provide increased 

support and established relationships for young teachers settling into their new profession 

(Hallam et al., 2012).  Smith and Ingersoll (2004) noted that in 2004, 83% of public school 

teachers received some form of formal mentoring support, compared to 51% in 1991.  The 

issue of teacher attrition is a problem in the K-12 setting, and many districts and schools 

across the United States have turned to a formalized mentor program to address these 

concerns. 

 According to Smith and Ingersoll (2004), 50% of new teachers leave within the first 

five years of their employment.  Ingersoll (2007) reported later that 33% of new teachers 

leave within the first three years of being hired in a K-12 school.  While many of these 
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situations involve teachers who are counseled out of the profession, these numbers are still 

concerning for educational systems across the country and have prompted many initiatives 

targeting new teachers (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011).  New teachers are often leaving the 

profession before fully developing their skills and increasing their impact on student 

achievement (Hammerness & Matsko, 2012).  To help address new teacher needs early in 

the profession, school leaders have emphasized mentoring programs with the hopes of 

retaining quality educators. 

 Mentoring is defined as any “personal guidance provided, usually by seasoned 

veterans, to beginning teachers in schools” (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004, p. 683).  Formal 

mentoring programs are systems wherein a mentor is assigned to an individual teacher by 

the school, district, or the state (DeAngelis, Wall, & Che, 2013).  Training for mentors can 

vary depending on the length of the mentorship program or the type of mentorship that is 

being asked for by the school or district (Halam et al., 2012).  Divergently, informal 

mentors are exchanges teachers have with others that are not formally assigned to the 

individual, and may form organically in the school setting.  These relationships are 

dependent on the perceived level of expertise and the content of interactions between the 

individuals (Desimore et al., 2014).  Both of these types of mentor programs have merit, 

but do not guarantee success. 

 Despite the benefits to mentor programs, the research is conflicting on the program 

impact on teacher retention.  DeAngelis et al. (2013) described this contradiction by 

reporting positive correlations between the support new teachers receive when they begin 

in their career and their likelihood to remain in the profession or employed with the same 

school.  Contrarily, simply participating in a mentor program did not necessarily have the 
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desired impact; the mentor program needed to be well established and helpful to the new 

educator (DeAngelis et al., 2013). 

 While Marker, Mitchell, & Lassiter, Jr. (2013) found teacher mentoring programs 

positively impacted teacher retention in schools, Halam et al. (2012) discovered that 

mentors who were not in the same building as their assigned mentee did not have a positive 

effect on teacher attrition.  Ultimately, the context surrounding the structure of the mentor 

program appears to coincide with its perceived effectiveness.  

 Bartlett and Johnson (2010) proposed that the quality, quantity, and form of the 

mentor program for new teachers is directly related to its effectiveness in addressing 

teacher attrition.  The researchers stated, “The findings of this study suggest that new 

teachers participating in more intensive mentoring induction programs had higher scores on 

measures of teaching practice, which examined classroom atmosphere, instruction/content 

management, and student engagement” (p. 848).  Mentors must be fully trained in the 

specifics of helping new teachers by providing specific feedback and interventions to assist 

struggling educators, as opposed to focusing solely on moral support (Carver & Katz, 2004; 

Desimore et al., 2014).  

Ultimately, the demands on veteran staff to become effective mentors for new staff 

can be extremely difficult to overcome (Marker et al., 2013).  Mentoring programs have 

provided a positive impact to new educators, but it is unclear if these programs help new 

teachers struggling with feelings of leaving the profession entirely (DeAngelis & Presley, 

2011).  As Bartlett and Johnson (2010) explained, the individuals designing the mentor 

programs must consider the “tension between the simultaneous need for specificity and 

autonomy,” and ensuring quality mentor and induction programming is available (p. 869).  
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Mentor programs could help new teachers identify their coworkers as colleagues, 

rather than simply educators working in close proximity (DeAngelis et al., 2013).  Senge 

(2006) explained the value of individuals thinking of one another as colleagues:  

The conscious act of thinking of one another as colleagues contributes toward 

interacting as colleagues.  This may sound simple, but it can make a profound 

difference.  Seeing each other as colleagues is critical to establish a positive tone 

and to offset the vulnerability that dialogue brings (p. 228). 

This development in the form of a mentor program has the ability to help develop team 

learning for teachers in the K-12 setting. 

It is reasonable to believe that each new teacher enters the profession with a need to 

improve and grow a specific skill or set of skills (Carver & Katz, 2004).  While there is 

very little research into teacher induction and support, the initial findings suggest a positive 

correlation between teacher retention and effective mentor programs (DeAngelis et al., 

2013).  If a mentor program entails effective training for mentors and is a priority in 

districts and schools, the program has potential to drastically impact the new teacher in a 

positive manner.  Then, when these systems are in place, the organization as a whole will 

benefit. 

Systems Thinking 

 Systems thinking is the combination of all learning disciplines that Senge (2006) 

introduced. It is the ability to blend personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and 

team learning into a single entity.  These are not independent entities; instead, they work in 

congruence with one another to create a larger picture of the learning organization.  When 

examining a learning organization, systems thinking ignites a shift of mind, or a metanoia 
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(Senge, 2006). The shift of mindset comes when either an individual, or a group of 

individuals, realizes the need for all disciplines, and works to understand how each one 

operates both independently and dependently within a system.  In this case, the teacher has 

become the learning organization using the disciplines of Senge (2006). 

 In the instance of a new teacher as a learning organization, systems thinking is the 

ability to analyze and examine how the other four disciplines impact the teacher’s ability to 

operate, conceptualize, and perform in the classroom.  Discussions surrounding the 

personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and team learning of the new teacher helps 

create a more detailed and descriptive image of what the experience of a new teacher is 

truly like. 

Summary 

 This literature review demonstrates the need for more detailed and specific studies 

focused on the lived experience of new teachers in standards-based grading districts. 

Despite a growing body of literature devoted to the effect of grades on student 

achievement, there has yet to be a study focused specifically on the experience of new 

teachers in the context of standards-based grading and Senge’s (2006) learning disciplines. 

The evolution of grades in American history has led to a system of percentage 

grades that contain no real meaning as to student progress and achievement (Schneider & 

Hutt, 2014).  Despite the growing sentiment that grades are not strong indicators of student 

progress, many schools across the country continue to report student progress as they did 

30 years prior.  The establishment of No Child Left Behind in 2001 began to challenge 

educators to find new ways of gathering data representing student achievement.  These 

initiatives centered on levels of proficiency relative to established learning standards (Swan 
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et al., 2014).  This shift in pedagogy concerning grades led to a change in the way 

educators thought about grades, ultimately leading to a standards-based grading approach 

(Hooper & Cowell, 2014). 

Standards-based grading systems seek to establish an indicator of progress more 

viable than a letter grade assigned based on percentage.  Grades are instead assigned based 

on established, detailed rubrics that outline a specific educational standard and evidence 

that would be required in order to demonstrate mastery of that standard (Marshall, 2016).  

This change in thinking about grading and how teachers implement grading and assessment 

practice in their classroom has begun to shift the role of the educator in the classroom. 

A new teacher unfamiliar with standards-based grading theory and practice may 

find himself or herself overwhelmed and unsure of how to evaluate and report student 

progress because of a lack of experience or training (Cizek et al., 1996).  Using Senge’s 

(2006) model for the learning organization, this literature review helped define the many 

disciplines of learning a new teacher is involved in.  These disciplines include the pre-

service training and professional development opportunities for new teachers, the prior 

experience of the educator in the K-12 setting, the district, local, state, or national policies 

directing educational practice, and the support of either a professional learning community 

or an established mentorship program.  All of these directly influence a new educator and 

influence his or her ability to be effective evaluators and graders in the classroom. 

This study sought to expand on the current body of research surrounding standards-

based grading in K-12 schools by closely examining the lived experience of first or second 

year teachers in a standards-based grading district.  Senge’s (2006) learning disciplines 

serve as the framework in which the lived experience was examined, while the history of 
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grading and the establishment of standards-based grading provided the setting and context 

for the study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will describe the methodology used for this study, including the research 

approach, philosophical assumptions made by the researcher, methodological approach to the 

study, participants and sampling, data collection and analysis procedures, design issues, 

limitations, and delimitations to this study.  While qualitative methods have become a much 

more widely acceptable approach for research studies, it is still important to explain and defend 

the chosen actions of the researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Research Approach 

 This study of first and second year teachers as assessors and graders in districts that use a 

standards-based approach focuses on the way each individual makes meaning of their own lived 

experience with the phenomenon of experiencing standards-based grading as a new educator.  

Therefore, the approach that best matches the research question of what is the lived experience of 

first or second year K-12 educators in districts using standards-based grading policies is a 

qualitative study.  Qualitative research is intended to explore and understand the meaning 

individuals or groups of individuals attach to a particular lived experience (Creswell, 2014).  

Ultimately, any study that focuses on the “lived experience” of a person or group of persons is a 

qualitative study (Creswell, 2013, p. 76).  Qualitative research is full of rich description and 

detail of a specific scenario.  This gives the researcher the ability to be flexible in their data 

gathering, ultimately gaining a deeper insight into the human experience (Creswell, 2014).  

Acquiring rich understanding of the participants was an important factor in selecting a qualitative 

research approach for this study.  The experience of a classroom teacher is extremely complex 
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and the scope of this study does not correspond with quantitative methods.  Research exploring 

the experiences of teachers in the K-12 setting lends itself well to a qualitative method. 

 Qualitative data is descriptive in nature, but it also focuses heavily on the process of how 

meaning is constructed (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  This includes a focus on how policies, 

procedures, rules, regulations, and concepts are applied and carried out in real world scenarios. 

Qualitative researchers focus not only on these policies, but also on how human beings respond 

to these policies and make meaning of these experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  The process 

of assessment and grading involves multiple influencing factors, including previous experiences, 

pre-service training, local or state policies, and the learning environment in which the teacher 

operates.  In order to best describe and analyze these experiences, a qualitative approach is 

necessary.  The focus of this study is how all of these different experiences manifest themselves 

in the lives of new teachers. 

 Bogdan and Biklen (2007) noted the goal of qualitative research is to “better understand 

human behavior and experience,” which is the focus of this study of new teachers in districts 

using a standards-based grading model (p. 43). A qualitative approach offers the researcher the 

ability to explore, in detail, a complex experience of a human being and attempt to make 

meaning of it.  A qualitative research approach provides flexibility and the researcher attempts to 

convey meaning and understanding to other individuals who do not share in the participants’ 

experiences.  Ultimately, this study is about the way in which new teachers navigate various 

factors in standards-based assessment and grading, including previous experience in various 

assessment environments, assessment and grading training at the preservice level, and district 

initiatives surrounding standards-based grading. The most appropriate method to not only 

research but report these experiences of the human being is in a narrative, qualitative study. 
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Philosophical Assumptions 

 When conducting qualitative research, it is important to explain the researcher’s 

worldview and philosophical assumptions (Creswell, 2013; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000; Van 

Manen, 1990). The epistemology guiding this study is constructivism. Constructivism strives to 

understand how an individual experiences his or her own reality (Ozmon, 2011).  Realities are 

unique to the individual, with individuals constructing a reality based on their experiences.  

Constructivism is about the construction of knowledge and meaning through interactions 

(Ozmon, 2011), which can be social, environmental, or political (Creswell, 2014).  Individuals 

experience these interactions differently, resulting in various perspectives on the nature of 

reality. 

Constructivism is an appropriate philosophical framework for this study because of the 

focus on the experience of new teachers in assessment and grading.  There are various factors 

involved in a lived experience, and each individual teacher is going to construct meaning based 

on these interactions.  In order to more accurately represent these teachers’ stories, an 

assumption that all knowledge and understanding is constructed on an individual basis depending 

on experience is essential.  Lunenberg and Korthagen (2003) also described constructivism as 

being particularly compatible with education because of the belief of continuous improvement, 

both for student learning and professional growth. 

The most effective method of performing constructivist research, according to Creswell 

(2013), is the use of narrative.  Narrative is not simply the retelling of a story; rather, it is 

exploring the meaning of the story to which the researcher has gained access (Creswell, 2013). 

The narrative is specific to the place and situation, but the researcher allows the individual to 

construct his or her own experience without dictating the data used.  This use of a constructivist 
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narrative allows new teachers to fully reflect and describe their own experiences to the researcher 

in a way that can be communicated to a reader. 

While exploring the data collected from various participants in this study, the researcher 

will examine the complexity of the views rather than restricting them to narrow categories 

(Creswell, 2014).  This type of constructivism seeks understanding of how individuals develop 

subjective meanings in their lives. The focus of this constructivist approach centers on 

addressing the process of interactions between individuals and attempts to establish common 

themes and factors that may influence interactions of a larger group (Crotty, 1998).  The 

constructivist view clearly aligns with the focus of this research study, and provides a strong 

philosophical assumption upon which to gather and explain data. 

Methodological Approach 

To better understand new teachers’ experiences in assessment and grading in standards-

based grading districts, a phenomenological methodology provided the framework for the design 

of this qualitative study.  The phenomenological approach allowed the researcher to build a 

description around lived experiences of an individual or a group of individuals, and how they 

have both subjective and objective experiences in the same phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  In 

this instance, the discussion is centered on first and second year teachers in districts with 

standards-based grading.  Utilization of this approach allowed the researcher to co-construct 

meaning and gain insight into the lived experiences of these teachers. 

A phenomenology’s primary objective is a detailed and descriptive investigation wherein 

the researcher attempts to build consciousness for a specific phenomenon (Belousov, 2016; 

Heidegger, 2008; Husserl, 1970; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000).  As Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 

noted, “Qualitative researchers emphasize subjective thinking, because, as they see it, the world 
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is dominated by objects more obstinate than walls” (p. 26). Reality is only understood in the way 

that it is perceived by the individual, and the phenomenological approach allows the researcher 

to gain insight into the participant's experience of these perceptions and examine how meaning is 

constructed in daily life (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Heidegger, 2008, Spiegelberg, 1971).  

Exploring these experiences through a phenomenological lens allowed the researcher to describe, 

in detail, an experience that is unfamiliar, but extremely important, in the realm of education and 

assessment. 

Exploring the lived experience of individuals can be extremely difficult, especially when 

reality is unique to each person based on the meaning they attach to individual objects or 

experiences.  Because of this, my study utilized a hermeneutic phenomenological method.  Van 

der Zalm and Bergum (2000) described hermeneutic phenomenology as a descriptive and 

interpretive approach to understanding phenomena, one using detailed reflection and writing to 

convey meaning. The foundation of hermeneutic phenomenology is to be in the “business of 

interpreting” and through interpreting, uncover meaning of a lived experience or phenomena 

(Heidegger, 2008, p. 62). This study, using a constructivist philosophical assumption, builds a 

descriptive phenomenological narrative focused on new teachers’ experience in districts that 

have adopted standards-based grading by focusing on lived experience as a way to develop 

understanding (Duckham & Schreiber, 2016). 

Heidegger (2008) explained that instead of being able to remove one’s own perceptions 

of the world when using a phenomenological approach, one should engage in the specific 

phenomena and develop meaning and understanding, noting that phenomenology is “the science 

of the Being” (p. 61). The ability to be descriptive in developing the narrative of the human 

experience in a particular phenomenon is the strength of this methodological approach (Van Der 
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Zalm & Bergum, 2000).  Through a study like this one, the researcher was able to present a 

detailed description of first and second-year teachers experiencing the phenomenon of standards-

based grading for the first time. A tangible account of a new teacher’s experience in the 

unfamiliar realm of standards-based grading is a strong fit for a hermeneutic phenomenology 

(Van Manen, 1990). The reader will be able to understand and appreciate the experience of these 

educators in a way that only a hermeneutic phenomenology can provide (Van der Zalm & 

Bergum, 2000).  

Participants and Sampling 

 Phenomenological studies are built upon the foundation of lived experiences of 

individuals who share a common theme or reality. These individuals must have direct experience 

with the identified phenomenon and be able to articulate their experiences to the researcher 

(Creswell, 2013; Duckham & Schreiber, 2016).  For this study, desired participants were first or 

second year teachers, employed as classroom educators in schools, buildings, or districts in the 

state of Iowa that have implemented standards-based grading building-wide for at least two full 

academic years.  

 In order to maximize the ability of the researcher to understand the experiences of first or 

second year teachers in districts that have adopted standards-based grading, selected individuals 

or sites were purposefully selected for sampling (Creswell, 2014; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 

2000).  In this study, criterion samplings, as well as stratified purposive and opportunistic 

sampling, were used to find participants.  Criterion sampling was used to find individuals who 

meet the qualifications as previously outlined for this phenomenological study. Stratified 

purposive sampling was used to illustrate and facilitate comparisons between different subgroups 

of the main phenomenon (Salmons, 2010).  Stratified purposive sampling was used when 
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attempting to find teachers who have various backgrounds in education and have attended 

different universities for teacher training.  Finally, opportunistic sampling involved finding 

participants through various leads and recommendations from other professionals (Creswell, 

2013).  Several different strategies for finding participants were used, such as phone calls, 

emails, personal visits, and appeals on social media. 

 It is difficult to determine an exact number of participants necessary for a 

phenomenological study.  It is recommended that qualitative researchers begin concluding their 

study when they have achieved “data saturation,” or the point of data collection where the 

information gained becomes redundant and does not contribute further to the findings (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007, p. 69). This study included 11 participants, representing 8 distinct schools in 3 

different districts. These 11 participants also represented 4 different Universities. 

Data Collection 

 Data collection involves any form of permissions, sampling, recording of information, 

coding, and storing the data (Creswell, 2013). This includes permissions, interviews, building 

relationships, recording and transcribing data, and data analysis. 

Permissions. Before data can be collected, the researcher must focus on gaining 

permissions from participants in the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  This study utilized a 

detailed consent form outlining the purpose of the study, the goal of the study, assurances of 

confidentiality, the rights of the participant, and the rights of the researcher.  Once these 

permissions were agreed upon by the researcher and the participant, a copy was given to the 

participant and the original copy was stored in a locked safety deposit box.  Documentation of 

these permissions was also stored on a password-protected computer.  
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Recruiting participants meeting the outlined qualifications for this study was of the 

utmost importance. Primarily, recruiting took place at the building leadership level of schools or 

districts that have implemented a standards-based grading system. The emails found in the 

appendices section of this study contain the solicitation and recruitment tools that were used for 

this study. The researcher utilized the expertise of the dissertation committee to provide 

references and initial contacts that may be able to provide information on potential participants. 

Finally, the researcher utilized personal friends in districts that use a standards-based approach, 

and will utilize their own personal recommendations to help recruit participants to this study. 

Through this study, the researcher hoped to provide the direct benefit of reflection and response 

to the participant. As a participant, the individual teacher had an opportunity to reflect, react, 

process, and discuss their current journey in education and examine new perspectives on their 

current profession. The hope was to demonstrate participation in this study would help 

universities or colleges gain greater insight into the experience of their graduates in standards-

based grading districts, as well as assist current school administrators in understanding the 

successes or gaps in the experience of new educators in standards-based grading districts. 

Interviews. This phenomenological study used semi-structured interviews as the primary 

form of data collection.  Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to outline specific 

topics to ensure that all major areas and research questions are asked of every participant, but 

also allowed for the participant to elaborate on specific answers and the researcher to ask follow-

up or more detailed questions to further these responses (Seidman, 2013).  The interview 

questions used in this study can be found in the appendices.  These questions were reviewed by 

the researcher and the committee chair before being used in formal research. 
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Seidman (2013) recommends the “three-interview series” when using interviews as a 

primary form of data collection (p. 20).  This study adopted the three-interview series model, 

which focused on life history, details of the experience, and reflection on the meaning (Seidman, 

2013).  These three interviews allowed the researcher, as well as the participant, time to fully 

address the complexity of the phenomenon being discussed.  This study utilized Seidman’s 

(2013) three-interview series in the following ways: 

● Life history: the interviewer learned as much as possible about the previous 

experiences of the participant in any way that may be connected to the 

phenomenon.  For this study, this included past experience in schooling, 

experience with assessment and grading as a student, training and experience with 

assessment and grading in pre-service programs, and other meaningful 

experiences that may help place the participant in the larger context of the 

phenomenon.  

● Details of experience: the interviewer concentrated on the present lived 

experience of the phenomenon being studied.  For this study, this included 

specific questions related to the experience of being a first or second year teacher 

in a district that has adopted standards-based grading.  These questions were also 

centered on the conceptual framework of Senge’s (2006) revised disciplines of the 

learning organizations, as outlined in Chapter 1. 

● Reflection on the meaning: the interviewer allowed the participant time to reflect 

on their answers in the previous two interviews, add or elaborate on any previous 

points, and make sense of their own meaning attached to the specific 

phenomenology.  In this study, this allowed the participant to provide closure to 
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their own experiences and make connections to the phenomenon not previously 

identified by the researcher.  

Seidman (2013) recommended each interview last 90 minutes in order to ensure detailed 

description and appropriate context, yet also notes that this length is not absolute and can be 

adjusted as appropriate by the researcher.  By following these guidelines for the three-interview 

series, the researcher ensured that participants had ample opportunity and time to not only 

describe, in depth, the phenomenon being studied, but also place themselves in the larger context 

of the experience (Seidman, 2013). 

 Building Relationships. Before any interviews can take place, the researcher must 

develop a rapport with the participants.  Qualitative interviews require a relationship be built 

over time between the participant and the researcher.  These relationships are essential for any 

phenomenological research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2013; Seidman, 2013).  

 In order to build the appropriate relationship with the participants, contact should be 

made before any interviews begin.  This provided the researcher with the opportunity to discuss 

the logistics of the study, answer any specific questions the participant may have concerning the 

study, and begin the process of building mutual respect for one another (Seidman, 2013).  Other 

strategies to build rapport included the utilization of email and the strategic choice of location for 

interviews.  Since the information being gathered is not overly sensitive in nature, the location of 

the interviews was flexible, further helping to develop rapport and a positive relationship 

between the participant and the researcher.  

 Recording and Transcribing Data. The interviews for this study were recorded using 

the researcher’s personal recording device. These digital files of the interviews were uploaded to 

a password protected computer that only the researcher had access to, and copies of the recording 
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were stored on a flash drive in a safety deposit box. Any field notes or additional data collected 

during the research process was kept in a password protected computer or in a safety deposit box 

only the researcher had access to during the time of the study. All transcriptions were done by 

the researcher and stored on a password-protected computer.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is the process in which the researcher makes sense out of the various 

interviews, observations, and artifacts concerning the phenomenology that is being studied. 

Creswell (2013) describes three strategies that qualitative researchers should use when analyzing 

the data: 

● Preparing and organizing the data in the form of transcripts 

● Coding the data, or reducing the data into themes and topics 

● Representing the data in the form of a discussion, table, or figure. 

 The coding process is essential for qualitative research.  Seidman (2013) described 

coding as the process the researcher undergoes to connect “threads and patterns among the 

excerpts within … categories and for connections between various categories that may be called 

themes” (p. 127).  Creswell (2014) noted that in the traditional approach, qualitative researcher 

should refrain from using predetermined codes when performing research.  Instead, the 

researcher should allow the coding process to emerge naturally from the data collected.  In this 

study, no predetermined codes were used.  Instead, the themes and concepts emerged through a 

rigorous coding process including various read-throughs and discussions with the committee 

chair. 

Credibility, Reliability, and Triangulation. Qualitative validity is defined as the 

process the researcher uses to check for the accuracy of the findings of a qualitative study 
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(Creswell, 2014). Credibility is the understanding that the findings in the study are true (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985).  It is meant to demonstrate that all of the findings are a result of identified data 

and factors that were studied.  This requires the researcher to utilize direct quotes and 

triangulation to ensure the findings are a direct result of the data collected. 

 Credibility is addressed in various ways, including addressing author bias, the use of 

thick description, and peer debriefing with a committee chair.  Credibility is also addressed using 

member-checking, a process whereby the researcher takes back themes or descriptions to the 

participant and allows the participant the opportunity to comment on the findings (Anfara, 

Brown, & Magione, 2002; Creswell, 2014).   

 Qualitative reliability is the “expectation … that there will be consistency in results of 

observations made by different researchers or by the same researcher over time” (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007, p. 39).  While most qualitative researchers are not concerned with reliable results 

since the focus of qualitative research is on the unique human experience of a specific 

phenomenon, there are still steps that can be taken to ensure qualitative reliability.  Creswell 

(2014) recommended the utilization of intercoder agreement, which involves an individual cross-

checking the coding done by a specific researcher.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) encouraged 

qualitative researchers to focus more on the consistency of what is being recorded and what is 

actually happening rather than the consistency of their observations compared to another 

researcher.  For this study, the focus on reliability was on ensuring, through rich description and 

detailed analysis, the consistency between what is witnessed and experienced in data collection 

to what is reported in the findings of this study.  

Triangulation is a form of validity in qualitative studies and is defined as the process of 

using multiple data sources of information when connecting themes (Creswell, 2014; Wolcott, 
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2009).  Semi-structured interviews were the main theme of data collection for this study, yet it is 

important to utilize various other data collection techniques in order to strengthen the credibility 

and dependability of the study. Next, a researcher journal was kept in order to fully reflect on 

initial thoughts and perspectives gathered throughout the interview and data-gathering process. 

Finally, document analysis was used throughout the duration of data-gathering. Documents 

included field notes, rubrics, policies, and other items that added to the reliability of the study. 

Design Issues 

 In order to ensure that qualitative research remains legitimate to the general base of 

research knowledge, Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified factors such as transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability that need to be addressed in the study.  These are identified 

concepts for qualitative research that ensure the findings are supported by the data, there are 

multiple data points to support the findings, the researcher’s bias was accounted for in the 

findings, and the findings accurately represent the phenomenon being described.  

Transferability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) described transferability as the ability to 

generalize the findings of a study.  While the goal of qualitative research is not to be able to 

transfer findings from one unique experience to another, it is important that transferability exist 

in qualitative research through the use of theory (Yin, 2014).  This study utilized Senge’s (2006) 

disciplines of the learning organization.  Transferability means the approach to the study and the 

theory utilized can be replicated, even though the findings of this study may not be transferable 

to other individuals’ experiences. The thick descriptions and substantial data collected using a 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach will enhance the likelihood of transferability of 

findings to other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2014).  By providing a thick 
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description of the phenomenon in the findings, the study can be examined in the larger narrative 

of human experience.  

Dependability. Dependability describes the ability of another researcher to recreate the 

study and have similar findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  While qualitative research is not 

necessarily focused on the recreation of studies since the human experience is constantly 

changing and evolving, dependability can be addressed in qualitative research by rigorous note-

taking and detailed descriptions of procedures (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While true dependability 

may never be fully achieved in qualitative research, it is still important for the researcher to 

continuously and meticulously document all procedures in an audit trail to support one’s 

findings. 

 Confirmability. In order to show a lack of author bias in the study, confirmability relies 

heavily on the participants to provide the data for the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The most 

common form of confirmability in qualitative research is the idea of triangulation and member-

checking, as previously described. Member checking allows the researcher to remove as much 

bias as possible from the findings. The participants were able to review the data and ensure the 

appropriateness of the findings. This was an essential aspect of credibility. 

Limitations 

Limitations are possible shortcomings of a study that cannot be controlled.  Author bias is 

a limitation in any qualitative study since the researcher is the main instrument of collecting data. 

It is impossible to entirely prevent researcher bias in qualitative research, but there are steps that 

can be taken to address this bias throughout the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Specifically, 

collaborating with the chair on coding results and field notes significantly decreased the amount 

of author bias present in this study. The goal of qualitative research is to “add to knowledge, not 
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pass judgment on a setting” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 38). Seeking a perspective where the 

researcher’s own bias and perception was limited when reporting findings is an ongoing state-of-

mind that was diligently maintained throughout this study. 

Another limitation was the variations in assessment and grading definitions used at 

different schools, buildings, or districts, as well as professional development practice and 

opportunities available for teachers.  Finding uniform definitions of assessment and grading is 

challenging, so understanding that participants may have varying experiences or connotations for 

these topics was a limitation.  Finally, working with teachers who are new to the profession may 

was a limitation for this study.  There was the possibility that some of the participants have not 

been in the profession long enough to develop the necessary perspective or reflection required 

for a detailed phenomenological study.  

Delimitations 

 Delimitations are boundaries set by the researcher that limit the generalizability of the 

study.  Specifically, delimitations are requirements for participants to meet in order to be 

considered for the study.  Several delimitations existed for this study.  The scope of this study 

only included first or second year teachers who were currently working in schools or districts 

that have adopted standards-based grading. In addition, the participants must have graduated 

from a four-year, pre-service program at the college or university level.  

Summary 

 This phenomenological study utilized a constructivist assumption to describe the lived 

experience of first or second year teachers working in standards-based grading classrooms.  The 

phenomenological approach was the most appropriate for the scope of this study because it 

centered on both the objective and subjective lived experiences of an individual or group of 
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individuals (Creswell, 2013).  Criterion and purposeful sampling, as well as opportunistic 

sampling, were used to find participants for this study.  In-depth interviewing was conducted and 

utilized as the primary mode of data collection for this study. Several strategies were used to 

assure the trustworthiness of the findings such as reliability, credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  
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CHAPTER 4 

PARTICIPANTS 

 The following chapter contains detailed descriptions of the universities attended by the 

participants in this study for their preservice education, the schools where the participants are 

employed, and the participants themselves. Along with basic information, observations and 

impressions noted by the researcher during the process of interviewing each candidate are 

included within the descriptions. In order to ensure honest reflection on the part of the 

participants, pseudonyms have been used for all universities, schools, and participant names.  

 Participants for this study were solicited in a multitude of ways. The researcher relied on 

professional contacts, colleagues, and friends to help identify participants for this study. Keeping 

in mind purposeful sampling strategies, the researcher focused on districts that had implemented 

a standards-based system of grading within the last two years. In order to fulfill criterion 

sampling, or sampling focused on specific requirements on the part of the participant, higher 

education professors and deans were contacted for lists of new graduates currently employed in 

schools utilizing a standards-based approach (Salmons, 2010). Finally, stratified purposive 

sampling, or sampling meant to diversify the list of candidates based on gender, experience, 

educational background, school of employment, or current district, was emphasized by the 

researcher when recruiting participants (Creswell, 2013). The researcher continuously emailed 

potential participants, posted on social media, and explored out-of-state options.  

 The researcher was able to recruit 11 participants for this study. These participants 

represented four major higher education institutions, eight different K-12 schools, and three 

distinct districts. Each major subject area is represented in the population of participants, 

including English/Language Arts, Mathematics, Social Studies, Science, Art, and Special 
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Education. There were three non-traditional students, or students who returned to college after 

employment in a non-educational professional field, represented in the participants. This unique 

blend of perspectives and backgrounds created a tapestry rich with lived experience for the 

researcher to draw upon for a hermeneutic phenomenology. 

 Table 4.1 provides a glimpse into the participant profiles for this study, including name, 

university attended, school of current employment, district of current employment, subject area, 

and gender. More detailed descriptions of each of these items are included in the following 

sections. 

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographics 

Name Universitya School District Subject Sex
b 

Danielle Carson Adams HS Bartlett Science F 

Greg Carson Adams HS Bartlett Science M 

Heather Carson Reagan MS Underwood SPED/ELA F 

Lauren Carson Jefferson HS Underwood Art F 

Lindsey Upper Lawrenceville Carter MS Underwood 6th Gradec F 

Michelle Carson Madison HS Underwood Math F 

Natalie Carson Grant HS Underwood ELA F 

Pam Upper Lawrenceville Grant HS Underwood Social Studies F 

Rachel North Shore Jefferson HS Underwood Math F 

Tom Shadyside Washington HS Whitmore ELA M 

Vanessa Carson Kennedy HS Underwood Spanish F 
aNotes the University for preservice teacher training, not necessarily undergraduate degree  
bF = female, M = male 
cSelf-contained classroom, responsible for ELA, Math, and Science 

 

Participant Universities 

 The following section contains information regarding the alma maters for the 

participants’ preservice programs. These universities are all located in the Midwest region. In 

order to fully address the research question concerning the exposure of training for new teachers 

in standards-based grading districts in Chapter 5, it is important to understand the unique systems 
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of preparation for each university represented in this study. This information was gathered from 

the University websites and questions asked of each participant. Citations are not included to 

respect confidentiality. 

Shadyside University 

 Shadyside University (SU) is a large, public university. SU supports an enrollment of 

more than 24,000 undergraduate students, as well as 9,000 graduate and professional students. 

SU is one of the major institutions in the region, recruiting students from all across the country. 

SU is consistently ranked in the top 50 public universities, and is well-respected and well-known 

not only in the Midwest, but around the country.  

 SU’s College of Education has over 80 academic degree programs for undergraduate and 

graduate educators. The SU College of Education focuses on preparing educators to be leaders in 

their field, and consistently develop practices that align with the changing landscape of 21st 

Century K-12 education. The goal for SU College of Education graduates is to effectively solve 

problems and effect change in schools not only across the state, but across the country and 

around the world. 

 The College of Education at SU was recently ranked as one of the top colleges of 

education in the area by a well-established news source. The education program also ranked in 

the top 20 by the National Council on Teacher Quality for secondary education majors. Tom, an 

alumnus from SU, noted that he greatly valued his preservice education at SU, and his 

experience in the program, “solidified, in my mind, that (teaching) is what I wanted to do. These 

are the people I want to be around.” 

Carson University 
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 Carson University (CU) is a private, liberal arts college located in the Midwest. CU 

enrolls approximately 3,300 undergraduates, along with 1,700 graduate and professional 

students. While a main focus of CU is on the sciences, colleges for education, journalism, and 

business boast strong reputations as well. CU is consistently ranked high in peer-assessed 

studies, boasting a top 5 ranking in the Midwest and top 10 in the country. 

 Carson University’s School of Education offers over 15 degree programs, with over 35 

specialized areas of endorsements. There is also a focus on continuing options for current 

professionals, with a variety of part-time programs and degrees offered on weekends and 

evenings. The School of Education at CU also boasts over a 98% job placement rate for their 

education preservice graduates. 

 Carson University had the most alumni participate in this study. While there were mixed 

opinions about the overall value of the preservice program, many comments were positive. Greg, 

an alumni of Carson University, noted, “I really liked my preservice program… I thought the 

biggest advantage of (Carson University’s) program was the size (of the classes).” Michelle, 

another Carson University alumni, stated, “I loved (Carson University) and I loved my 

professors. They gave me useful information in a lot of aspects.”  

North Shore University 

 North Shore University (NSU) is a medium sized public university located in the 

Midwest. NSU has approximately 12,000 total students enrolled, including undergraduate, 

graduate, and professional students. NSU is consistently ranked in the top 3 for best Universities 

in the area, and offers more than 90 different majors and programs. 

 The College of Education at NSU offers six different departments, ranging from 

curriculum and instruction, to educational leadership, to special education. The College of 
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Education prides itself on pushing preservice students to be innovators in the field of education. 

An emphasis on the moral imperative on the development of strong teachers for the current 

school system is evident throughout much of the material available. 

 Rachel, the only alumnus of North Shore University, had mixed experiences with her 

preservice program. Rachel highlighted an emphasis on hypothetical situations and being 

lectured to in her program, noting, “a lot of (my preservice classes) were a waste of time, 

honestly.” However, Rachel did allude to positive experiences in the field for practicum 

experiences, and being able to reflect on those experiences through various courses in her 

program. 

Upper Lawrenceville University 

 Upper Lawrenceville University (ULU) is a large, public university located in the 

Midwest. ULU currently has more than 30,000 undergraduate students and more than 6,000 

graduate and professional students. While the main focus of the university is agriculture and 

engineering, architecture, education, and veterinary medicine all have strong reputations. ULU 

prides itself on being a research-centric institution, offering over 100 majors in ten different 

schools and colleges. 

 The School of Education at ULU focuses on building foundations for its preservice 

graduates to be effective practitioners and leaders in the field of education. There are three 

programs offered to students, including an early childhood, elementary, and secondary education 

program, as well as over 25 specific endorsement programs. A major emphasis for the School of 

Education at ULU is to be a leader in educational theory, policy, and practice. 

 Lindsey, an alumnus of ULU’s School of Education, expressed her pleasure with many of 

her classes, but noted multiple inconsistencies within the large program. She specifically 
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mentioned, “It was just frustrating because (the professors) were giving you a format in some 

classes, and then in other classes they were very open and focused on trying to learn our own 

style.” Lindsey also mentioned the professors in her preservice program focused more on theory 

than implementation, stating, “[Our professors] were looking at the lesson plans [we developed], 

not how we were teaching. That was a frustration.” 

 Pam, who received her undergraduate degree from Upper Lawrenceville University 

outside of the School of Education, but then returned to ULU for her teaching degree, responded 

that she did feel prepared to enter the classroom as a teacher after completing her program. When 

discussing her coursework, she noted, “I think that experience has set me up for my first year of 

teaching being easier than (other graduates).” 

Participant Schools/Districts 

 The following section contains information regarding the schools where the participants 

of this study are currently employed. These schools are all located in the Midwest region. Each 

of these schools has adopted a standards-based or standards-referenced grading policy for at least 

two years. The information presented in this section was gathered from school websites, online 

profiles, and various school reports. No citations are provided to respect confidentiality.  

Adams High School - Bartlett 

 Adams High School is located in a suburb just outside a metropolitan area in the 

Midwest. The school serves 10th, 11th, and 12th graders, and has a current enrollment of 

approximately 1,000 students. Currently, an estimated 10% of the student population is of a 

minority background and 15% of the students are considered economically 

disadvantaged.  Students enrolled at Adams High School typically score better on the ACT test 

by approximately one point than the statewide average. Adams High School works to prepare 
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students to gain core knowledge, communication skills, and critical thinking skills to help adapt 

to the 21st Century society. 

 Adams High School utilizes a class rank for graduating students based on their grade 

point average. Multiple advanced placement courses and honors courses are offered. Adams 

High School adopted standards-based grading in 2015, and note on their school website that 

standards-based grading helps “provide clarity in what each student knows, understands, and is 

able to do.” Adams High School’s website also mentions that many traditional grading practices 

do not clearly communicate what students are able to do, justifying the installation of SBG 

policies. 

Carter Middle School - Underwood 

 Carter Middle School is an urban middle school serving students in 6th, 7th, and 8th 

grade. Carter Middle School’s mission is to “provide a safe, caring environment in which each 

adolescent can attain the skills to be a positive, productive citizen in 21st Century society.” The 

school motto for Carter Middle School emphasizes students working for and expecting success 

in all that they do. 

Carter Middle School is one of multiple middle schools in the Underwood School 

District. The Underwood School District utilizes a standards-referenced grading model in all 

elementary and secondary schools, beginning in 2012. Carter Middle School operates under the 

policy of the secondary schools SRG model. According to the district website, partial 

implementation of SRG was completed at the middle school level in 2015, and full 

implementation was completed in 2016. 

Grant High School - Underwood 
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 Grant High School is a large, urban high school serving students in 9th, 10th, 11th, and 

12th grade. Grant High School has a rich historical tradition, and is a well-respected institution in 

the area. Current enrollment for Grant High School is over 1,800 students. Minority 

representation at Grant High School is over 40%, and nearly half of the student population is 

considered “economically disadvantaged” by the US News and World Report.  

 Grant High School currently boasts a graduation rate of over 90%, and scores well above 

the Underwood District average for standardized test scores on English and Mathematics. 

According to the US News Scorecard, over 60% of students who take an AP course at Grant 

High School pass the AP exam.  Since 2015, Grant High School has utilized a standards-

referenced grading system.  

Jefferson High School - Underwood 

 Jefferson High School is a large, urban high school serving students in 9th, 10th, 11th, 

and 12th grade. Total enrollment for Jefferson High School is over 2,200 students, with 62% of 

student enrollment being of a minority background and over 75% being considered economically 

disadvantaged. Jefferson High School currently has over 120 full-time educators on staff. 

 Jefferson High School’s standardized test scores on English and Mathematics closely 

reflect the district averages; however, Jefferson High School’s scores are significantly lower than 

the state average. The graduation rate for Jefferson High School is approximately 80%. As was 

the case with Grant High School, Jefferson High School has utilized a standards-referenced 

grading system since 2015, when Underwood School District began implementing SRG at the 

high school level. 

Kennedy High School - Underwood 
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 Kennedy High School is a medium-sized, urban high school serving 9th, 10th, 11th, and 

12th grade students. The enrollment at Kennedy High School barely exceeds 1,000. The 

percentage of minority students in the total enrollment exceeds 65%, while 75% of the student 

population is considered to be economically disadvantaged. Kennedy High School is the smallest 

high school in the Underwood School District. 

 Students at Kennedy High School score significantly higher on the Mathematics 

standardized tests than on the English tests. Mathematics scores for Kennedy High School 

students exceed the district average and are slightly below the state average, while English scores 

are below both the district and state average. The graduation rate for Kennedy High School 

exceeds 85%, and a standards-referenced grading system has been in place since 2015. 

Madison High School - Underwood 

 Madison High School is a medium-sized, urban high school serving 9th, 10th, 11th, and 

12th grade students. Enrollment at Madison High School exceeds 1,100 students, with almost 

70% of the student population being of a minority background and over 80% being considered 

economically disadvantaged. Madison High School is considered to be the most economically 

challenged high school in the Underwood School District. 

 Madison High School is currently the lowest achieving high school in the Underwood 

School District on standardized tests. Just fewer than 50% of the students at Madison High 

School were considered proficient on the English standardized test, and fewer than 60% were 

considered proficient on the Mathematics standardized test. Both of these numbers are below the 

state and district average. While the graduation rate does exceed 75%, only 19% of Advanced 

Placement students pass their exams and gain collegiate credit. 
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 While Madison High School, as part of the Underwood School District, has adopted 

standards-referenced grading practices since 2015, a new initiative has increased focus on 

becoming a “School of Rigor.” These schools focus on intensive training, interventions, and 

teaching techniques for staff to utilize with students. The goal is to reevaluate teaching and 

learning to create more intense and collaborative learning opportunities for students. It is the 

hope that Madison High School will serve as the model for the other high schools in the 

Underwood School District. 

Reagan Middle School - Underwood 

 Reagan Middle School is an urban middle school serving 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students 

in the Underwood School District. The mission of Reagan Middle School is to provide students 

with challenging and diverse opportunities for becoming lifelong learners and engaged students 

in society. Reagan Middle School is also an International Baccalaureate School, one of the only 

ones in the Underwood School District. 

 As an International Baccalaureate School, Reagan Middle School “promotes intercultural 

understanding and respect, not as an alternative to a sense of cultural and national identity but as 

an essential part of life in the 21st Century.” This drive helps foster a culturally appropriate and 

respectful environment for students to engage in learning, especially for students from a minority 

background. While Reagan Middle School adopted a standards-referenced grading approach in 

2015, much of the development and rhetoric around the school focuses on the International 

Baccalaureate designation. 

Washington High School - Whitmore 

 Washington High School is a small, rural high school in the Midwest serving students in 

9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade. The enrollment for Washington High School is slightly under 
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500 students, with 5% representing a minority population and slightly more than 5% considered 

economically disadvantaged. Standardized test scores for Washington High School are extremely 

high, with slightly fewer than 90% testing proficient in English and more than 95% testing 

proficient in Mathematics. 

 Washington High School adopted a standards-based grading approach in 2012, and has 

quickly become one of the models for standards-based grading in not only the Midwest, but in 

the nation. District officials consistently present and collaborate with schools and districts 

interested in adopting a standards-based approach to assessment and grading. While the 

transition to standards-based grading has not been without its opponents in the community, 

Washington continues to implement standards-based grading at a district level. 

Participant Profiles 

 The following section provides a brief introduction to the 11 participants of this study, 

and is meant to serve as a prologue to the researcher’s findings. The following descriptions of the 

participants utilize data gathered through interviews conducted and reflection notes taken by the 

researcher.  

Danielle 

 Danielle is currently in her second year of teaching Science at Adams High School. She 

teaches Chemistry to 11th grade students. She originally grew up on the east coast of the United 

States, where she attended high school and college. She worked in the science field for many 

years, before ultimately choosing to stay at home and raise her family. When her family was 

relocated to the Midwest and her children had grown, Danielle decided to attend school to get 

her teaching license. She was a full time graduate student at Carson University, where she 

received her teaching degree. 
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 Danielle stated that she was a very strong student growing up, and received straight A’s 

throughout her educational career. She mentioned being challenged as an adult learner when she 

went to Carson University to gain her teaching license, but noted that once she got through the 

first class, she rekindled a love of learning and was excited to enter the classroom as a teacher. 

She said that she was very happy with her position at Adams High School and plans on being 

there for the foreseeable future. 

 Danielle expressed a comfort level with standards-based grading in her classroom 

because of her exposure to the system in her preservice program. She mentioned courses where 

she was evaluated, as a student, in a standards-based grading format, and this experience helped 

her gain a comfort level with utilizing the system in her own classroom. Being older than the 

traditional “new teacher,” Danielle has found the adjustment to education relatively easy and 

enjoyable. 

Greg 

 Greg is currently in his first full year of teaching. He is a Chemistry, Biology, and 

Advanced Placement Biology teacher at Adams High School. He attended Carson University for 

his undergraduate degree, and after completing some long term subbing placements in the area, 

was hired by Adams High School to teach Science. 

 Greg has always been interested in the sciences. His mother is currently a science 

professor at Carson University, so he has had exposure to the science subjects a majority of his 

life. He mentioned his favorite classes in high school were science courses, and he always knew 

he wanted to be a Science teacher.  

 Despite being a new teacher, Greg stated he has a firm grasp on standards-based grading 

concepts. He worked closely with a professor at Carson University who utilized standards-based 
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grading strategies in all of his courses, and was able to experience SBG as a student. Greg also 

had multiple assignments, placements, and subbing positions in various districts, some of which 

utilized standards-based grading. While Greg knows that there is much he still needs to learn as a 

new teacher, he has expressed a comfort level with teaching and the SBG system of assessing 

student learning. 

Heather 

 Heather is a middle school teacher at Reagan Middle School. She is currently in her 

second year of teaching. Her role is special education teacher for 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students, 

but she also teaches English and Language Arts. She teaches some of her own courses, but also 

does some co-teaching and some small group instruction as well.  

 Heather is originally from the Midwest and attended Carson University. She began as a 

Health Sciences major, but decided to switch to education during her time as an undergraduate. 

Heather noted that she had always been drawn to a career as an educator, and decided that after 

experiencing a different major as an undergraduate student, she would finally make the move to 

the preservice program. 

 While she has been enjoying her time in education, this year has been slightly more 

challenging for Heather because of a switch in her teaching assignments. New course loads have 

caused some additional work in the areas of planning and preparation, but Heather notes that she 

has still greatly enjoyed teaching and enjoys working at Reagan Middle School.  

 Heather is responsible for implementing standards-referenced grading techniques in her 

English/Language Arts classroom. In addition, she also noted that she works collaboratively with 

her co-teachers to assign grades to students in other classes, while utilizing a standards-based 

approach. 
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Lauren 

 Lauren currently teaches Graphic Design at Jefferson High School. Her courses contain 

all grade levels at the school, and Lauren noted that she believed she was the only Graphic 

Design teacher in the Underwood School District. Lauren is a first generation college-student 

from Korea, and grew up in a major Midwestern city before attending Carson University for her 

undergraduate preservice degree. 

 Lauren frequently expressed the challenges of being a first-generation student from 

Korea. She noted that her family had always wanted her to become a doctor, but after taking 

some art classes at Carson University, she decided to switch her major to Art Education. Lauren 

was so fearful of how her parents would react that she chose not to inform them of her switch in 

majors. She secretly took education and art courses for over a year before her parents eventually 

discovered her change in career paths. While she said they were apprehensive at first, her parents 

grew to support her professional decision. 

 Lauren was drawn to working in a school where she felt like she could really make a 

difference in the lives of the students she would be working with, which is why she ultimately 

decided to take a teaching position at Jefferson High School. Lauren frequently expressed 

apprehension about the standards-referenced grading approach of Underwood School District, 

and spoke about how she was openly non-compliant when it came to many building or district 

grading policies. 

Lindsey 

 Lindsey currently teaches self-contained 6th grade at Carter Middle School. She is 

responsible for teaching English/Language Arts, Math, and Science. She is in her first full year 

as a classroom teacher. She was hired in the middle of the first full academic year after her 
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graduation from her preservice program as an interventionist, but then was hired as a 6th grade 

teacher.  

 Lindsey grew up in a rural Midwest town before attending Upper Lawrenceville 

University for her undergraduate degree. Lindsey described how she was unsure what to major in 

or do professionally after high school, but her father was an employee of the Underwood School 

District and encouraged Lindsey to explore education as a possible career path. She noted that 

the benefits of being a teacher initially drew her to the profession, but she has “fallen in love 

with it from there.”  

Michelle 

 Michelle teaches Geometry and Algebra at Madison High School. Michelle was hired in 

the middle of the school year at Madison High School after a teacher resigned in the middle of 

the year. Michelle attended Carson University where she was a December graduate, and then 

began her teaching career at Madison High School in January. 

 Michelle grew up in a rural area in the Midwest before attending Carson University. She 

originally majored in pre-law because, jokingly, “I want to make money!” However, after a year 

and a half of pre-law courses, she decided to pursue her true love of teaching mathematics. She 

noted a strong desire to always see students succeed, which led her to a career as a teacher.  

 While Michelle is extremely new in her position as a classroom teacher, she noted her 

confidence in connecting with her students and relating the content to their lives. However, she 

noted that because of the efforts at Madison High School surrounding the School of Rigor 

initiative, she felt somewhat unprepared after her preservice program at Carson University. In 

terms of standards-referenced grading, she mentioned that she is learning through 

implementation and trial-and-error. 
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Natalie 

 Natalie grew up in a suburban area in the Midwest, and currently teaches 9th grade 

English and 9th-12th grade Creative Writing at Grant High School. She is currently in her second 

year of teaching. Natalie is a first-generation student, and spoke extensively about her K-12 

education experience of being one of the only minority students at her school. Following this 

experience, and after choosing to become an educator, Natalie felt a strong call to teach in a 

school where she felt she could connect with minority students. 

 Natalie was originally a Pharmacy major at Carson University, but after realizing that she 

did not have a real passion for the work, decided to switch to education and focus on English as 

an endorsement area. Natalie credits two of her favorite high school teachers, both English 

teachers, as her inspiration for wanting to go into education professionally.  

 Natalie noted that she feels very comfortable implementing standards-referenced grading 

in her classroom because of her experience at Carson University. She was able to take a course 

that focused on the implementation of standards-based grading techniques, and spoke very 

highly of that course’s ability to prepare her to assess and evaluate her own students in her 

classroom.  

Pam 

 Pam is currently in her first year as the 10th grade Advanced Placement Geography 

teacher at Grant High School. Pam was a non-traditional student for her preservice degree. She 

attended Upper Lawrenceville University for her undergraduate degree in history. Pam then 

worked in criminal law for a number of years while contemplating law school, but realized that 

she had a true desire to work in education. It was through her experience of working with 
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juveniles that Pam realized that these students didn’t need a lawyer, but “what he really needs is 

education… and I just decided to become a teacher.”  

 Pam is dyslexic, but was also in the talented and gifted program in her K-12 schooling. 

She noted that she moved around the Midwest as a student, and teachers always had difficulty 

with her in class because she was extremely bright but struggled with reading because of the 

dyslexia. She was inspired by many of her teachers who helped her realize that a learning 

disability was not the same thing as an intellectual disability. 

 Despite being in her first year as a full-time teacher, Pam frequently expressed a strong 

comfort level for standards-referenced grading. She noted that she had exposure to standards-

referenced grading policies before beginning in the classroom as a teacher, and is frustrated with 

the amount of time she spends in trainings and in-services with the Underwood School District. 

While she understands the value of the training for teachers who are unfamiliar with the grading 

system, Pam frequently expressed a desire to be excused from the training once she had “shown 

mastery” with the material being discussed.  

Rachel 

 Rachel is a graduate of North Shore University, where she majored in secondary 

education with an endorsement in Mathematics. She is currently in her second year of teaching 

9th grade Algebra at Jefferson High School.  

 Rachel grew up in an urban area in the Midwest, and she always knew she wanted to be 

an educator. However, she mentioned that being a math teacher “just kind of happened.” She 

noted that she realized she was good at math during her high school career, and then earned a 

math scholarship to North Shore University. It was then that she realized that her passion was to 

teach high school mathematics.  
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 Rachel also has a major in Spanish, and spent considerable time out of the country during 

her collegiate experience. She found her study abroad trips to be some of the most useful 

experiences in her education, and found inspiration in other cultures’ traditions and values. 

 Rachel noted that she was “the poster child” for what a strong K-12 student would look 

like in terms of grades received or behavior in the classroom, but currently teaches introductory 

Algebra or Algebra for struggling students. While working at Jefferson High School, Rachel has 

been able to help many students of a minority background with their math skills and strategies.  

Tom 

 Tom is the only participant to have graduated from Shadyside University. He is currently 

teaching 11th and 12th grade English and Language Arts at Washington High School, where he 

is a first year teacher. 

 Tom grew up in a rural area of the Midwest, and attended Shadyside University with a 

focus on majoring in philosophy. His long-term goal was to attend law school, but in the back of 

his mind, he always knew that he wanted to become a teacher. Tom went through four years at 

Shadyside as an English and Philosophy major, but ended up enrolling in an education course 

towards the end of his collegiate career. He was immediately drawn to the profession by the 

change in energy, enthusiasm, and zeal his fellow classmates had for the subject of education. 

Tom then changed his focus to becoming an English teacher. 

 Tom’s classroom is covered with inspirational quotes and motivational one-liners. He is 

an embodiment of someone who is passionate not just for the work that he does, but for seeing 

his students succeed and reach their full potential. It is easy to imagine students getting excited 

about Tom’s class. 

Vanessa 
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 Vanessa is currently a Spanish teacher at Kennedy High School. She grew up on the West 

Coast, and spent considerable time traveling around the world. When she and her husband 

decided to settle down and start a family, they chose a place in the Midwest. Vanessa originally 

majored in Political Science and International Studies from a major university on the West 

Coast, but after relocating to the Midwest, attended Carson University for her graduate degree 

and teaching license. She is currently in her second year of teaching Spanish at Kennedy High 

School. 

 Vanessa spent considerable time in her early childhood as a student in Japan. Her family 

moved back to the United States when she was 7 years old, so her original language was not 

English, but Japanese. As a result, Vanessa struggled early on in her educational career as an 

English Language Learner. She noted how teachers really struggled to connect with her as a 

student, how teachers weren’t sure how to differentiate instruction for her, and how she was left 

to try and figure most of her education out for herself. 

 Because of her past experiences as an English Language Learner, it was clear Vanessa 

had developed a strong moral compass for helping underprivileged or struggling students. As a 

Spanish teacher at Kennedy High School, Vanessa has the opportunity to not only try and 

instruct students on how to learn a new language, but also help them gain life skills and 

employability skills that will serve them well in the future. Vanessa’s zeal for helping these 

students was evident with each interaction she had with the researcher. 

Summary 

 Eleven first or second year teachers participated in this study focused on describing the 

lived experience of new teachers in districts that have adopted standards-based grading practices. 

Four of the participants in this study received undergraduate degrees outside of the profession of 
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education, and returned to school as graduate students to complete their preservice training. 

Participants had completed their preservice teacher training at four different Universities in the 

Midwest. There were eight schools of employment represented, between the grade levels of 6th 

grade and 12th grade. Those eight schools represented three different school districts. In total, 

eight different subject areas were represented in this data, including Special Education and a 6th 

grade self-contained classroom.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

 The research question for this study was: What is the lived experience of first or second 

year K-12 educators in districts using standards-based grading policies?  In order to fully 

articulate the lived experience of these new teachers, a qualitative hermeneutic phenomenology 

was chosen as the most appropriate research method.  Utilizing Senge’s (2006) Disciplines of the 

Learning Organization, five supporting research questions were developed: 

• Personal Mastery: What is the exposure of training for new teachers in standards-based 

K-12 classrooms, including preservice training and in-service development? 

• Mental Models: What role does previous experience in K-12 schooling play in new 

educators’ perspectives on assessment and grading? 

• Shared Vision: How are current district, state, or national policies and practices impacting 

new teacher perspectives and experiences concerning standards-based grading? 

• Team Learning: What role does team learning and development positively or negatively 

play in new teachers’ perspectives concerning standards-based grading? 

• Systems Thinking: How do new teachers conceptualize and explain their role as assessors 

and graders in the K-12 classroom? 

 The data was collected in a series of three interviews, in accordance with what Seidman 

(2013) recommended.  Both Tom and Lauren were able to interview in person; the remaining 

nine interviews were conducted over the phone.  All data collected during the interview process 

was transcribed by the researcher.  The researcher also kept anecdotal notes throughout the 

process, noting the tone of the participant, themes, personality traits, and initial impressions.    
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 The data coding process began once data was transcribed by the researcher.  The 

researcher initially read through all of the data, then began color coding the data based on the 

research questions for this study.  Each question was designated with a color highlighter.  Once 

the data had been read through and highlighted, the researcher took quotes, themes, or topics 

from the data and began to group them in a search for themes.  These themes then became the 

basis for the findings for this study. 

 In order to address the credibility of the study, the researcher utilized direct quotes, 

paraphrases, and ideas from the participants to reinforce or represent broader themes discerned 

through the analysis portion of the study. The quotes were member-checked with the participants 

via email (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Participants had an opportunity to change 

their comments, add clarification, or reinforce a theme found through the coding process. 

 Reliability was addressed by utilizing intercoder agreement with the chair of this 

dissertation (Creswell, 2014).  All coding documents were shared with the dissertation chair, and 

consistent conversations were held in order to ensure consistency among results for the study 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  All themes identified were discussed and agreed upon by both the 

researcher and the dissertation chair. 

 Triangulation, or the use of multiple data points to identify themes, came from utilizing 

interview transcripts, information from building or district websites, a reflection journal and 

anecdotal notes by the researcher, and member-checking important themes from the data 

(Wolcott, 2009).  Each theme was developed from multiple data points in the triangulation 

process, in order to ensure an accurate depiction of the lived experience of new teachers in 

districts that have adopted a standards-based approach to assessment and grading. 
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Findings of the Study 

 This study utilized a hermeneutic phenomenological approach.  Hermeneutic 

phenomenology is a descriptive and interpretive approach to understanding a specific 

phenomenon using detailed reflection and writing in order to convey meaning of a specific lived 

experience (Heidegger, 2008; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000).  While it is nearly impossible to 

fully capture the lived experience of a human being, the hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach to research helps paint a picture of a reality that exists for a group of people sharing a 

phenomenon.  The following sections detail the findings of this hermeneutical phenomenology 

focused on the lived experience of new educators in districts that have adopted standards-based 

grading and assessment policies.    

 Each research question corresponds to three themes that were evident through the coding 

process.   As previously stated, these research questions directly align with the conceptual 

framework for this study.    

Exposure of Training 

What is the exposure of training for new teachers in standards-based K-12 classrooms, including 

preservice training and in-service development? 

 It is important to examine personal mastery in order to fully understand the experience of 

new teachers in districts that have adopted standards-based grading and assessment policies.   

Personal mastery is the ability of an individual to grow, develop, and master a particular skill or 

attribute (Senge, 2006).  In the case of new teachers, the journey of personal mastery begins in 

their training in various preservice programs. 

 As previously stated in Chapter 2, the goal for preservice programs is to prepare new 

educators to meet the needs of the 21st century classroom (Bratlien & McGuire, 2002).  Yet, as 
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Cizek et al. (1996) commented, a systematic and comprehensive approach to assessment and 

grading has consistently been found lacking in preservice programs across the country.  

Although the participants in this study varied in their experiences, perceptions, opinions, and 

impressions of their respective preservice programs, three themes emerged as effects of personal 

mastery on the experience of new teachers in these particular districts. 

Preservice Training in Assessment and Grading is Inconsistent 

 Discussions concerning assessment and grading training in preservice programs varied 

widely amongst the 11 participants.  These inconsistencies further clouded the common language 

and understanding each participant had in terms of definitions, grading pedagogy, and beliefs 

about what grades mean and represent. 

 Vanessa noted that she took multiple classes that were specific to grading during her time 

at Carson University.  Being a non-traditional student, she noted the various ways in which her 

preservice program challenged her to think differently about education, especially from the way 

she was educated as a student.  Vanessa seemed drawn to the exposure to new theory and ideas 

concerning assessment and grading, and ready and willing to implement some of these changes 

in her classroom. 

 However, Vanessa also noted the challenge of understanding and implementing new 

pedagogy or teaching strategies in her classroom as a new teacher.  When asked specifically 

about the impact her training in grading and assessment is having on her instruction currently, 

she noted, “I don’t think I’ve had the chance to fully experience the weight of what was 

presented to me in those classes.”  Vanessa went on to note that as she gains a comfort level with 

her classroom, she hopes to implement more of the techniques and strategies she learned during 

her preservice program. 
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 Greg, another graduate of Carson University, noted a similar struggle with his preservice 

preparation in assessment and grading, and transferring that preparation into action as a new 

teacher.  Greg said that he did have specific classes on assessment and grading, but he had that 

class early on in his preservice program.  Without having a sufficient lens or base understanding 

to build upon, Greg noted his assessment courses were hardly effective in challenging and 

changing his teaching method.  He said, “It was...difficult, because you get it really early on in 

your program, before I had any teaching experience.” 

 Despite the unwelcome timing of the course in Greg’s preservice program, Greg did note 

receiving specific exposure in the standards-based grading model.  While noting that, “I don’t 

know if I ever had some explicit instruction on how to grade,” Greg said he gained an 

understanding of grading and assessment through experience in other classes.  Greg specifically 

noted the power of previous experiences – particularly those in a standards-based classroom - as 

the most effective method of learning the SBG pedagogy. 

 Michelle, a Carson graduate as well, echoed much of Greg’s feelings towards the 

placement of the assessment course in her preservice schedule.  Michelle said that she did have 

an assessment and grading course, but it was her third education class she took at Carson, so she 

failed to understand the true impact the class should be having on her teaching.  When asked 

about specific learning that took place in her assessment course, she noted, 

To be honest, I don’t remember a ton of what we learned.   I remember doing 

rubrics and making sure your rubrics matched what you wanted your students to 

learn, and the wording of them, and stuff like that.  But beyond that, I don’t 

remember a ton from that class. 
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 Danielle also recalled having an assessment course during her time at Carson, 

but noted the class utilized much more direct instruction, and rarely involved the 

students in the true thinking and process of designing assessments.  When asked to 

describe the learning that would take place in these assessment courses, she noted, “It 

was mostly like, ‘here is your standard, write an assessment on that, how do you 

formally assess it?’” As a result, Danielle said, despite having a specific course on 

assessment and grading, it was relatively unhelpful. 

 Rachel, a graduate of North Shore University, noted similar experiences 

throughout her preservice program, not just in grading and assessment courses.  Rachel 

did not remember whether she had a course that focused specifically on grading and 

assessment, but expressed frustration with the current process of training and preparing 

teachers in preservice programs, noting,  

I honestly can’t tell you how my [preservice classes] were graded… it was 

more so hypothetical situations, and in my mind… you can’t learn how to 

teach unless you are in front of a classroom with a checklist of priorities 

you have to do.  So, my opinion is yeah, you can sit there and teach 

college students how to be teachers but I don’t think you can ever really 

know until you are in a classroom.  So, honestly, a lot of [preservice 

classes] are a waste of time. 

 Lindsey seemed to have a similar experience to Rachel in her preservice program, despite 

attending a different university.  While Lindsey noted she did not have any specific courses on 

assessment and grading that she could recall, she did remember that most of her preservice 
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program involved direct instruction from the professor to students on how to write lesson plans, 

and was not applicable or practical to any experience she has had thus far as a classroom teacher. 

 Lauren, another Carson graduate, seemed to agree with Lindsey’s assessment, having 

noted experiencing a class on assessment and grading, but the learning was more direct and not 

applicable to her in-class teaching.  Lauren said she found the material discussed in class 

“interesting,” but not overly helpful to her role as an assessor and grader in the classroom today, 

especially working in a district that has adopted a standards-based grading approach.    

 While Lauren found her learning to be interesting and engaging in her class on 

assessment and grading, the material was not focused on standards-based grading.  Alternatively, 

the learning was focused on how to structure a test or develop a points-based grade book.  When 

reflecting on her learning and whether it was applicable to her SBG approach today, she noted, 

“Obviously [the assessment course] was kind of garbage, and doesn’t help at all.”  However, 

Lauren did note that the entire class was not a complete waste, saying that the course, “helped 

me think about how to structure a test and how to grade.” 

 Some of the participants noted having no classes on assessment or grading during their 

preservice experience.  Pam, for example, stated that she had no courses specific to designing or 

assessing student work.  However, Pam had the advantage of being a non-traditional student who 

had previously served as a teaching assistant at Upper Lawrenceville where she was able to 

begin grading and assessing student work, albeit collegiate student work, under the supervision 

of the professor.  Pam said that while this experience doesn’t directly translate to her experience 

in the K-12 classroom, many of the techniques and the nuances involved in grading and 

assessing work did carry over. 
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 Tom, a graduate of Allegheny Center University, said that he did not have any classes on 

assessment and grading.  Instead, Tom said that a majority of his learning came during 

experiential learning, like student teaching and practicum placements.  This type of learning 

seems to match Tom’s personality well; he is very outgoing, and someone who loves the 

dialogue that takes place between professionals.    

 When asked about the type of learning that took place in his assessment courses, Tom 

described it as, “We talked about assessments...and formative and summative assessments and 

things like that… but the grading component was never there.  It was never like, ‘Grade this and 

show me how.’” The term “standards-based grading” was not part of Tom’s preservice training 

at all; instead, the focus was on more direct instruction and what could be considered traditional 

methods of grading student work. 

 Natalie, a graduate of Carson University, was one of the only participants to note a 

specific class on assessment and grading during her preservice program focused on standards-

based methods and understanding.  She said that she was evaluated based on an SBG model, the 

SBG model was frequently discussed in her class, and she gained a strong understanding of what 

effective assessment looks like in the classroom. 

 The more traditional methods of grading and assessment seemed to be absent in her 

experience in this course.  While Natalie said that she entered her classroom with such a strong 

understanding of SBG already because of her experience with this course in her preservice 

program, I asked her how helpful the class would have been if she had ended up teaching in a 

district that did not use SBG.  She responded,  
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If I went to a non-SRG school, I probably would have still modified my classes to 

be like SRG as close as possible, just because that is how I was taught to teach 

and assess.  At this point, I don’t think I could do the traditional 100-point scale. 

So, in essence, the experience that Natalie had in her preservice program had been extremely 

valuable regardless of where she would have been placed in her first teaching position at the K-

12 level. 

 The varying and inconsistent experiences in preservice courses focused on assessment 

and grading of the participants in this study expose the range of ability and knowledge new 

teachers have when entering the K-12 classroom.  Despite attending the same institution, the 

experience of participants in preservice programs varied widely.  There was even more variation 

when multiple universities were compared.  The one shared experience all educators in this study 

had was the student teaching placement. 

Student Teaching Placements as Valuable Grading Experience 

 The experiences in preservice programs for the 11 participants in this study varied wildly.   

Each participant did have a student teaching placement, and almost all participants noted their 

experience with their student teaching supervisor, and the real-world experience of grading and 

assessing student work prepared them more than any preservice course could. 

 While Pam noted her past experiences as a teaching assistant at Upper Lawrenceville 

University, she said her student teaching experience was extremely valuable in helping her 

regain some of her confidence in the assessment process.  Her student teaching experience was 

mixed in terms of positives and negatives, but she did enjoy the opportunity to collaboratively 

assess student work. 
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 Pam said that she was responsible for co-teaching a course during her student teaching 

placement.  She graded collaboratively with this individual, and she said that was an extreme 

benefit for her as an aspiring educator.  She described the experience: “The two of us, you 

know… I had someone else looking over my grading.  So that was good because it had been 

quite a few years!”  Despite having previous experience assessing and evaluating someone else’s 

work, Pam found the collaborative nature of student teaching to be extremely valuable. 

 Vanessa had two placements for her student teaching experiences, and noted that one of 

the placements utilized a standards-based approach to grading and assessing student work, and 

the other experience utilized a more traditional, 100-point scale.  Vanessa said her overall 

experiences in these placements were positive.  She noted the benefit of having exposure to 

standards-based grading before becoming a full-time teacher, but she also said she enjoyed her 

other placement because it exposed her to other models of assessment and grading that are being 

used in the classroom.  She noted that exposure really helped her understand the SBG model 

better. 

 The most beneficial student teaching placements for understanding and conceptualizing 

standards-based grading in the K-12 classroom were placements within the district the teacher is 

currently employed.  Tom frequently described the benefit of having student taught at 

Washington High School.  He said he immediately become familiar with the terminology, 

approach, philosophical beliefs and understandings, and the challenges related with the SBG 

model.  Tom was able to carry this learning directly into his classroom when he began as a full-

time teacher. 

 Natalie also student taught at Grant High School, where she is currently employed as an 

ELA teacher.  She spoke very highly in terms of the value of her placement.  She felt set up for 
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success following her student teaching experience and credits her mentor teacher and the early 

exposure to the SBG system for this feeling of comfort. 

 Natalie also understands that her experience as a student teacher set her up well for 

teaching at Grant High School, but may have done her a disservice if she had accepted a job in a 

different school.  When asked about how comfortable she would feel if she ended up outside of 

Grant High School after completing her student teaching, Natalie was not overly optimistic about 

her chances of success.  She noted,  

I am really lucky I [student taught at Grant High School] and… work there now.   

Because, oh man, if I ended up working somewhere else, I’d be so screwed right 

now! I am not sure how to do the other methods (of grading)! 

 Heather seemed to echo Natalie’s perspective.  Heather’s first exposure to a 

standards-based model of assessing and grading student work was during her student 

teaching placement as well.  She student taught within the Underwood School District, 

but not specifically in the school she is currently employed.  She described an extremely 

positive experience as a student teacher, but when asked if she would feel the same way 

about her experience if she had accepted a job outside of the Underwood district, she also 

responded in the negative.  

 Rachel experienced two placements in the Underwood school district, which has 

adopted a district-wide standards-based approach.  While noting that this experience was 

valuable for her, she also noted the amount of inconsistencies between the two 

placements.   She said that she saw two very different methods of utilizing standards-

based grading.   While she could not remember specifics, she mentioned varying 
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approaches to what could or could not be assessed, how rubrics were developed, and the 

overall mindset and approach to grading and assessing.    

 Danielle student taught in a school that also utilized a standards-based approach, 

but is different than the school where she is currently employed.   She said that, while 

there are slight differences in the approach and language surrounding SBG, the overall 

experience of student teaching in a school that utilized a SBG model was extremely 

helpful.   Specifically, her practice in designing assessments and rubrics, along with 

evaluating student work against these rubrics, allowed her to gain more insight and 

understanding into the SBG process than any preservice course. 

 The student teaching placement was clearly a valuable experience for many of the 

new teachers who were hired within their current school or district.  The chance to 

practice assessing and grading actual student work created engaging and unique learning 

opportunities that directly translated to classroom practice.  Yet, not every participant in 

this study student taught within his or her current building or district.  Instead, much of 

the exposure and training of a standards-based approach came during the first weekend of 

employment. 

Finding Room for Assessment Training in the “Fire Hose of Information” 

 The transition from student teaching to full-time classroom teaching is a strenuous time 

for a new teacher, as is evident in almost every participant’s interviews.  Nerves about classroom 

management, setting up gradebooks, and even where a printer is located and how the copier 

works are all weighing on the minds of these new employees as they begin their careers in 

education.  Each participant had varying levels of training in assessment and grading at the 



103 

 

beginning of their time as a teacher, and each had mixed feelings about the effectiveness of these 

induction programs. 

 Greg summarized the experience of a new teacher during the first in-service days or 

training days as, “the first few days where teachers come in, it is definitely a fire hose of 

information.  They are spraying you and you are just trying to absorb as much as you can.” 

Despite the “fire hose of information” analogy, Greg did acknowledge that some training and 

discussions around building policies, procedures, and processes is necessary for a new teacher to 

feel comfortable starting their first day in the classroom.  However, the decision on whether and 

how quickly to introduce standards-based grading strategies and techniques to new teachers 

before the school year begins was a point of contention amongst the participants in this study. 

 Vanessa expressed her concern with pushing too many hours of training on new teachers 

before their school year begins.  Instead, Vanessa noted that most of her training on standards-

based grading and assessment took place during the summer, well before the academic year 

started.  She noted the advantage to this sequence of events because she was not “fully stressed 

out” yet about her classroom, and she was able to focus solely on SBG and think about how she 

could incorporate it into her classroom in the following months.    

 While the approach Vanessa described of using summer trainings to teach new educators 

about standards based grading and reporting is valuable, not all teachers are hired in time to 

attend these summer trainings.  There were participants in this study who were hired much closer 

to the beginning of the academic year.  For them, the only opportunity to gain exposure to 

district policies and procedures surrounding SBG before the school year began was during these 

in-service days in August. 
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 Natalie expressed frustration with her administration for focusing too much on the 

assessment and grading strategies during these first few days of in-service training, and not 

enough time on things like classroom management or lesson planning.  She noted, “When you 

are a first-year teacher, those [sessions on assessment and grading] really go over your head.  It 

is very stressful and very overwhelming… the [sessions] actually became more stressful for me.”  

 While Natalie felt overwhelmed during her first few days as a new teacher, she did 

mention a major advantage for her was that she had been exposed to SBG previously, so it 

wasn’t new learning for her.  Although she wishes that her administration had allowed her to 

focus more on management or balancing the workload of teaching, she understands that not 

every teacher is entering with previous exposure or background knowledge concerning SBG.   

She noted,  

I can imagine an out-of-state teacher or a teacher that has never done SRG 

before… you have to allow them time to focus on [SRG or management], but not 

necessarily both at the same time and at the high expectation level. 

 Lindsey had similar feelings toward the training at the beginning of the year for 

teachers concerning standards-based grading and assessing.  Lindsey was asked whether 

or not she thought it was more valuable for new teachers to be given so much training at 

the beginning of the year, or to instead infuse the training sporadically throughout the 

year, but run the risk of some inconsistencies at the beginning.  Lindsey responded,  

If I would have had no clue what SRG was, I think that I would have done 

better… getting a little bit of information [throughout the year] than being 

forced to actually grade with it… get a taste of what SRG actually is… 
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SRG seems very abstract if I get it all thrown at me in the beginning, 

especially if I am trying to get my head on straight for the school year. 

Lindsey’s response and approach was in line with the general feelings of the participants in this 

study. 

 When asked to actually try and quantify how much of the training in standards-based 

grading and assessing is learned on the job compared to in the trainings at the beginning of the 

year, Heather responded, 

I would say 75% of [learning how to use SBG] is for sure through experience.   

Because I never had any professional development on it before I student taught.   I 

just went into it, and you pick it up… The professional development they would 

provide in our district is making people sit down and listen to a presentation about 

the research behind SBG and how it’s better and blah blah blah… I don’t think 

that is helpful. 

Not all participants necessarily wanted to remove training for standards-based grading 

and assessment methods from the start of the school year.  While Tom mentioned that it had been 

extremely stressful to begin the year with no training or discussion on SBG, he also believes it 

could be more dangerous to frontload the information for new teachers.  Tom does feel like the 

new training for teachers is lacking in the area of SBG in his district.  When asked how he feels 

like he would have performed in his classroom implementing SBG without the experience of 

student teaching in his building, his response was, “That would have been a nightmare.  I can’t 

even imagine.”  Clearly, some balance of frontloading the training and spacing it out is required 

of the districts. 
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New teachers arrive with varying degrees of understanding the concepts associated with 

standards-based grading because of the multitude of experiences taking place in preservice 

programs.  Therefore, as Pam and Michelle put forward during their interviews, a system that 

translates SBG practices to the development of SBG skills with teachers may be the most 

effective method of professional development. 

Pam expressed frustration with the amount of training she experienced concerning 

standards-based grading techniques.  Pam had become familiar with SBG concepts in college, 

and had implemented many of the strategies and techniques during her practicum and student 

teaching placements.  Despite her strong understanding, she was required to attend countless 

trainings both before her school year started and during her school year, which just reiterated 

concepts she felt like she already understood.  Pam described her experience, 

I already know the district language surrounding SRG, so that part [of the 

training] is painful for me.  Because I keep joking, can’t I show proficiency and 

get back to my classroom?  And that would be one spot where the district is 

encouraging us to work with our students… if they are showing proficiency in 

one area, they can move on.  But when we are doing learning processes with the 

teachers, you aren’t implementing that same standard… If what we are wanting 

for students is if they show proficiency, they can move on, then do the same for 

teachers. 

Pam advocated for a development of rubrics or requirements for teachers, developed by the 

district, for new teachers to use to show proficiency in standards-based grading concepts.  Not 

only would this type of training allow teachers to experience SBG from a student perspective if 
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they had not had the chance to experience it already, but it would also allow the district to 

identify specific areas of need and growth for each individual teacher. 

 Not all teachers agree on the amount of time required for SBG training and development 

at the beginning of the year.  Michelle, for example, noted that she received no training in 

standards-based grading, and feels comfortable and confident in her ability to effectively 

implement the district initiative of SBG.  However, it was clear through the discussions with the 

participants of this study that the first in-service trainings and professional developments for new 

teachers is an extremely stressful and overwhelming time for new teachers.  Finding the right 

balance of managing the information is the challenge facing current administrators. 

Previous Experience in K-12 Schooling 

What role does previous experience in K-12 schooling play in new educators’ perspectives on 

assessment and grading? 

 Mental models are the beliefs and perceptions an individual possesses that helps him or 

her understand the world (Dweck, 2006; Senge, 2006).  As elaborated on in Chapter 2, 

researchers have shown that mental models possessed by educators directly impact their ability 

to teach and conceptualize their role as teachers (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Hattie, 2009; 

Lunenberg et al., 2007; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; Stitt & Pula, 

2011). 

 The focus of this study is on new educators’ mental models and the experience of these 

teachers in their previous K-12 schooling.  Teachers develop their understandings of grading, 

assessment, and evaluation during their time as a student in school.  Those mental models 

become the lens through which reality is perceived in their own classrooms today.  While the K-

12 experiences of the 11 participants of this study varied in geographical location, year, and 
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overall experiences, common themes emerged from the data that began to weave the experiences 

of all new educators into one narrative, describing the impact of K-12 schooling on new 

educators’ current perspectives on assessment and grading. 

Inspiring Educators to Focus on Connections, Not Content 

 In order to better understand the mental models of the participants, each was asked to 

describe their favorite teacher in their own K-12 schooling history.  Then, each was asked to 

describe their least favorite teacher.  This exercise helped the researcher understand some of the 

mental models the participants held when discussing effective and quality teachers.  As Hattie 

(2009) noted, teachers have a strong tendency to recreate the model of teaching used by their 

favorite teachers.  By allowing the participants an opportunity to explore characteristics, traits, 

and styles of some of their favorite (and least favorite) teachers, the researcher was able to begin 

to construct commonalities amongst the mental models of these new educators. 

 Vanessa noted that her favorite teachers were ones that paid attention to her in class, and 

helped inspire her as a learner.  She was designated as an ELL student, and when she finally 

found a teacher she felt like paid attention to her and helped her develop as a student, she was 

immediately drawn to that individual.  Vanessa went on to note, “That was when I started to 

have some teachers who paid closer attention to my individual needs, as opposed to doing a 

blanket diagnosis.”  

 Vanessa stressed the ability of teachers to connect individually with students; 

specifically, students who are struggling with the content or with some other learning disability.   

While this mental model of the role a teacher should play comes directly from her own 

experience, it was evident throughout the data gathering process that Vanessa conceptualizes her 
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role as a teacher as a sort of social justice warrior, committed to helping better the lives of 

underserved populations and improve the outlook on learning for struggling students. 

 Greg and Rachel both described their favorite teachers as individuals who consistently 

showed their “true side to students,” as Rachel put it.  Greg mentioned teachers who were willing 

to tell jokes and keep the mood in the class light.  Rachel described her favorite teachers as 

individuals who were able to help students think outside of the box concerning problem solving 

in class.  These teachers were able to draw students into the lesson, and give students permission 

to explore alternative ways to problem-solving. 

 Natalie and Danielle described their favorite teachers as teachers talented in the art of 

making class fun, engaging, and interesting.  Natalie alluded to experiences with a teacher where 

she described the professional as “down to earth” and “relatable.”  Danielle echoed much of the 

description Natalie gave, but added that her favorite teachers encouraged her to participate in the 

discussion.  Danielle, a self-described shy individual, immediately connected with teachers who 

were able to draw her directly into the class discussions and conversations. 

 Lauren described her favorite teachers as individuals who worked hard, but showed their 

students they cared deeply for each and every one of them.  Lauren said that she was not afraid 

of hard work, and that her favorite teachers were not necessarily those with the easiest classes, 

but that they were the educators who challenged the students and gave them permission to fail in 

some aspects.    

 Tom’s descriptions of his favorite teachers matched what Lauren described.  Tom 

described his favorite teachers as individuals who were clearly interested and had a passion for 

the content area, but also challenged Tom to step out of his own comfort zone and engage in the 

material in a way he did not think he could before taking that teacher’s class. 
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 The common theme amongst all participants in this study concerning “favorite” teachers 

centered on teacher demeanor and the ability to connect with students on an individual level.   

The participants identified strong teachers from their own schooling as being compassionate, 

engaging, empathetic, humanistic, and willing to allow students to engage in the classroom 

material at various levels.  No participant identified their favorite teacher as the individual who 

was the most knowledgeable in their content area or who gave the hardest exams.    

 These experiences of the participants have clearly shaped their own mental models when 

conceptualizing the role of a K-12 educator.  If the participants have identified traits such as 

empathy, personality, and engagement as strong attributes for teachers to have, the participants 

are likely to try and model those traits in their own classrooms (Hattie, 2009). 

Knowing How to Play the Game, and Win 

 A focal point on the discussion of mental models developed by the participants of this 

study during their K-12 experience was on their interactions with assessment and grading;   

specifically, understanding how the participant conceptualized grading as a student.  Since 

teachers have a tendency to recreate systems they experienced as students in their own 

classrooms, it was important to establish the experiences of these teachers in order to evaluate 

their current beliefs on assessment and grading.    

 Natalie was extremely candid about her experience with assessment and grading as a 

student.  When asked to describe the type of student she was during her K-12 experience, Natalie 

exclaimed, “I overachieve at underachieving.”  Natalie was clearly a naturally gifted student who 

did not need to provide much effort to be relatively successful in the K-12 setting.  However, 

Natalie also noted that grades were important to her, and she was very focused on achieving A’s.    
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 Natalie went on to describe her experience with assessment and grading in the K-12 

setting: 

I would literally figure out the exact amount of things I could get wrong on a test 

and still get an A… I was really good at playing the game… I got an amazing 

GPA, but because I figured out exactly what I needed to do and once I hit that 

threshold, I thought, ‘I don’t have to do anything else in this class’...   it wasn’t 

because I cared about the learning, it was about getting the grade. 

Natalie’s description of her ability to “play the game” describes a laser-like focus on achieving a 

strong GPA.  This type of mentality was all-too-common with the participants of this study.  Out 

of the 11 participants, ten responded “yes” to the question, “Would you have considered yourself 

a good student?” because the response immediately triggered defining “good student” as one 

who received strong letter grades. 

 Tom described himself as the type of student “that just gets it, and I can...rely on my 

natural abilities to get me through classes that are difficult.”  Tom went on to discuss some of the 

challenging classes he took during his high school career as a student, and how he was able to 

figure out exactly what needed to be done in order to receive the grades that he wanted.    

 For Tom, grades were not something that indicated whether or not he had learned the 

material.  Instead, Tom saw his K-12 grades as a way of ranking and prioritizing the students 

around him.  He elaborated,  

For me, the purpose that I saw for grades… was to show me… my intelligence 

versus my peers.  That was my perception at the time.  I remember thinking my 

4.0 GPA made me a better student than a student who had a 3.5 or a 3.0 GPA. 
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In Tom’s mind, grades were strictly an indication of how well a student could play the game 

compared to their peers. 

 When asked about her experiences with assessment and grading in her K-12 education, 

Pam spoke about her inability to score well on multiple-choice exams.  She credited these 

struggles to her dyslexia, but noted that she seemed to excel in essay style questions.  When 

asked why she felt she could do better with more writing-intensive assessments, in spite of her 

disability, she again reiterated her strong ability to play the game of finding out what was needed 

for her to get an A and doing just that. Pam related:  

I am really good at figuring out what the teacher is going to ask on an essay 

question because if I go through my notes, I can pretty much tell what the themes 

are and I am also pretty good at picking out what the teacher has talked about the 

most… so from that perspective, I am really good at essay questions. 

Pam’s description of her ability to be successful on essay questions compared to multiple choice 

assessments not only alludes to her ability to be savvy when studying and preparing for 

assessments, but also her ability to understand how the game of grades is played and exactly 

what she needed to do to be successful. 

 Rachel described herself as the type of student who not only knew how to play the game 

to get the grades she wanted in class, but would get extremely frustrated when she did not 

achieve the scores she expected to get.  She noted, “I was the kid who was mad if I got a 98% 

because I missed something.”  Rachel went on to note that she was never interested in the actual 

learning of the material; her focus was strictly on receiving an A in a class. 

 Greg said that he considered himself a very good student.  He “got good grades, and 

would usually behave in class.”  Greg remembers his experiences with assessment and grading 
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as involving a quiz or two, possibly a project, and the traditional point system used to determine 

a percentage, which would correspond with a letter grade.  Greg described his process of 

achieving good grades as cramming information the night before a test or large assessment, 

immediately forgetting the material, and then cramming again before a final.  As such, Greg 

reported not having recalled much of the actual learning that took place during his K-12 career as 

a student.    

 Lauren noted that she cared deeply about receiving A’s in classes as a student, but 

expressed confusion and frustration about the manner in which she was being assessed.  She 

would try and play the system, figuring out exactly what she needed to do to get the grades she 

wanted, but would be confused by the manner in which she needed to go about achieving these 

grades.  Lauren went on to say,  

Some classes were just like… certain questions had certain points.  Like ‘this is 

worth 2’ or ‘this is worth 5,’ so I could add up even if I wanted, like ‘okay, to get 

a B on this test, I just need to answer these questions and I’ll get a B. 

Lauren’s description of her approach to points-based assessments seems to align with other 

participants’ perspectives and experiences with similar style assessments.  The focus and 

emphasis on the part of the student was not on the learning; rather, it was on the score the student 

received upon completing the assessment.    

 Danielle mirrored Lauren’s description of experiencing assessment and grading as a 

student by detailing how her math assessments were points-based, and how she would be 

penalized for minor mistakes.  She noted, “[All of our tests] were basically points-based.  You 

did a problem and you got points off for this math error or that math error or you didn't explain 

yourself fully.”  Danielle went on to note that while she did not necessarily agree with this style 
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of assessing student work in math, she still received A’s in classes because she “just learned how 

to play the game.”  

Products of a Broken System 

 As the participants of this study reflected on their experience in assessment and grading 

as students in the K-12 system, it became evident there was a sense of regret for missed 

opportunities for learning.  All participants in this study experienced a traditional, points-based 

method of assessment as students, and almost all expressed discontent with the method of 

evaluating student learning and progress using a traditional, points-based method. 

 Pam noted that, while she received good grades as a student, she did not feel that her 

grades were indicative of what she was actually able to do or what she had actually learned.  She 

noted, “I am sure that I knew more than what my grades reflected.”  From Pam’s perspective, the 

grades she received only indicated how well she could “play school,” not how much she had 

learned in a class. 

 Pam went on to explain that she believed a lot of the grades given out by teachers in her 

K-12 experience focused more on compliance in class than on student progress or knowledge.  

This was something Pam disagrees with, and is overly conscious of today.  She explained, 

I have always felt like a lot of [the grades given out were] compliance-based… I 

always thought grades should assess what you know, and you should be able to 

express that in multiple ways.  I have always thought it should be that way.  But, I 

think oftentimes in traditional grading, it has more to do with compliance than it 

does with what you actually know. 

Pam says that she now tries to focus her assessment and grading away from compliance-based 

scores because of her past experiences as a student. 
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 Vanessa described similar experiences to Pam in terms of assessment and grading being 

somewhat compliance-based.  Vanessa noted, “I remember as a kid, you sat down, you were 

quiet, and you did what the teacher asked.”  Because of this element of compliance associated 

with grades, Vanessa says that she feels like it restricted her ability to explore the content on her 

own terms.  Instead, she was stuck needing to play the part of the compliant student.    

 When describing how this approach affected her learning, Vanessa added, “I feel like I 

don’t think I was given a chance to choose whether or not I wanted to master the content,” 

because she was forced to act, behave, and handle herself a certain way in class in order to get 

the grades that she wanted.  This discouraging mindset, in her opinion, prevented Vanessa from 

reaching her true potential as a K-12 student. 

 Natalie also discussed how the traditional grading system severely limited the work she 

was able to do in the classroom.  Because of the restraints on students and the way in which the 

work was graded, Natalie feels like she could have done more to develop her skills.  She 

described the experience, 

I think I did a disservice to myself because I knew how the grading system 

worked, and because I really, truly was only shooting for the A, I really limited 

the creativity, scope, or complexity of the work that I could have done. 

This restriction on her creativity as a student has caused Natalie to rethink the tasks she is asking 

her own students to perform in her class, and how she can assess these tasks while encouraging 

creativity and outside-the-box thinking. 

 Tom echoed Natalie’s experience in the traditional grading system, and how the system 

ultimately limited and restricted Tom’s ability to improve as a student.  When asked whether or 

not he believed he was a “good student,” Tom responded,  
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If you want to define a good student by good grades, then yes, I was an excellent 

student… If you want to define a good student as a student that challenges 

themselves to get better, challenges their thinking, then no, I was a terrible 

student. 

Tom consistently alluded to the belief that if he had been a student in a different, or more non-

traditional grading system, he would not have performed well because he was too focused on the 

grade and not on the actual learning.  However, he did also mention that he regrets not 

cultivating that type of approach as a student because he feels it could have helped him later on 

in his career. 

 Rachel confirmed Tom’s insights, noting that she struggled mightily with the concepts of 

standards-based assessment and grading at first because the concept was so foreign compared to 

her experiences a student.  She had always approached grading and assessments with the mindset 

of needing to know exactly what to do to get the desired outcome that she never took the time to 

evaluate her own learning.  Because of this, the approach of evaluating and assessing student 

work based on progress relative to a learning target was an extremely difficult concept to grasp. 

 The participants of this study were all products of a system that emphasized compliance, 

test-taking, and point-chasing.  This system caused the participants to view assessments as tasks 

to be conquered or hurdles to be jumped over. The learning and the progress made by each 

participant was limited to the information on the points awarded on the tests and other 

assignments for which they were responsible as K-12 students. When given a chance to reflect, 

nearly all participants credited their success in K-12 education not to their ability to be lifelong 

learners or explore new ways of thinking about a particular topic; rather, their success was 
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indicative of their ability to follow rules, perform on a specific test, and comply with teacher 

demands. 

Impact of Policies and Practices 

How are current district, state, and national policies and practices impacting new teacher 

perspectives and experiences concerning standards-based grading? 

 Shared vision is the ability of the individual to understand and adopt a common goal or 

objective established and agreed upon by a group of individuals (Senge, 2006).  The important 

aspect of shared vision is that it is not simply an idea; rather, shared vision answers the question, 

“what do we want to create?” (Senge, 2006, p. 192).  For this study, shared vision focuses on 

established district, state, or national policies that impact new teacher perspectives and 

experiences concerning standards-based grading. 

 New teachers consistently operate under policies, procedures, recommendations, and 

rules laid out by administrators, district officials, policy makers, or board members.  While these 

rules may not directly align to Senge’s (2006) description of a shared vision, these initiatives still 

drastically impact the actions of the teacher (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Senge et al., 2013).  The 

following sections outline themes identified by the researcher in discussions surrounding current 

policies, procedures, and rules set forth by district leaders and administrators, related to the 

influence these items have on the new teacher experience. 

No Homework, No Behavior.  Just Standards. 

 When asked about policies that currently exist that impact grading and assessment, 

almost every participant alluded to focusing the assessment on the established standard for the 

subject area, not the behavior of the students.  This would be a shift from what the participants 

experienced in school, as discussed in the previous section of this chapter.  For many, the most 
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important policy for a system utilizing a standards-based approach is what can and cannot be 

graded by the teacher. 

 Greg discussed an emphasis from his district on not grading behavior.  However, he also 

talked at length about the difficulties this type of policy poses for teachers, specifically in the 

realm of student motivation.  He mentioned, “Sometimes, the only way to motivate [students] is 

to say something is worth points in the gradebook.  Otherwise, you don’t get the effort.”  

 While Greg understands that it is his responsibility to make his class engaging for 

students, and inspire students to take pride in their work, he notes that this is much easier said 

than done.  Students that Greg works with are typically more interested in the final grade than the 

learning itself, so inspiring them to care not about the grades they receive but the process of 

acquiring knowledge is a difficult task Greg is still working through as a new teacher. 

 While Greg focused more on the ability to motivate students with scores, most 

participants immediately were drawn to the policy concerning homework as the most influential 

policy impacting their experience.  The concept of homework, according to participant 

responses, aligns well with the concept of class behavior.  Specifically, homework measures the 

student’s ability to comply with what the teacher is asking him or her to do.  Because there is no 

way to determine who completed the homework or how it was completed if it is done outside of 

the classroom, homework is not eligible to be factored into a grade a student receives for a class. 

 The opinion on grading homework seemed to be mixed with the participants, but most 

agreed that homework could be used as a motivational tool for students who require an extra 

incentive to do well.  Rachel mentioned that school and district policies mandate that she can 

only grade students on quizzes or tests, not homework or work done in class.  While she may 
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provide feedback to students on homework or in-class work, she feels it is not enough to 

influence their learning. 

 Rachel, a math teacher at Jefferson High School, works with a large number of low 

scoring students.  Her struggle is getting students to be present in the classroom and to articulate 

their learning in any way possible.  Therefore, she noted, “I think a gradebook system that 

doesn’t allow kids to get credit for the 90 minutes they are in class… I don’t know if I can 

completely agree [with it].”  In Rachel’s opinion, students should be able to earn credit for being 

present during her class, and that credit should influence their final grade. 

 Heather echoed Rachel’s opinions on being able to grade and evaluate homework.   

Heather said that the policy of not being able to grade homework has not only affected the work 

her students do, but it has also impacted the conversations she is having with the parents of her 

students.  While Heather understands the challenges with factoring homework into grades 

students receive in a course, she believes that by not grading homework, fewer students are 

completing the homework and are therefore getting less practice.  Heather described, 

A lot of my kids’ parents are begging for things to do at home because their kids 

are the ones that need extra practice.  So, I don’t assign anything for a grade, 

obviously, but I will constantly send them home with things. 

While Heather finds ways to send students home with practice to complete based on her in-class 

lessons, she expressed concerns with the quality of work, the effort, and the actual impact this 

homework was having on student achievement and progress.  Specifically, if the homework was 

not graded, she felt she would not get a student’s best effort. 

Michelle said that the homework policy implemented by her district has caused her to 

stop assigning anything outside of the class period.  She notes that she does not assign it, 



120 

 

“because they aren’t going to do it because it’s not graded.”  While this may seem like a 

pessimistic approach, it was one that resonated in many of the participants’ responses. 

Michelle said ultimately the homework issue breaks down to student motivation.   

Without a sufficient and weighted value on practice, students are failing to embrace the growth 

mindset approach pushed by standards-based grading proponents and schools.  She notes, 

The students are not going to do [the homework] because there is no incentive to 

do it really, except for the ones that are intrinsically motivated.  So, most of them 

won’t have it done and I can’t enforce anything if they don’t have it done. 

Michelle does not identify the problem as being with the actual policy of grading homework; 

rather, the larger obstacle for new teachers seems to be how to motivate students to take 

ownership in their own learning, without having to grade arbitrary assignments given for 

homework. 

Inconsistency Breeds Discontent 

 Shared vision alludes to the idea that the intended policy is implemented consistently, 

across the building or district.  However, according to many of the participants, implementation 

of standards-based grading policies is anything but uniform.  While three of the participants in 

this study did not share a district, eight of the participants came from the Underwood School 

District.  Variances in the accounts from those eight participants on the implementation of SBG, 

coupled with the accounts of the other three participants, paint a picture of an inconsistent and 

unreliable system of assessing and evaluating student learning. 

 Vanessa noted a simple inconsistency between her building and district.  She discussed, 

at length, the issue of teachers averaging the bodies of evidence collected by a teacher during a 

unit, rather than taking the most recent performance of the student.    
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For example, if a student receives a 3.0 on their final assessment of a standard, that score 

should be weighted more heavily in the final grade; otherwise, the student may be penalized for 

early failures that do not reflect subsequent learning and growth. However, according to 

Vanessa, some teachers average student scores.  So, the same student who received a 3.0 on their 

final piece of work may not end with 3.0 for that standard, if their previous score on the 

assignment was a 2.0.   They would end up with a 2.5 on that standard. 

According to Vanessa, this is one of the most dangerous inconsistencies she has seen in 

SBG with her current staff.  Students are unsure how they are being evaluated and assessed in 

each class, and it has caused rifts amongst faculty members and students alike.  In Vanessa’s 

mind, the averaging of the scores distorts what the student ultimately knows, and it is frustrating 

for her to see the system used in a way it was not intended. 

Lauren builds upon what Vanessa discussed, noting inconsistencies with rubrics both 

within departments and among departments.  Lauren said, “It still depends on what teacher you 

have, how they see SBG, and it is still disorganized.”  Lauren’s perspective is the inconsistencies 

in the classroom are a result of unclear direction from building and district leadership, as well as 

a lack of understanding of what appropriate implementation of a standards-based system is for a 

school.    

Danielle notes the difficulties and variances in her building are a cause for frustration for 

her on a daily basis.  She blames the administration’s willingness to leave implementation of 

SBG to the professional learning communities (PLCs) as opposed to having consistent building 

policies.  Because the PLCs are inconsistent, the implementation of district policies and 

procedures is inconsistent.  These inconsistencies breed frustration within the PLC, resulting in 

arguments and discouraging cooperation amongst teachers.  As Danielle so candidly put it, “I am 
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tired of fighting with my PLC.”  Findings concerning the effectiveness of PLCs are discussed in 

the following section. 

Tom notes the inconsistencies in his building stem from the ability of the teacher to 

interpret and implement standards-based strategies in any way he or she deems appropriate.  He 

notes, “Everyone does sort of their own thing, and everyone has a method to their madness.” 

These inconsistencies, according to Tom, confuse the students.  The students know that one 

teacher implements SBG a certain way, and a different teacher does it a different way, so 

students can still game the system appropriately to get the grades they want. 

This inconsistency combats the goal of a standards-based system, wherein students are 

focused on the learning rather than the grade they receive.  Tom goes on to say, “I don’t 

necessarily know that across the board students are getting the same message from every content 

area and department to say this is how SBG is working consistently.”  This inconsistency is also 

frustrating for Tom, as he continues to work to try and meet the district policies, while at the 

same time, not contradicting his coworkers. 

Natalie’s perspective aligned well with Tom’s insight; specifically, Natalie noted the 

inconsistency amongst the way teachers interpret specific standards.  Teachers who are 

responsible for the same subject area and grade level may vary in their understanding of a 

standard or how evidence of a standard should be collected, which results in inconsistent 

implementation of standards-based grading techniques within a department.    

It is also worth noting, however, that Natalie does credit much of these inconsistencies to 

the varying stages each building within her district is in concerning SBG implementation.  There 

are schools in the Underwood School District that have implemented SBG concepts for multiple 

years now, and there are others that are still relatively new in the process.  According to Natalie, 



123 

 

“Inconsistency is almost expected because I don’t think we will be consistent this year, or next 

year, or the year after that.” 

Allowing for inconsistencies because of the process of implementation is logical; 

however, Natalie also understands it is a source of frustration for many teachers, as well as 

students.  Depending on where a student attends school, their grading system may be different 

than another student’s experience at a different school, but in the same grade level, subject area, 

and district.    

Pam’s perspective aligns well with the insight provided by Natalie, noting inconsistencies 

with implementation in the same grade level and subject area, just different buildings within the 

same district.  Pam expressed her frustration and disappointment with other teachers in her 

district who are not abiding by established district rules and policies.  Pam specifically noted an 

example where teachers are choosing to modify existing policies to better align with their own 

educational philosophy.  She explained, 

Even one of the teachers who teach what I teach at another school in our district, 

they are like ‘yeah, I have been told I have to give a retest, so I am going to give 

them a retest that is five times harder and five times longer. 

The inconsistencies in implementation of standards-based practices are something that 

may be unavoidable according to Pam.  She attributes these inconsistencies to a lack of involving 

teachers in the process of developing the policies surrounding standards-based grading and 

reporting.  She notes, 

I think that a lot of the teachers also didn’t have a say in the fact that we switched the way 

we are doing things [to SBG], and when you don’t have that buy-in power and the say [in 

how things are done]… I think it makes people more resistant. 
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 It is clear from the responses of the participants that the implementation of various SBG 

policies, procedures, and expectations are inconsistent between district buildings, grade levels, 

and subject areas.  These inconsistencies breed discontent and frustration on the part of teachers 

and students alike.    

Finding Ways to Balance Theory and Practice 

 An essential aspect of a shared vision is that it is a common, agreed-upon goal of 

understanding and achievement (Senge, 2006).  While many ideas and initiatives may originate 

with leaders or supervisors, shared visions must be adopted and accepted by all systems citizens.   

The participants in this study identified areas of concern or shortcomings with the adoption of 

standards-based grading strategies and practices from their genesis within district leadership 

conversations and initiatives, to the implementation in the classroom.  Ultimately, participants in 

this study expressed concerns that the “theory” of standards-based grading at the building or 

district level was disconnected with what the actual “classroom practice” of standards-based 

grading entailed. 

 Vanessa specifically focused her critique on the theory that standards-based or standards-

referenced grading policies help alleviate the ability for a teacher to arbitrarily assign grades to 

students based on a percentile or points-based system.  Vanessa noted the lack of sufficient and 

strong rubrics provided by the districts to help assess student work as an example of this 

disconnect. 

 The district provides rubrics that are meant to be used by classroom teachers, in order to 

ensure authentic grading practices.  However, according to Vanessa, these rubrics are lacking 

sufficient language, benchmarks, and overall usefulness for classroom teachers.  When asked 
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what her biggest issue with the district currently is concerning standards-based policies, she 

noted, “I would say [we need] better rubrics overall.” 

 As an effect of poorly designed rubrics, Vanessa said that many teachers have started to 

either adopt their own rubrics or grade students randomly using the district-assigned rubrics.   

She mentioned, “I hear [bad rubrics] as a constant criticism for SRG [from my coworkers] ...   

it’s easier for the teacher to just randomly decide ‘okay this is an A, this is a B, this is a C, than 

to use the district rubrics.”  It is evident that the district initiative of using pre-established rubrics 

is causing a disconnect between theory and practice. 

 Teachers taking issue with district initiatives concerning grading practices utilizing a 

standards-based or standards-referenced approach is not limited to the grading rubrics.  Another 

common theme asserted by the participants was the idea that SBG or SRG is simply 

implemented by the district as a way to prevent students from failing and increase the retention 

rates for schools. 

 Lauren specifically expressed frustration in this area.  She noted that she believes that the 

only reason the Underwood School District has adopted standards-referenced grading as a 

district-wide policy is to increase the retention rates of the school.  According to Lauren, if a 

student does as little as writing his or her name on the paper, or scribbling something down, they 

are to receive, at minimum, a “D” grade, which is passing. 

 Rachel further echoed this frustration, noting,  

I have been told to give a passing grade to a paper that literally had one question 

answered… We have been told that if they wrote anything down, then it should be 

a 1 [or the lowest level of passing grade] ...   With SRG, it is very easy for them to 

not really try a whole lot and still pass easily. 
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Similar insights were provided by other participants in this study.  However, it is worth noting 

that while many participants acknowledged the reality that it may be easier for students to earn a 

passing grade in an SBG or SRG district according to this minimum grade policy, some 

participants also acknowledged that it is their responsibility as educators to help continue to 

encourage students to give their best effort.  Despite this acknowledgment of responsibility on 

the part of classroom teachers, it is still worth seriously noting that teachers within a standards-

based district believe the district is simply using this initiative to increase student retention. 

 Another disconnect between district initiatives in theory and the implementation of the 

practice in the classroom involves the role of the professional learning community (PLC), 

specifically, concerns about the role of the PLC in developing and utilizing standards-based 

grading initiatives.  Danielle and Greg both identified this as a major concern and issue for them 

in the Bartlett School District.  According to Greg, the district is extremely hands-off when 

implementing standards-based grading policies and procedures.  The district leaves the 

development of rubrics and assessments to the PLC groups.  While the district believes this is the 

most effective method of SBG implementation, it may be impeding progress more than 

encouraging it. 

 Danielle and Greg both noted that the professional development provided by the district 

is relatively broad, and the direction that is given, according to Greg, is, “(the district) tells the 

PLCs to go figure it out.”  Because of very little guidance and much confusion, these initiatives 

usually fail to get implemented either collectively amongst a grade level team, or implemented at 

all.  Rather, SBG becomes a point of contention amongst the PLC, and teachers become more 

resistant and weary of district-level initiatives moving forward.  The PLCs will be more of a 
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focus of conversation during discussions surrounding the fourth research question of this study in 

the following section. 

 Overall, a major theme that developed through discussions with the participants of this 

study concerning the disconnect between the theory and implementation of SBG revolves around 

the communication to the teachers on the part of district leadership.  The essential theories and 

points of standards-based and standards-referenced grading resonate with many in the 

educational professional field, reflected in the near unanimity of overall positive experiences on 

the part of the participants in this study.  However, frustration and disconnect in implementation 

of SBG policies originates in miscommunication. 

 Natalie specifically mentioned that district personnel need to be much clearer on their 

definition or description of standards-based grading during professional development sessions.  

She, along, with multiple other participants, expressed confusion and frustration with their 

districts consistently changing definitions, expectations, and procedures concerning SBG.  

Natalie says the district needs to do a better job of listening to the concerns of the teachers, 

specifically teacher feedback as it relates to the day-to-day implementation of SBG practices. 

 Although he teaches in a different district than Natalie, Tom supported much of the 

insight Natalie provided in terms of professional development and communication on the part of 

the district to the teachers.  He said that his district tends to focus too much on the overarching 

ideas and concepts of SBG, rather than the actual implementation of the practice.  As a new 

teacher, this provides an unnecessary stress and obstacle to overcome when implementing SBG 

in the classroom.  Tom described his feelings, 
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I think, to a certain extent, the district policies [concerning standards-based 

grading] are really more focused on the concept-based ideas within SBG, rather 

than the implementation of it.  There is very little, ‘This is how you should do it’. 

Standards-based grading is a system that challenges teachers to conceptualize grading differently 

than they ever have before.  Therefore, district leaders and decision-makers need to be very 

diligent and intentional about how professional development concerning standards-based grading 

is developed, delivered, and implemented.    

Role of Team Learning and Development 

What role does team learning and development positively or negatively play in new teachers’ 

perspectives concerning standards-based grading? 

Senge (2006) defined the discipline of team learning as the “process of aligning and 

developing the capacity of a team to create the results its members truly desire” (p.   218).  In 

other words, team learning emphasizes that the ability of a group of individuals working 

collectively on any given task or objective is stronger than the sum of the individual abilities of 

the team (Friedman & Allen, 2011).  When discussing the lived experience of new educators, the 

concept of team learning is manifested in discussions surrounding mentorships and the 

professional learning community (PLC) concept. 

Mentor programs have been established in schools in order to assist in teacher retention 

(Hallam et al., 2012).  While Smith and Ingersoll (2004) defined mentorship as any personal 

guidance provided to new educators by veteran teachers, participants in this study focused on 

discussing formal mentor relationships.  Formal mentors are individuals assigned to the teacher 

by either the district or building leadership, and follow a specific protocol for assisting the new 
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teacher (DeAngelis et al., 2013).  Mentor programs expose new teachers to an early concept of 

team learning in the realm of education. 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are established groups of individual teachers 

focused on improving student performance through common, formative assessments (Dufour & 

Marzano, 2011).  While standards-based grading practices do not necessarily require PLCs for 

implementation, many proponents and architects of the PLC model also advocate for SBG 

(Dufour, 2015; Dufour & Marzano, 2011; Lasry et al., 2014).  Therefore, often where PLCs are 

utilized, standards-based grading follows.    

While the scope of this study is on the experience of new educators in districts who have 

adopted standards-based grading practices, each participant confirmed that his or her current 

school utilizes a PLC concept.  Therefore, it is reasonable to intertwine the discussion of the 

involvement and experience of a new teacher in the PLC process when examining the lived 

experience of grading and assessing.  The team learning that takes place in the PLC directly 

influences new teachers’ perceptions of grading and assessing.    

Mentorships and the Implementation of Assessment and Grading Systems 

 The role of the mentor when discussing grading and assessment seemed to be very 

limited with each participant in this study.  While the mentor could serve as a valuable asset to 

teachers when adjusting to life as an educator, specifically in the areas of assessment and 

grading, the mentor program experience for the participants in this study seemed mediocre at 

best, in this realm.  

 Pam said that she has a standing appointment to meet with her mentor each week for 

approximately one hour.  While she said she did not know how her mentor was chosen, her 

relationship with her mentor is at least functional.  She said that her mentor does not teach the 
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same subject area as her, but does help her focus on her teaching framework.  The only 

interaction she has with her mentor concerning grading and assessment is when the mentor 

assists in gathering possible evidence to be used when determining student grades. 

 Rachel also noted that her mentor assisted her more with educational strategies to be used 

in the classroom, rather than specific help in the areas of assessment and grading.  When asked 

about the support she received from her mentor regarding assessment, she responded, “I don’t 

believe we ever graded anything together.”  While Rachel said she values the relationship with 

her mentor, it has not helped her much in the day-to-day aspects of teaching. 

 The theme of the mentor assisting the new teacher in broader teaching strategies and 

concepts, rather than specific guidance on assessment and grading, presented itself in multiple 

participant interviews.  Lindsey noted that she does very little with her mentor in terms of the 

daily tasks a teacher must address.  For example, she noted that her mentor does not help her 

plan, assess, grade, or manage her classroom environment.  Instead, Lindsey’s mentor is much 

more focused on assisting with “big picture” ideas, such as district initiatives.    

 Greg echoed Lindsey’s experience when discussing the role his mentor plays in the 

Bartlett School District.  Greg said that his mentor is outside of his department, so there is very 

little assistance he can receive concerning his lesson planning and grading.  Greg also noted that 

the major focus of the relationship he had with his mentor was on completing the “formal 

mentoring requirements” the district requires of each new teacher.  These formal requirements 

involve regular check-ins with the mentor, specific educational pedagogy topics, and general 

information regarding employment in the district.  None of these things, according to Greg, help 

him on a daily basis in the classroom.      

 Michelle noted that the relationship she has with her mentor is also more focused on 



131 

 

district-level initiatives and policies, rather than specific nuances of teaching.  While Michelle 

noted that her relationship with her mentor is relatively strong, she still feels the need to actively 

seek out help if she has questions regarding the daily struggles of being a new teacher.  She 

noted, 

When I do have questions about little things, whether it is ‘what grade can I give 

this student?’ if I am not sure about something, or ‘What do I do about this?’, I 

usually ask someone [other than my mentor]. 

Michelle’s willingness to go to another colleague for assistance is representative of the 

relationship many of the participants in this study have with their assigned mentor. 

 Lauren agreed that her mentor did not play a role in grading or assessment.  It is worth 

noting that Lauren does not have any colleagues in the district who also teach her content area, 

but she also noted that her personality did not mesh well with the idea of a mentor.  She went on 

to say, “In all honesty, I could have done without [my mentor] ...   I can see why a mentor could 

be helpful, but to me personally, it was just another person watching me teach.”  Lauren’s 

opinion on her mentor was that it was just another adult in her classroom, critiquing her teaching 

method and making her, as well as the students, uncomfortable with his or her presence. 

 Overall, the participants in this study appreciated their mentors for giving them some 

general guidance on how larger policies and procedures impacted their teaching.   However, 

participants almost unanimously said their mentors did not assist them in assessment and grading 

techniques.  Those items were left up to the new teachers to navigate on their own, and if help 

was needed, it was up to the individual teacher to advocate for themselves.  While a few of the 

participants in this study did mention seeking help from other teachers besides their mentors, 

others looked towards their PLCs for guidance. 
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PLC’s Missing the Mark 

 Professional learning communities (PLCs) are meant to provide a structure for teachers to 

collaborate on data-driven instruction, and focus on their assessments and how they are 

evaluating student knowledge (Dufour, 2015).  Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that the 

PLCs would be a tremendous asset to new teachers when implementing a standards-based 

grading system for the first time.  While the scope of this study is not on the PLCs themselves, 

the effectiveness and usefulness of the PLC for a new teacher directly influences how they 

experience standards-based grading. 

Greg said that his PLC emphasizes planning and pacing more than assessments and 

grading.  He mentioned that they may occasionally discuss grading and assessment, but it is only 

in the context of pacing and making sure each teacher is keeping up with the others.  When asked 

about whether his PLC has been a strong resource for him as a new teacher, Greg responded, 

“They’ve been a good resource for just getting to know what is going on, and helping with other 

random, small things that have come up.”  While helpful in nature, Greg’s PLC is very little help 

to him when it comes to assessment and grading. 

When Lauren was asked what role her PLC plays in grading and assessment, her 

response was simply, “They don’t.”  Lauren’s PLC is made up of “singletons,” or teachers that 

are the only ones who teach a specific subject area.  Therefore, collaborative planning, grading, 

and assessment discussions are extremely rare.  Although Lauren referred to her group of 

singleton teachers as a PLC, this group is little more than a small staff meeting. 

Rachel noted the most challenging part of utilizing her PLC for discussions on 

assessment and grading was allowing each teacher to keep their individuality, while at the same 

time, collaborating as a team.  She elaborated, 
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I think the biggest issue with PLCs at this point is getting everyone on the same 

page.  I think it is incredibly hard to get five different people who teach the same 

class to want to do the same thing, teach the same way, and give the same 

assessment. 

The original intent of a PLC is not to mandate how lessons are taught by each teacher, but 

instead to ensure common, formative assessments are given for each student.   However, in 

Rachel’s case, the difficulties of getting anyone in her PLC to agree is interfering with the work 

that needs to be done in this collaborative setting. 

 Lindsey’s perspective supported Rachel’s experience.  Lindsey noted that her PLC does 

periodically discuss assessment and grading; however, these conversations are extremely rare 

and relatively brief.  She noted, 

Most of the time, if we are going over grading [in the PLC], it is because one of 

us has a question or we were not sure how to take a student’s answer, or there 

were multiple students that said something but we were not sure if we should 

accept it or re-teach it… so we do [collaboratively grade], but usually it is on 

occasion if something comes up. 

While this approach to the PLC model may help ease confusion and get teachers on the same 

page in terms of giving and evaluating assessments, it serves very little purpose in helping new 

teachers conceptualize standards-based grading. 

 Not all participants in this study found the PLC unhelpful when conceptualizing 

standards-based grading practices.  Danielle said that her PLC does discuss assessments, data, 

and student achievement during her PLC meetings.  She said this does help her understand the 

process of utilizing standards-based grading as a teacher, but said it is still difficult to get 



134 

 

everyone to agree, which leaves her confused at times.  She explained, “We have to agree on 

what assessment is going to be used, [and] how we are going to grade it.”  This discrepancy 

amongst her PLC does not provide much structure for Danielle to explore the nuances of grading 

on her own, nor does it deepen her conceptual understanding of SBG. 

 Tom, who also teaches at Adams High School along with Danielle, gave similar insight 

to the PLC process.  Danielle and Tom do share a department PLC, but on a daily basis, do little 

collaboration since they both teach different classes within the science department.  Tom said 

that the PLC does help him understand SBG better, but said that a majority of the time in the 

PLC is spent arguing and disputing assessment and grading practices.  He notes,  

We are still working through a process of getting everyone on board with certain 

[SBG] practices… and abandoning practices they have had for a long time but 

probably shouldn’t have anymore. 

These discussions can lead to stronger understanding if monitored correctly; however, these 

disagreements can cause some new teachers to be even more confused about the implementation 

of standards-based practices. 

 Heather said part of the confusion for new teachers concerning the role and 

implementation of PLCs as it relates to standards-based grading practices is the inconsistent use 

of the term, “PLC.”  According to Heather, “We call everything a PLC, which to me, is very 

confusing.”  While Heather does do some collaborative teaming with teachers with similar class 

assignments, she also has meetings outside of her department, as well as with teachers in other 

buildings. 

Heather said that her administration is extremely “hands-off” when it comes to the PLC, 

and the expectation from the administration is that the PLC is functioning at a high level without 
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any guidance or oversight.  However, it seems that this lack of control and intervention causes 

the PLC to get off-track often, and not focus on creating and designing effective classroom 

assessments. 

The PLC concept is, at a basic level, the most evident source of team learning for a new 

teacher in a district that has adopted a standards-based grading approach.  The PLC surrounds a 

new teacher with coworkers who are developing common assessments, using common language, 

and implementing a new grading system together.  However, as discussed in this section, it 

seems the PLC is missing the mark in terms of fulfilling its primary objectives.  Not only that, 

but these new teachers often find themselves having to lead or direct conversation in the PLC, 

despite having virtually no, or limited, experience and training in the area of assessment and 

grading. 

The Blind Leading the Blind 

 Participants in this study discussed an intriguing dynamic in the realm of team learning.   

Being new teachers, many of the participants in this study felt apprehensive about speaking out 

against specific assessment and grading policies they felt uncomfortable with or felt didn’t align 

with the direction the district was going.  There were also participants who expressed confusion, 

frustration, and ultimately, apprehension about the effectiveness of the PLC process, because as 

new teachers, they were looked upon by the veterans as youthful, energetic, and creative 

individuals.  This dynamic of new teachers in team settings led to an interesting dilemma of new 

teachers having to try and take leadership roles in areas where they had no experience. 

 Lindsey mentioned that she feels uncomfortable having to ask questions in her PLC.  She 

said that her teachers typically approach the PLC with the mentality of trying to finish as soon as 
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possible, and don’t really focus on making sure everyone is on the same page.  When describing 

that experience, Lindsey noted, 

Being a new teacher, when [the PLC members] are going through the plans, I will 

ask questions and they do not realize that I did not see this last year… sometimes, 

being the third wheel… the new one… they do not get when I do not get it… 

when I say something, they are still not connecting that I am teaching this for the 

first time… it is frustrating. 

This frustration causes Lindsey to withdraw more from the discussions taking place during PLC 

meetings, and ultimately leads to less collaboration and less team learning. 

 Michelle had similar thoughts to Lindsey, stating that she “feels like a weak link because 

I am newer, and I have to ask a lot of questions.”  As a new teacher, Michelle is working 

diligently to establish credibility amongst not only her students, but also her peers and 

coworkers.  The hesitancy to ask questions and engage in dialogue during her PLC meetings can 

be extremely discouraging to a new teacher.  Michelle described her experience in the PLC 

meetings, 

I try and not say anything unless I know I am not going to sound like an idiot.   

[The PLC teachers] talk about how I am the same age as their kids, which is 

awkward… they will tell me if what I say is not going to work, they will tell me 

why it won’t work, or a part of what I say may not be accurate. 

Ultimately, if the PLC is creating an environment where new teachers feel hesitant to put forth 

ideas, thoughts, and insights because there is a legitimate concern for a negative response from 

coworkers, it should not be surprising that new teachers are not enjoying or benefiting from the 

team learning taking place in the PLC. 
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 Participants in this study also discussed feeling as though they needed to monitor or 

officiate conversations, disputes, and disagreements between members of the PLC.  Rachel noted 

that the biggest obstacle with her PLC currently is trying to get every member on the same page 

in terms of content, assessment, and grading practices.  Rachel is on a PLC filled with veteran 

teachers entrenched in their ways of teaching, and because Rachel is new to the team, it 

ultimately becomes her responsibility to mediate these discussions.   

 Tom has had a similar experience to Rachel in terms of managing the dynamics of his 

PLC.   Tom was able to student teach in the same department and school, so he had established a 

relationship with many of the teachers in his PLC before beginning as a contracted teacher.   

However, this also gave Tom a little bit more responsibility in terms of mediating and dictating 

discussion in the PLC.    

 During his interviews, Tom consistently mentioned how he is “trying my own thing” in 

many ways with SBG.  He expressed frustration with how many of the teachers in his PLC are 

utilizing assessments, grading, and the established standards for each course, so he decided to try 

and attack SBG in his own way.  The genesis of this, according to Tom, was a realization that 

many of the teachers in his PLC could not be persuaded to try different things.   

Tom is more than willing to assist his fellow teachers, collaborate with them on 

assessments, and work to co-plan lessons.  However, the frustration of veteran teachers refusing 

to adapt their teaching practices to meet the new initiatives of the building and district eventually 

caused Tom to begin experimenting on his own, effectively ending his ability to team learn in the 

PLC. 

 The PLC can be a wonderful institution of team learning built into the schedule of 

teachers.  If handled correctly, the PLC can create space for dialogue, collaboration, and 
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brainstorming of new ideas and approaches to help teachers learn.  However, many of the 

participants felt timid, anxious, and hesitant to engage in this dialogue because of a lack of 

experience or intimidation on the part of veteran teachers.  In summary, the ability to engage in 

team learning for new teachers in PLCs was somewhat rare. 

Conceptualizing and Explaining the Role as Assessor and Grader 

How do new teachers conceptualize and explain their role as assessors and graders in the K-12 

classroom? 

Systems thinking is the combination of the previous four learning disciplines, allowing an 

individual to blend personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and team learning into one 

conceptual understanding (Senge, 2006).  In the scope of this study, systems thinking allows the 

teacher to analyze and examine how the previous four learning disciplines come together to 

create deeper understanding of a lived experience.  The result of this understanding is called 

metanoia (Senge, 2006).  Metanoia is the ultimate understanding for a teacher concerning his or 

her own practice. 

The participants in this study are in the infancy stages of their educational careers.   

Although three of them returned to preservice programs later in their professional lives to earn a 

teaching license, many more became classroom teachers in their early 20s.  As a result of this 

study, these participants were able to reflect on their own personal mastery, mental models, 

shared vision, and team learning, and then conceptualize their own classroom practice as 

assessors and graders of student work in a system that has adopted a standards-based approach. 

This understanding is not complete; it would be unfair to expect new educators to have 

firm, solid understandings of their experience as educators so prematurely in their professional 

careers.  However, these findings do present a window into the mindset and approach of new 
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educators, something that veterans in education sometimes can get disconnected from over time.   

The following sections detail some of the summary experiences of the participants in this study 

in terms of grading and assessment.  While these are likely to be fluid over the course of an 

educational career, it is worth exploring for the established scope of this study.  

Grading as a Great Responsibility 

 One of the first questions asked of each participant in this study was, “Do you think that 

grades are important?”  The goal of this question was to understand how each teacher 

conceptualized the meaning of “grades.”  While answers and explanations seemed to range from 

extremely important to not overly important, one major theme was evident with each answer: an 

educator has a great responsibility to give students a grade, regardless of how that grade was 

earned or what that grade represents. 

 Vanessa responded that she thinks grades are important, but cares more about how the 

student is progressing and how the student feels about their grade in the class.  For her, grades 

are emotional stimuli, working either to help improve a student’s self-esteem, or break a student 

down.  At the same time, Vanessa acknowledges that grades are important for students because 

they think they need to be getting good grades.  As she puts it, students believe grades are 

indicators of success because that is what they “have been conditioned” to think.  Vanessa takes 

her responsibility of grading student work very seriously because, to her, it is not simply giving a 

score or a number on a paper or assignment.  Rather, it is a powerful tool to help the psyche of 

the students in her class either feel like successes or feel like failures.    

 Greg believes that grades are very important for students, and should be an essential part 

of the schooling experience.  However, Greg also believes that not every student needs to get an 

A in a class.  When asked to clarify this belief, Greg stated that he believes that it is the teacher’s 
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job to help all students in the course be successful.  He mentioned that this success may look 

different for each student.  For some, success may be defined as an A on a report card; for others, 

it may be a C.    

 Greg’s conceptualization of grading as in indicator of success for students is interesting 

in multiple ways.  As someone who achieved high levels of success as a K-12 student, Greg 

recognizes that an indicator of that success was an A on a report card.  Greg believes that for 

students who may not be able to achieve an A on a report card, the C may feel the same way.   

Rather than inflate his classroom grades with multiple A’s, Greg focuses more on hoping 

students achieve their own success, whatever letter grade that may look like for him or her. 

 Rachel echoed much of what Greg discussed when talking about whether or not grades 

were important for students.  Rachel said that grades are important because they help students 

focus on their own understanding.  If a student has a C, according to Rachel, then the student 

knows where they need to focus their own learning in the class.  Rachel made it a point to stress 

that the letter grade a student earns is not a reflection on the student as a person; rather, it is 

simply meant to help guide the student’s learning and understanding of the content. 

 Lindsey agreed with Rachel’s conceptualization of the meaning of grades, adding, “If a 

student is self-motivated, or motivated at all… they can see that they are not doing well, and 

hopefully they want to improve.”  For Lindsey, grades can be used as a motivator for students 

who are not performing at a high level.  If a student is motivated in any way, the student should 

be able to see that he or she is not doing well and improve their practice in the classroom. 

 Heather also built upon this point, noting that grades are important because it “gives them 

something to strive for.”  Again, Heather discusses the concept of grades as a goal or objective 

for students to continue to work towards throughout the course of a semester or year.  While she 
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acknowledged that this may not be the case for every student in her class, it pertains to enough of 

the students to be a warranted justification for grades in her classroom. 

 Michelle confirmed this assertion by noting, “Yes, grades are important because a lot of 

students are extrinsically motivated.”  Michelle notes that sometimes, the only way to effectively 

engage students in the material is to tell them that the assignment or activity will be graded.   

Some of her students, Michelle notes, are only motivated by extrinsic devices, and a grade on a 

report card or a test is sufficient to get the student to complete the desired task at a proficient 

level. 

 However, not all participants approached grading with the feeling of great responsibility.   

Natalie said that grades are important because they communicate to the students their progress in 

a specific class.  She also commented, “I think grades should have a significant impact on the 

student, for better or worse.”  To Natalie, grades should either help students feel good about their 

learning and progress in a specific class, or feel like they have failed to do their very best. 

 Tom acknowledged that grades are important for students.  Tom said that grades help 

students know where their progress is in a particular class, as well as help clarify student learning 

in a specific area.  However, Tom also understands that the larger issue in today’s classroom is 

that students are still seeing grades as Tom did as a K-12 student - a goal to achieve to show 

others that you are smarter than your classmates. 

 While this underpinning theme of students failing to conceptualize grades in the way the 

teachers intended presented itself throughout interviews, Tom articulated this thought the best 

when he said, 
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I do think grades are important as a way of measuring student growth and mastery 

of certain skills.   But, I also think that if students see grades the way that I did, 

and I think they do, [grades] are not doing what they are supposed to be doing. 

Tom is alluding to the belief of his district that standards-based grading will help students 

understand their learning as a process, and focus more on the learning than on the grade.   

However, in Tom’s mind, students still have quite a way to go before this is achieved. 

 Tom went on to say that as a teacher in a building that has adopted standards-based 

grading, he has seen students really subscribe to this belief about grades only being a small 

indicator of progress, and that the real focus is on the learning.  However, Tom also says that 

many more students have adapted to this new system of grading, and work to only achieve the 

letter grade, and care very little about the process of learning.  As Tom described, “SBG is still a 

system, and with any system, you are going to have students play the system.” 

Holding Students Accountable 

 As Tom notes, SBG is still a system of grading, and there will always be students who 

will try and find a way to make the system work in their favor.  If there was a unanimous finding 

in this study, the challenge of holding students accountable for their learning in a standards-

based system was by far the most apparent.  Issues such as behavior, homework, participation, 

and re-assessment all were addressed as challenges to holding students accountable. 

 Vanessa noted that for her, there are many different types of A students.  To her, as long 

as they reach the criteria established for earning an A in a class dictated by the class standards, 

that student should receive an A.  Vanessa believes that if a student is struggling with behaviors, 

or taking ownership of their own learning, that is indicative of her practice as a teacher, not the 

student.  Vanessa explained this belief, 
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I think it’s unfair to include behaviors or whether or not [an assignment] is late 

into academic performance, because it really doesn’t demonstrate whether or not a 

student is capable of content mastery… the students who act out or are not 

participating, [it reflects in] their ability to complete the task.   If it doesn’t, then I 

need to be giving them something more rigorous. 

In Vanessa’s mind, student behavior is not indicative of their ability to engage with the material.   

In fact, if a student is exhibiting poor classroom behaviors, it is her responsibility to re-engage 

the student with more challenging material. 

 Not all participants echoed Vanessa’s feelings towards student behavior.  Heather said 

that she believes that standards-based grading systems have a negative impact on student 

behavior in her classroom.  She notes that there is a lack of effort on the part of her students 

during the day because the students are aware of policies such as retakes on assessments or non-

graded homework.  Heather said these policies cause her students to avoid completing work 

assigned to them, listening during classroom discussions, or responding positively when she 

encourages students to try and take ownership of their own learning. 

 Michelle agreed with Heather’s feelings towards SBG and how the system may be the 

cause of negative student behavior.  Specifically, Michelle said that she has to spend more time 

in the class monitoring the proficient students because they are more likely to act out.  Once a 

student has demonstrated proficiency and has earned a passing grade, Michelle notices that those 

students become behavior problems for her in class.  These students demand more of her 

attention when managing the classroom, and it takes away from time Michelle could be spending 

with students who are struggling with the material.  Ultimately, Michelle says it is not the lower 

achieving students who are causing behavior issues for her, it is the proficient students. 
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 More common than the issue of behavior, was the topic of holding students accountable 

for their learning in a standards-based system; specifically, the challenge of new teachers trying 

to hold students accountable for homework, deadlines, and additional practice and assignments 

given by the teacher. 

 Greg said that he does feel like SBG provides clear understanding of student knowledge.   

What he means by this is that SBG clearly outlines the process of acquiring and assessing student 

knowledge relative to established standards and criteria for each class.  However, he also noted 

that, “One of the things I have struggled with most is getting the students motivated to do the 

practice, when we aren’t assessing the practice.”  

 In Greg’s opinion, the practice, whether traditional homework assignments or in-class 

practice assignments, helps students grow in their ability to perform and demonstrate their 

learning.  However, Greg is finding that students are not willing to put forth sufficient effort to 

complete the practice if the assignment is not being graded or factoring into their overall grade in 

the class.  Therefore, he is limited when trying to decide how student knowledge lines up with 

the established standards of a course.    

 Tom built upon Greg’s frustration with the inability to grade practice by adding the 

installation of re-takes.  According to Tom, students in a standards-based grading system should 

have the opportunity to re-take any summative assessment during the timeframe of a course.  If a 

student is not pleased with their original score or performance, they may come back and re-take 

an assignment and replace the old score with a new one. 

 Tom did mention, as did many other participants when discussing re-takes in their 

classroom, that the parameters set around the policy of re-taking assignments is established by 

the teacher.  The teacher may add additional work to be completed before a student takes a re-
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take assessment, or the teacher may set a timeframe and deadline for re-takes to be completed.   

However, even these parameters, according to Tom, do not help solve the problem of student 

motivation and accountability. 

 Tom said that the policy of reassessment and re-testing is counter-intuitive to what the 

system of standards-based grading is trying to accomplish.  In his mind, “reassessment has 

instilled a mentality of ‘I don’t have to try as hard the first time because that doesn’t give me as 

much opportunity to show that I got better.’”  What Tom means by this is that he, along with 

many of his colleagues, factor in student growth over time when deciding grades for students.   

So, in his opinion, students do not put forth a strong effort on their first English paper in order to 

set the expectation of their knowledge low.  Then, when they come back and perform the 

reassessment, they put forth more effort, demonstrating a drastic growth in achievement to the 

teacher. 

 Natalie discussed her challenge not with reassessments, but with fluid deadlines for 

turning work and assignments into her.  In her practice, SBG allows students to demonstrate their 

learning at any point during a semester.  For Natalie, this becomes the biggest challenge for her 

when holding students accountable for their learning.  She described her thoughts on this 

challenge by noting, 

I think standards-based grading, in theory, has some really great ideas, but in 

practice… we still want behavior to be separate, but how do we ensure that we 

have authentic student learning happening and students aren’t taking advantage of 

the system when there is no accountability as far as getting work turned in?  How 

is that authentic?  And how is that really showing what they know? 
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This idea of taking advantage of the system, as Natalie and Tom have both described, becomes 

the underpinning theme of discussion around holding students accountable in a standards-based 

system of grading and assessment. 

 Danielle also notices this as being a major challenge in standards-based grading.  She 

struggles to motivate students to perform to their best ability level.  She notes, 

The one thing I do notice a lot is that with the lower-performing students, or the 

lazier students, they play the game… a lot of the kids who don’t want to do a lot 

of the things [we do in class] to begin with sit in class doing nothing because ‘it is 

just a quiz’ or ‘it is just a test, I can retake it’. 

She goes on to say, 

For the students who want to do well in school, and are motivated to do well in 

school, I think SBG is to their benefit.  They actually see the point of what they’re 

learning and how it’s supposed to look at the end of the unit.  On the flip side, the 

students that aren’t motivated are not doing what they need to be doing, especially 

since homework is not given for a grade.  Standards-based grading allows the 

students that want to slack off, slack off. 

In Danielle’s mind, the students who are choosing not to give their full effort to the work in the 

class, or who are wanting to just perform at an adequate enough level to pass the course, are 

enabled to do so in a SBG system. 

 Rachel said that she experiences frustration holding students accountable on grades and 

participation, but wishes she could grade these items for a different reason.  Rachel works with 

many students who struggle in traditional classrooms, but part of her building and district policy 

regarding SBG is that she is only allowed to assess students on formal summative assessments.   
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This means that any work a student does in class or at home is “ungradable” according to her, 

and this causes many of her students to perform below the level she believes he or she is capable 

of performing.  Rachel explained this experience, 

It is a lot of confidence issues with my students.  A third of my students have 

major confidence issues, especially when it comes to math.  They have repeatedly 

been told ‘you are bad,’ ‘you just can’t do it,’ ‘just stop trying.’ And the fact that 

an assessment is called an ‘assessment,’ a lot of them just shut down right at that 

word.  I think the students do amazing work in class, and then I hand them a piece 

of paper with the word ‘assessment’ on it and all their knowledge is gone.  They 

have forgotten it all because they psyche themselves out so much.  It is frustrating 

and it is depressing. 

For Rachel, holding students accountable is not just for the students who are choosing to not 

complete assignments.  For her, the larger issue with SBG is finding a way to assess students on 

what they truly know and can do, rather than their ability to complete a district assessment.  For 

her, a grading system meant to help students demonstrate learning in multiple ways is preventing 

these students from being successful. 

Lost in Translation: Achievement as a Number or Letter 

 An aspect of grading and evaluating student learning is the assignment of a value to the 

work a student has completed.  This value can exist as a letter, number, word, phrase, or symbol.   

A challenge that almost every participant in this study discussed when conceptualizing their role 

as assessors and graders was the challenge to adequately assign a symbol, mark, or grade to 

student work. 
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 Standards-based grading was implemented differently for each participant, depending on 

the grade level, subject area, building, or district.  Some of these differences included the scale in 

which student work was to be evaluated, the transition of a rubric to a letter grade, or the 

integration of tasks such as homework, classroom behavior, or participation into a final grade for 

a student.  While these variances do exist in the experience of each teacher within an SBG 

district, almost all of the participants in this study struggled with the translation of student 

achievement to a mark, number, or letter grade. 

 Pam discussed her struggle with translating student progress to a letter grade or a number 

when she is trying to decide between a “2,” which is developing towards proficiency in a 

standard, and a “2.5,” which growing towards proficiency.  To her, the gap between beginning to 

grow towards achievement and achieving the standard is too general, and too many students fall 

among that spectrum of scores.  For example, for Pam, a student who is only just barely 

beginning to understand the material or grade level standards will receive a “2,” because he or 

she is beginning to grow towards proficiency.  Compare that student to a different student who 

has almost the entire standard or content area mastered, but is missing one final piece.  In Pam’s 

class, that student would receive a “2.5.”  Pam has noticed this is too wide of a range for 

students. 

 Pam also expressed concerns about the way the numbered scale in SBG translates to a 

letter grade.  According to Pam, the Underwood School District uses a 4-3-2-1 scale for 

evaluating student work and achievement.  However, the translation of these numbers to letter 

grades does not align.  These numbers translate to the following letter grades: 4 = A+, 3 = A, 2.5 

= B, 2.0 = C, 1.5 = D, 1.0 = F.  Pam argues that meeting a standard should be “B” instead of an 

“A.”  
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 Pam’s perspective on whether or not meeting a grade level standard should be considered 

an “A” or a “B” is not necessarily a unique perspective.  Some of the other participants in this 

study provided insight into this topic as well, but very few argued that meeting a standard should 

not be considered an “A.”  This discussion on what constitutes an “A” versus a “B” will be 

continued in the following chapter. 

 Lindsey echoed much of Pam’s frustration with the subjectivity of the scales.   

Specifically, she feels that because there are four defined levels of achievement, student work 

rarely fits into a specific category perfectly. Therefore, the grading becomes even more 

subjective from the perspective of the teacher.  She described this dilemma, 

What seems to happen in [SBG], even though there is a specific scale, is it is still 

really hard to give students grades because there are kids that just fall in between 

[the levels], and it ends up being very subjective. 

 Michelle provided a different perspective on this matter when she discussed the struggle 

of students only focusing on passing a class, rather than the learning that is taking place.  For 

example, Michelle noted that because a 1.5 score translates to a “D,” which is a passing grade, 

some students only choose to focus on the minimum required in a class to pass.  She noted, 

I don’t like it when a kid comes into my classroom and they say, ‘I need to raise 

my grade.’ They will do the minimum and say, ‘okay, is it a 1.5?’ because they 

know a 1.5 technically equates to a ‘D’ and that’s passing. 

This type of approach to learning is what standards-based grading districts are working to 

alleviate, but it seems clear this type of student perspective is still very evident in the classroom. 

 Heather has had similar experiences, and shares Michelle’s frustration with students only 

focusing on passing, not learning.  When asked if she believed there was merit to the argument 



150 

 

that SBG is a system designed to prevent students from failing, she responded, “Yes. 

Completely.  Because it is really hard to fail.”  However, Heather also recognizes that this is not 

the only focus of the SBG system; it may simply be an unforeseen consequence or result. 

 It is worth mentioning that while Heather does believe that SBG is a system designed to 

prevent students from failing, she also noted,  

In a way, I can see how some people say [SBG] is just to pass students along 

because it is harder to fail.  But I think it is a good thing the district is doing it this 

way because then kids have to try and try again. 

Heather was referring to an established reassessment policy, where students have the opportunity 

to retake and retry assessments until they have achieved a score appropriate with their level of 

learning.  In her opinion, the ability for students to retake assignments to show their learning is 

worth implementing the SBG system, even if some students only focus on passing courses. 

Some of the teachers expressed frustration with their building or district leadership for 

inconsistencies in translating student work to a score or value.  Rachel, for example, said that 

giving a student a score based on their own work is challenging enough as is, but becomes nearly 

impossible when the district continues to revise and change the method in which teachers are 

supposed to grade the work.  Specifically, Rachel noted, 

I have already been told three times this year a different way to go about grading.   

Recently, we have been told that level 2 questions don’t matter, and a student 

could essentially leave all the level 2 questions blank, and if they get all the level 

3 questions right, then we are supposed to give them a 3. 

This completely contradicts how Rachel was originally trained in standards-based grading, where 

a student needed to complete all of the level 2 questions before completing any level 3 questions.   
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These inconsistencies and variances in practice among teachers of the same building or district, 

and within the same academic year, have been a major challenge for Rachel in effectively 

implementing SBG in her classroom.    

In total, the largest frustration for teachers when determining student grades and scores 

on assignments is the need to change the way students view their own scores and progress in a 

class.  Systems implementing standards-based grading techniques are focused on trying to build 

student understanding and mindset so that the objective is the learning, not the score received.   

However, as many of the participants in this study expressed, this is much more difficult than 

they originally expected. 

That is not to say it is impossible, nor is it worth continuing to strive to change student 

mentality.  Natalie specifically noted that the efforts of SBG to change student mindset is not a 

short-term objective or goal.  Rather, changing student mindset on how grades and learning are 

perceived is something that will take place gradually, over time.  She noted, “If we can teach 

kids that a 2 is ‘developing, you are growing, and you aren’t quite there yet,’ that is a healthier 

mentality than ‘You are a B’ or You are a C.’” While Natalie agrees that not all students are 

quite there yet in their understanding of their learning as a growth process and not as an 

objective-focused process, she believes that consistent and fair implementation of SBG will 

begin bridging that existing gap. 

 The challenge of teachers translating student progress and learning into a value is 

made easier by specific rubrics detailing the learning standard.  However, as evident in 

the responses from many of the participants in this study, a strong rubric does not 

alleviate the challenge of assigning grades to students, especially in the area of student 

mindset.    
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 The transition of a number value from a specific rubric to a letter grade on a 

report card seems counter-productive, according to participants in this study.  The focus 

throughout the class is on the learning process, but the end result is still a letter grade on a 

report card.  Therefore, students seem to again gravitate towards this objective of 

obtaining an “A,” not obtaining learning.  For new teachers, this area of student mindset 

and approach to grading still challenges them on a daily basis.    

Summary 

 The focus of this study was exploring the lived experience of first or second year K-12 

educators in districts utilizing standards-based grading policies.  Through qualitative, 

hermeneutic approach to research, and the implementation of Senge’s (2006) disciplines of the 

learning organization as a framework, the researcher was able to identify 15 themes relating to 

this lived experience.  These 15 themes correspond with the five learning disciplines of the 

teacher experience and appropriate research questions, as outlined in Chapter 3. 

 When focusing on personal mastery, participants in this study experienced an extremely 

wide range of preservice preparation and student teaching placements.  These inconsistencies 

caused some varying levels of confusion when new teachers began full-time teaching in 

classrooms.  While some of the experiences these participants had in collegiate preservice 

programs was valuable, much of the knowledge they currently possess concerning assessment 

and grading was learned once they became full-time educators. 

 Similarly, the experience of these new teachers in professional development and training 

in the beginning of the year was extremely varied.  Almost all participants discussed feeling 

overwhelmed and stressed before starting their first year as a classroom teacher.  Appropriately, 

very few of the participants found additional training on SBG practices before the academic year 
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began as beneficial.  There were simply too many things to worry about before beginning the 

school year, and adding one more to the already growing list of concerns was unhelpful. 

 Discussions surrounding the mental models of the participants in this study revealed 

beliefs and understandings about what it means to be an effective educator.  When asked to 

discuss some of their favorite teachers, participants in this study overwhelmingly described 

teachers focused on relationships and an ability to make the learning interesting, rather than 

content-area knowledge.  These experiences seem to have impacted these new teachers in their 

own classrooms; as very few conceptualized their own role as educators of a specific content 

area.  Rather, almost all participants noted their role as teachers as being facilitators of learning 

and emphasizing the interpersonal relationships amongst them and the students in their 

classroom.    

 The participants in this study also emphasized their experience in what they determined 

as a broken system of assessing and grading students.  All of the participants in this study 

commented that they believed they were good students at the K-12 level, but most said that was 

because they knew how to get strong grades.  They understood the expectations and were able to 

play the system in order to get the results they wanted.  Virtually no participant in this study 

noted that as a K-12 student, they were more focused on the learning rather than the grade.  In 

fact, almost all participants attributed their success in K-12 schooling to their ability to 

manipulate their own learning to fit whatever was needed to get an A in a course. 

 Findings surrounding shared vision indicated an emphasis on the part of the new teacher 

to evaluate students strictly on their achievement relative to the established standard.  This 

entails not grading students for behavior, compliance, homework, or participation.  While this, in 
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essence, is a positive policy according to the participants in this study, it is extremely difficult to 

abide by in the day-to-day teaching of a class.    

 There also seemed to be much frustration on the part of new teachers with inconsistencies 

in the implementation and execution of standards-based grading policies at the subject, grade, 

building, or district level.  The participants in this study expressed discontent and confusion with 

the amount of variation not only amongst their peers, but in directives given by building and 

district administrators.  These variances caused many of the participants in this study to become 

more confused about the true objective of standards-based grading policies. 

 In the area of team learning, participants in this study discussed their various experiences 

in professional learning communities (PLCs) and established mentor programs.  While these 

experiences can be valuable sporadically, the general theme related to team learning and the 

experience of new teachers in standards-based grading systems was a lack in sufficient, 

meaningful interactions.  Not only were PLCs reported to be missing the mark in terms of their 

effectiveness and ability to help new teachers better understand SBG processes, but many of the 

new teachers either felt disconnected from their PLC because of their inexperience or were put in 

leadership roles in their PLC because veteran teachers were hesitant and resistant to change.    

Finally, in the area of systems thinking, participants in this study began conceptualizing 

their role as assessors and graders in a standards-based system.  While the participants in this 

study are new in the profession, the process of beginning to understand their role in the system of 

grading was evident throughout the data gathering process. 

Participants in this study understood that grading is a great responsibility of the teacher, 

and that grades can provide specific and effective feedback to students regarding their own 

learning.  However, the participants also identified the challenges that correspond with this 
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responsibility.  Specifically, the participants noted the challenge of holding students accountable 

for their learning.  This accountability, according to the participants, becomes a major challenge 

because of the inability to grade homework, participation, or behavior in the classroom.  Finally, 

the challenge of translating student achievement into a number or letter grade was tremendously 

difficulty for new teachers. 

The findings in this study, as well as insights from the researcher and suggestions for 

future research, will be discussed further in Chapter 6 of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The discussions surrounding grading and assessment practices in the K-12 setting 

continue to be a focal point when addressing modern reformation efforts in schools (Anderson, 

1998; Barnes & Buring, 2012; Bowers, 2011; Brimi, 2011; Guskey, 1994, 2013; Kohn, 2011; 

Randall & Engelhard, 2009, 2010; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994).  The significant impact of student 

grades on learning and achievement is well-documented, so it is logical that grading and 

assessment move to the forefront of educational reform and policy (Hattie, 2009; Senge, 2006). 

 Despite efforts to study the impact of grading and assessment on student achievement, 

very little research has been done concerning the implementation of standards-based grading 

systems and their effects on educators.  Research in the 21st century has begun to examine 

questionable grading practices on the part of new educators, but few have focused on the 

experience of these new teachers in standards-based grading districts (Imperial, 2012; Levine, 

2006; Senge et al., 2012; Wagner, 2008).  The focus of much of this research has been on veteran 

teachers’ grading practices, rather than on the systematic training and experience of new 

educators. 

 While the research efforts into revised, innovative grading and assessment strategies can 

offer valuable insight for school districts, administrators, teachers, parents, and students, there is 

a lack of research that evaluates the lived experience of the teachers in a standards-based grading 

and assessment environment.  This study sought to fill the gap in the research, in order to 

effectively bridge the theory and development of standards-based grading research, to the lived 

experience of new educators navigating this phenomenon for the first time. 
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Summary of the Study 

 This hermeneutic phenomenology study provides a descriptive and interpretive approach 

to understanding the phenomena experienced by new educators in districts that have adopted 

standards-based grading systems. The research question for this study was: What is the lived 

experience of new educators in districts using standards-based grading policies?  In order to 

provide a detailed phenomenology of such lived experiences designed to reveal significant 

findings, five supporting research questions were developed (Heidegger, 2008). These research 

questions directly related to the conceptual framework of this study, Senge’s (2006) established 

disciplines of the learning organization. 

 The data gathered for this study were collected utilizing the three-interview approach 

recommended by Seidman (2013).  The researcher utilized purposive, criterion, and 

opportunistic sampling methods in order to select participants (Creswell, 2013; Duckham & 

Schreiber, 2016; Salmons, 2010).  This resulted in 11 participants, representing eight schools, in 

three distinct districts.  The 11 participants also represented four institutions of higher education, 

where each participant completed a preservice teacher training program in order to secure a 

teaching license in a Midwest state.  Every major subject area was also represented among the 

participant pool. 

 Over 25 hours of interviews were recorded over the span of this study.  This data was 

transcribed by the researcher and coded into themes as described in Chapter 3.  These themes 

were analyzed within the context of the conceptual framework, as well as the research questions 

of this study.  Detailed descriptions of the findings were detailed in Chapter 5.  Below is a 

summary of the findings of this study as they relate to the research questions. 
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Summary of the Research Questions 

 Overall, the findings for this study examined the lived experience of the new educator in 

districts implementing standards-based grading systems through the lens of Senge’s (2006) 

disciplines of the learning organization.  There were 15 identified themes, corresponding with 

the five research questions.  These themes were coded by the researcher and reviewed by the 

committee chair. 

Personal Mastery 

 There was much variance and inconsistency concerning the preservice programs and the 

training participants received in the areas of grading and assessment.  Although some of the 

variances found can be attributed to different university curricula or programs, differences in 

experiences were identified even amongst graduates of the same program.  Specifically, there 

was an apparent lack of training and discussion surrounding grading and assessment in 

preservice programs.  If classes devoted to assessment and grading were a part of the curriculum, 

these classes were inconsistent in their content and pedagogy, as well as in their sequence within 

the program. 

 Virtually all participants in this study found the student teaching experience, organized 

and facilitated by their respective preservice institutions, a valuable exercise.  Participants noted 

the direct and involved learning that takes place within a K-12 classroom as a student teacher 

results in a more pronounced learning curve than the classes taken in a preservice program.  The 

student teaching experience is where most participants in this study attributed their growth in 

development of classroom management, grading and assessing, and planning.  In addition, the 

student teaching placement was the first exposure many new teachers had to a standards-based 

grading system, having student taught in the same district in which they are currently employed. 
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 Participants in this study also discussed the overall usefulness of professional 

development opportunities surrounding assessment and grading at the beginning of the school 

year.  Because many new educators do not have training or experience in an SBG model, 

districts routinely require new teachers to participate in professional development in this area 

before beginning the year.  However, the participants in this study noted that it is an extremely 

stressful time for new teachers, and the experience in these professional development 

opportunities was of little value.  While some exposure to the system of SBG may be beneficial, 

most expressed a preference for very little or no training in grading and assessment before the 

school year begins. 

Mental Models 

 Findings concerning the mental models developed by the participants of this study on 

grading and assessment focused on the importance of the teacher emphasizing relationships with 

the students over content knowledge, as well as the experience of the new teachers in a 

traditional grading system as students.  Participants continuously noted that when reflecting on 

their own experience as students, the strongest or most influential teachers were ones who 

focused more on developing relationships and making the class learning meaningful.  While 

some of the participants recalled that their favorite teachers were strong in content knowledge, 

none of them equated this trait with their perception of the teachers’ overall effectiveness or 

value. Instead, the ability of a teacher to relate material to the students was much more crucial 

for success. 

 Discussions on one’s own experience in a traditional grading system were prevalent 

throughout the interview process.  The theme of being able to “play the system,” meaning the 

ability to figure out what objectives or items needed to be completed, and to what degree, in 
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order to earn the grade the participant wanted, was a common finding.  This theme involved 

finding ways to study or cram before assessments, knowing how many points were needed for a 

specific grade, only completing what was required, and knowing how to change one’s work to fit 

the individual teacher.  This experience caused the participants of this study to conceptualize 

grades as commodities, which disconnected the grades received from the learning process.  

 The outcome of this experience in a traditional grading system, according to the 

participants in this study, was a lack of creative development and metacognitive skill.  When 

asked if they would consider themselves to be “good students,” all participants responded in the 

affirmative.  However, almost all elaborated that if “good student” is defined as an individual 

who develops strong learning habits and initiative, then they would be inclined to reclassify 

themselves as poor students. Ultimately, the experience of the participants in this study of K-12 

assessment and grading leaned heavily toward classroom compliance and task-oriented learning 

with the expressed intent of achieving a particular letter grade on a report card. 

Shared Vision 

 The concept of shared vision, in the scope of this study, focused on the current district, 

state, and national initiatives impacting new teacher perspectives and experiences concerning 

standards-based grading.  There was very little discussion on the impact of national policies, 

such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001; U.S. Congress, 2001).  Participants did identify an 

increase in the accountability of teachers related to established learning standards, which is no 

doubt an effect of the movement to place a greater emphasis on common core standards. 

However, the participants focused their shared vision discussions more frequently on the policies 

of their local districts and buildings. 
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 One of the major themes identified in the discussions surrounding shared vision was the 

amount of restrictions placed on new teachers with regard to what can and cannot be graded in 

an SBG classroom.  For example, the participants mentioned not being able to grade homework, 

participation, attendance, or behavior.  This led to frustrations in such areas as keeping all 

students on task throughout a class period, motivating them for the duration of the lesson or 

course, and holding them accountable for their own learning. 

 In addition, new teachers were also frustrated with the implementation of standards-based 

grading theory and practice in schools; in particular, how the methods of implementing these 

practices have led to inconsistencies across grade levels, departments, and subject areas.  

Participants recalled witnessing teachers selectively choosing which policies to implement in 

their classroom, and the varying extent to which they would implement these policies.  These 

inconsistencies have created a new system for students to manipulate, and participants noted the 

challenge in trying to hold students accountable for a grading system that is not uniformly 

carried out. 

 Finally, participants professed a lack of understanding of why specific policies and 

procedures had been put in place that governs standards-based grading in their respective 

classrooms. The most apparent misunderstanding concerned policies requiring teachers to give 

students a low passing grade for having completed a minimal amount of work on a task or 

assignment, regardless of the apparent level of proficiency. According to the participants, this 

practice appears designed to allow students to more easily pass courses, and to improve schools’ 

graduation rates, instead of helping increase student learning.  This lack of understanding of why 

policies have been implemented caused many participants to be suspicious of the motives of 

school administrators when choosing to adopt a standards-based grading approach. 
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Team Learning 

 The evidence of team learning and its potential impact on the lived experience of new 

educators manifested itself in discussions surrounding mentors for new teachers and professional 

learning communities (PLCs).  While the focus of this study was not to specifically evaluate 

mentor programs and the function of a PLC, it became clear through the data gathering process 

that both of these factors play a significant role in the lived experience of the participants. 

 Each participant noted that he or she had been assigned a mentor by the school district for 

at least their first year of teaching; some were assigned for two years. These mentors were 

chosen by the district, and many teach subjects outside of the content area of the mentee.  After 

discussions surrounding the effectiveness of the mentor program, it became clear that the main 

function of the mentor was to provide guidance for either “big picture” items, such as addressing 

professional standards or teacher evaluation, or logistical details, such as how to complete a 

purchase order or where the copier was located. Grading and assessment practices seemed to be 

lacking in the topics covered by the mentors.  Instead, the grading and assessment aspects of the 

new teacher experience seemed rooted in experiences surrounding the PLCs. 

 The participants of this study had varying responses to the topic of the PLC as a form of 

team learning.  For some of the participants, the PLC was low-functioning.  The cause for this 

seemed to be either misinterpretations of policies and rules from the administration, a lack of 

clear direction, or the presence of veteran teachers resistant to adopting their teaching styles to fit 

a new assessment system.  However, some participants did indicate that much of their learning 

and understanding of SBG came from the PLC process.  

 A major challenge for new teachers in the PLC process is discovering the role in which 

they are supposed to play for the PLC team.  There was a general tone of apprehension when the 



163 

 

participants described their roles in the PLC, including a tendency to remain quiet and not ask 

questions because of their inexperience in the classroom.  However, in some settings, new 

teachers ended up as leaders in the PLC.  This was caused by either high teacher turnover or a 

lack of strong leadership from veterans on the PLC.  In either case, it is clear that the experiences 

of the participants in this study concerning PLCs are inconsistent. 

Systems Thinking 

 The topic of systems thinking is an important section because a systems thinker is able to 

synthesize the previous four learning disciplines into one single understanding (Senge, 2006). It 

can be reasonably assumed that because of the inexperience of new educators, there would be 

disparities in the findings of clear, conceptual understanding of the role these educators play as 

assessors and graders in the classroom.  However, when examining all participant responses, 

major themes became apparent for new teachers when conceptualizing themselves as assessors 

and graders in the classroom. 

 First, participants in this study clearly acknowledged grading as a tremendous 

responsibility for educators.  This did not necessarily pertain to the process of grading; rather, the 

emphasis was on how grades make a student feel.  Utilizing grades as a method to encourage or 

motivate students was evident in the responses from the participants, as was the ability to 

understand students’ growth and mastery through effective grading practice. 

 Next, there was much conversation surrounding the challenge of holding students 

accountable for their learning in a standards-based grading system.  Participants identified 

attendance, behavior, and participation as major obstacles in their experience as assessors and 

graders.  Coupled with district policies restricting what can and cannot be graded in a class, these 
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participants continue to struggle with holding students accountable for their own learning while 

operating in an SBG system. 

 Finally, it became evident that the participants in this study struggled to conceptualize the 

achievement of a student in a standards-based grading system with a corresponding letter grade. 

Supporting comments included discussions on what is considered “developing” relative to a 

standard, how students can fall in between categories on a rubric, and the process teachers 

undergo when evaluating a piece of student work relative to a standard.  Instances regarding 

minimum scores and students only answering particular questions were causes in clouding the 

understanding of new educators and their role as assessors and graders in a standards-based 

system. 

Discussion of the Findings 

 The goal of this study was to explore the lived experience of new educators in districts 

that have adopted a standards-based grading policy.  This study, in no way, assumes that all new 

educators experience their entry into the profession in the same way.  Instead, it demonstrated 

the tremendous scope of realities experienced by new graduates as they enter the K-12 education 

landscape as a classroom professional.  It is the researcher’s hope that this study helps shed light 

on this incredible phenomenon that all educators have experienced at some point in their careers, 

and aids to reconnect higher education professors and current K-12 administrators with the 

reality new teachers operate within on a daily basis. 

 Through this study, 15 themes emerged related to the five research questions. 

Conclusions that are contained in the following sections are the researcher’s interpretations of 

the findings, and describe how these themes fit into the larger narrative of the new teacher 

experience in standards-based grading districts.  These conclusions and discussions are not the 
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final word in this area of research; rather, they represent one of the conversations, observations, 

and experiences that took place while collecting and coding the research. 

Exposure of Training 

 The experience in preservice programs was varied amongst the participants, which led to 

a range of impressions on the value and overall level of influence of the programs in general.  

While the explicit role of preservice programs is to prepare new educators to meet the needs of 

the 21st century classroom, the participants seemed to report that programs fell short of this goal 

(Bratlien & McGuire, 2002).  Indeed, the overall experience in the preservice program was much 

too similar to that of the K-12 experience of the participants (Griess & Keat, 2004).  This 

included, but was not limited to, lecture-style classes, direct instruction, evaluation and grading 

on the traditional scale, and a distinct lack of authentic learning in the preservice classes. 

 The student teaching experience. The most common theme for the participants 

concerning their preservice preparation focused on the experience of student teaching or other 

various practicum experiences.  These experiences were widely reported as the most valuable for 

the participants in this study.  The participants were able to practice management skills, 

assessment and grading techniques, and lesson planning designs that were simply concepts in 

their preservice classrooms, but made a reality in their student teaching experience.  The 

experiences relayed by the participants to the researcher concerning the student teaching 

placement aligns with established research, which has indicated that student teaching allows new 

educators a chance to improve their skills significantly more than a traditional class (Chesley & 

Jordan, 2012; Waggoner et al., 2010).  

 The student teacher experience had a profound impact on the participants of this study 

related to assessment and grading, and the ability to begin to conceptualize and understand their 
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role as assessors in their classrooms.  Because standards-based methods of grading were largely 

neglected throughout the preservice programs, the participants of this study were able to gain 

exposure for the first time to various grading methods, including SBG, allowing the new 

educators to begin conceptualizing grading and assessment in a novel way.   

 The value of the new educator having student taught in a district that was already 

utilizing an SBG method of grading and assessment cannot be understated.  Every participant 

who student taught within an SBG district reinforced how valuable the experience was in 

facilitating their preparedness relative to grading and assessment as a new teacher. Even those 

participants who experienced confusion because of inconsistent implementation of SBG, or 

frustration due to a lack of enthusiasm by veteran teachers in their grade level teams, emphasized 

the overall value of having an opportunity to practice standards-based grading in the safety of a 

student teaching placement. 

 Overall, the student teaching experience was identified as the most valuable experience in 

the preservice program by almost every participant in this study.  Even if the experience was not 

a positive one, the student teacher was still exposed to teaching methods he or she would want to 

avoid, which was cited as being helpful.  While the student teaching placement is only as 

meaningful as the preservice teacher and cooperating teacher make it, the researcher concluded 

that the student teaching experience was by far the highest leverage opportunity to improve 

teacher pedagogy concerning grading and assessment practices. 

 The value of professional development. The willingness to grow in one’s ability to 

complete a particular skill or task is an essential aspect of personal mastery (Pink, 2009).  While 

Hattie and Yates (2009) noted a timeframe of approximately five years for a teacher to develop 

into what could be considered an expert teacher, the professional learning for a new educator 
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begins the week before the school year starts with new teacher training and district professional 

development.  Every participant but one (who was hired in the middle of the year) in this study 

completed a professional development session, or multiple sessions, before beginning the year as 

a full-time educator.  

 There seemed to be a lack of official and structured training concerning standards-based 

grading in the classroom. However, this caused little effect on the practice of the new educators. 

Blount (2016) and Senge (2006) would argue that most of the discrepancies in grading and 

assessment practices happen because of a lack of direct and precise training on assessment and 

grading; however, this study found that the training, regardless of how direct or precise it was, 

had little overall impact on the grading practice of the teacher. 

 This is supported through discussions with the participants in this study who experienced 

a range of professional development exposure at the beginning of the year, from intense and full-

day trainings and discussions, to little or no training at all.  There was no clear indication that 

more training on SBG during the professional development opportunities before school 

drastically influenced the practice of a new teacher.  In fact, the theme of being overwhelmed 

with too much information, and therefore not adopting any of what had been discussed and 

covered, seemed much more prevalent. 

 The researcher is by no means advocating for a removal of all professional development 

surrounding standards-based grading and assessment practices.  It is essential, as participants 

indicated in this study, that the district establish clear and precise expectations for the assessment 

and grading policies of the building.  The building administration should utilize these 

professional development sessions to review these policies and help hold teachers accountable 

for implementing the system uniformly in the building.  However, the researcher would advocate 
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for less overwhelming professional development on standards-based grading before a teacher 

begins in his or her classroom, and instead focus that time on items such as classroom 

organization, management techniques, and gaining confidence in the new teacher’s 

professionalism as an educator. 

 It is more essential for a new teacher developing their practice as assessors and graders in 

an SBG system to have a strong mentorship program, and allowing the teacher to start small with 

the system and begin to grow in their practice.  A discussion of the findings on mentors will be 

discussed below in research question four. 

Previous Experience in K-12 Schooling 

 Mental models are the inherent beliefs an individual possesses based on his or her own 

personal experiences, and how those beliefs impact the way the individual perceives reality and 

responds to various situations (Dweck, 2006; Senge, 2006).  The formation of mental models for 

educators occurs during their own K-12 schooling, when they are exposed to various assessment 

models, teaching practices, and classroom strategies (Lunenberg et al., 2007; Peters & 

Buckmiller, 2014; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; Stitt & Pula, 2011).  

 The participants in this study elaborated on their own experiences as students in the K-12 

school system in order for the researcher to gain insight into their mental models.  What became 

clear through this study was the preference of the participants for teachers who demonstrated 

more personable traits and characteristics.  This included, but is not limited to, a preference for 

establishing relationships with students, engaging students in fun and exciting methods of 

learning, and exploring social justice themes in the curriculum and as an educator.  There existed 

much rhetoric surrounding the experiences of these educators in assessment and grading systems, 
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and how they learned how to be successful in school not because of a strong desire for achieving 

knowledge, but the ability to accomplish tasks in order to earn a mark. 

 Human-centered vs. content-centered classrooms. Throughout the duration of this 

study, participants praised their previous K-12 teachers who focused more on building 

relationships and exploring the personal side of education. This experience resonated through 

tone and discussions with the participants in this study, clearly impacting the participants’ own 

approach to teaching pedagogy. 

 The participants in this study were all very knowledgeable in their content area. This was 

evident through various examples given by the participants, including an AP Human Geography 

class and an Honors Physics course.  However, there was also a consistent undertone of social 

justice and human connectedness present throughout the interview process for each participant. 

 The new teachers who participated in this study seemed to believe the standards-based 

grading system is a more fair grading system than the traditional model.  There were multiple 

comments alluding to the equality of the grading system for each student, the creation of an 

environment for students to focus on their own individual learning, and a theme of allowing 

students who struggle in the traditional model to experience success.  It is fair to assume that the 

development of socially conscious teachers, whether through previous K-12 experience, political 

opinion, or otherwise, lends itself well to the standards-based grading philosophy.  The 

participants in this study seemed to discredit the traditional system as unjust, or as a system to be 

manipulated, whereas the SBG system of grading and assessing work was more authentic and 

meaningful for student learning. 

 It is not unreasonable to expect that as new graduates experience a more socially 

conscious society through their K-12 and collegiate schooling, these teachers will be more 
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receptive and willing to implement a SBG approach to grading.  The new generation of graduates 

in this study seemed ready to challenge the veteran teachers who resist change. They seemed 

open to adopting new methods to assess student learning, growth, and achievement.  The efforts 

and demeanors of these new teachers have the capacity to affect real change in the educational 

landscape of the K-12 school system. 

 Changing the broken system. While the participants in this study expressed their 

connection with teachers who focused more on relationships rather than content, it was apparent 

that these new teachers were products of a broken K-12 system of assessment and grading.  This 

manifested in responses concerning whether or not the participants would identify themselves as 

having been “good students.”  Almost uniformly, the assertions were yes, they would identify 

themselves as good students, if “good student” meant receiving strong academic marks. 

 The participants continuously referenced a broken system, where students knew how to 

achieve the grades they wanted, and did just enough to achieve those benchmarks. Some 

participants noted cramming for exams, calculating how many questions they could get wrong on 

a test and still get the grade they wanted, manipulation of the system from teacher to teacher, and 

choosing to focus more on the outcome of the learning rather than on the learning process. 

Overall, the experience of these participants in the K-12 setting was one of playing a game, 

rather than truly developing strong learning habits essential to educational growth and 

development. 

 Similarly, the participants in this study frequently recalled their own innate ability to be 

compliant in a system that rewarded positive behavior with high grades.  Tasks such as sitting 

quietly in class, raising one’s hand, and doing what the teacher said were all attributes that 

positively impacted the marks the participants received in school.  It is fair to assume that a 
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majority of the participants were successful in their K-12 education not because of their ability to 

understand and process their own learning; rather, they achieved high academic marks because 

they knew how to play the game of K-12 education and win. 

 These experiences manifested themselves throughout the interview process in various 

ways. Participants seemed more focused on challenging the system they were exposed to as 

students. The new teachers seemed more aware of how students tend to try and manipulate the 

system to achieve the grades they desire.   

However, the residual effects of experiencing this traditional model of grading also 

appeared in various forms. It was clear that some of the participants in this study still maintain 

certain mindsets and beliefs connected to the traditional system of grading they were exposed to 

as students.  Specifically, the element of compliance and accountability was a major point of 

contention between new teachers and the standards-based grading system.  

Impact of Policies and Practices 

 As Senge (2006) noted when describing a shared vision, individuals will change their 

behavior in a positive manner only when they can see themselves as an essential part of the 

vision.  This is only achieved when the vision is communicated in a way that is not a mandate; 

rather, the vision serves as a tool to help demonstrate best practice to teachers.  While the focus 

of this study concerning shared vision was on how national, state, and local policies affected the 

new teacher experience in a standards-based grading district, the findings emphasized local 

policies and leadership.  Participants asserted, at length, their endorsements and frustrations 

concerning grading policies and practices implemented by the district. 
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 The challenges experienced by the participants pertained to restrictions on what can and 

cannot be assessed in an SBG model, the struggle of holding students accountable for their 

learning, and the inconsistencies with implementation of SBG.   

 Misunderstanding “points” and “motivation.” A common theme amongst the 

participants regarding shared vision and the SBG policies implemented by schools was that 

schools placed restrictions on teachers from allowing them to grade homework, out-of-class 

work, or assign points for tasks completed.  The concept of assigning points is not consistent 

with standards-based grading practice.  While rubrics may be utilized to establish benchmarks 

and criteria for student work, the idea of “giving points” is not conducive to the standards-based 

philosophy of grading. 

 The concept of being unable to grade student homework is also misaligned with SBG 

practice.  The idea that students cannot be graded on homework in the standards-based model is 

not necessarily an absolute; students should be able to demonstrate proficiency on any formative 

or summative assessment.  However, if there is reasonable doubt that a student did not complete 

the work independently (the example of completing homework outside of the classroom), it is 

nearly impossible to gauge the student’s true proficiency relative to the standard.  Only when the 

student completes the work in class, under the supervision of the teacher, can he or she 

demonstrate proficiency.  

 The finding that students will not be motivated to complete work unless they are given 

points, or the work somehow affects the student’s overall grade, was also persistent in the data 

for this study.  Accordingly, this becomes a theme of understanding student motivation, and how 

to cultivate an environment where students are self-motivated and utilize a growth mindset 

(Dweck, 2006). 



173 

 

While there may be some students who are extrinsically motivated by marks, it is this 

researcher’s opinion that it is up to the individual teacher to inspire and engage their students in 

the content in a way that encourages self-directed learning.  The challenge that SBG presents for 

educators is to make teaching and learning so inherently engaging and purposeful that students 

will adapt an intrinsic motivation to their studies.  This is by no means easy; it requires a full 

evaluation of teaching methods, lesson planning strategies, classroom management techniques, 

and mindset regarding the role of the teacher in the classroom.  

New educators are working on building their own perspectives, approaches, and mindsets 

in the education profession, as evident in this study.  Therefore, new teachers have the potential 

to become exemplars of how to engage students in learning so intellectually stimulating and 

involved that intrinsic learning motivation becomes the norm.  The mindsets new teachers need 

to revise are ones developed during their previous K-12 schooling.  New teacher graduates also 

have an opportunity to become the example of what it means to be a strong educator in the 21st 

century classroom, utilizing and implementing a standards-based grading approach to assessment 

and learning. 

The reality of creating environments wherein students are completely intrinsically 

motivated may be an unlikely on; there may always be groups of students who play the system or 

work just hard enough to get the grade they desire in a particular class.  It is the teacher’s job to 

utilize every resource at his or her disposal when designing a classroom environment that works 

to develop intrinsic motivation for students. It is the researcher’s opinion that the argument 

concerning a lack of accountability systems in place in SBG, or the failure to allow teachers to 

give “points,” stems from an unwillingness of educators to take ownership of the classroom 



174 

 

culture that exists, and explore new teaching and learning techniques that increase student desire 

to engage in the content. 

Appropriate implementation of standards-based grading requires extremely diligent work 

involving unpacking and prioritizing standards, developing proficiency scales, and creation of 

common formative assessments.  This process requires a strong implementation plan, developed 

by the educational administration and district leadership. 

Understanding the “why.” The implementation of a shared vision is essential in 

determining the overall impact the vision will have on individuals.  The importance of whether 

the shared vision stems organically from within the group, or is discussed and then implemented 

by a select few and then communicated to a larger group, cannot be overstated (Peters & 

Buckmiller, 2014; Senge, 2006).  Yet, it became clear in this study that a lack of communication 

existed concerning a firm commitment to why schools were adopting standards-based grading, 

and why certain practices should not be continued. 

The participants in this study noted receiving contradicting directives from building or 

district level administrators pertaining to the practice of standards-based grading. For example, 

the district may direct the teachers to evaluate student work based on having to answer all level 2 

questions before the level 3 questions on an assessment.  Then, the district may change this 

directive month later, stating it is acceptable if a student skips all level 2 questions and only 

answers the level 3 prompts on the assessment.  This type of inconsistency breeds discontent, 

confusion, and apprehension amongst the teaching faculty. 

Schools and districts need to provide extensive support to their staffs on the “why” of 

standards-based grading.  That is, the district needs to be explicitly clear, whether in their 

grading handbooks or contractual policies, what standards-based grading entails and how it is to 
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be implemented.  Ongoing support must be provided for staff. Concerns and issues brought to 

the administration’s attention on the part of the teachers should be listened to and considered. 

The implementation of standards-based grading as an assessment system is a large undertaking, 

and should be treated as such.  Standards-based grading must become an essential part of the 

school’s focus, mission, and collective mindset. 

This section does not advocate for more professional development seminars or trainings 

for teachers.  Rather, the researcher urges districts and schools implementing a standards-based 

approach to set specific policies and procedures, educate staff on why these policies and 

procedures exist, and then remain persistent in their implementation over time.  If policies 

continue to change, or SBG does not become a central focus of a school’s mission, the likelihood 

for the system to achieve its maximum potential becomes limited. 

Role of Team Learning and Development 

 The theme of team learning focuses on the idea that a group of individuals, collectively 

working towards the same goal, can be more effective than if all individuals work independently 

of one another (Friedman & Allen, 2011; Senge, 2006).  Schools tend to emphasize various 

structures for team learning.  These include, but are not limited to, grade level teams, content 

specific teams, or school improvement and culture teams. In this study, the two main findings for 

team learning emphasized mentorship programs and the professional learning community (PLC) 

design. 

 Utilization of a mentor. New teacher mentor programs were initially developed to 

combat high levels of teacher attrition in the public-school setting, with the hopes that a strong 

mentor would keep new teachers in the profession longer (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Hallam et 

al., 2012; Hammerness & Matsko, 2012).  However, the value of the mentor program has been a 
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manner of debate for some time, with some research supporting mentor programs (Marker et al., 

2013), and conversely, other research asserting that mentor programs are failing to keep teachers 

in the profession (Halam et al., 2012).  The debate has emphasized which individuals should be 

selected as mentors, and how those chosen should be trained (Bartlett & Johnson, 2010; Carver 

& Katz, 2004; Desimore et al., 2014).  

 The experience for the participants in this study concerning mentor programs seems to 

align with the disagreements amongst the research.  Participants’ reflections were relatively 

divided on the overall effectiveness of their mentor.  While most commented that they enjoyed 

their mentor experience, very few remarked that their mentor assisted them in the day-to-day 

aspects of teaching.  The mentor was much more focused on big-picture items or logistical 

details. 

 While this may help combat some of the teacher attrition taking place in American 

schools, no participant in this study referenced his or her mentor as being the reason for having 

enjoyed the teaching profession thus far.  In fact, participants who noted negative experiences 

with their mentor still communicated a commitment to the teaching profession.  Therefore, it is 

reasonable to conclude that the mentor program had little impact on whether or not a teacher 

would consider switching professions after their first two years. 

 Yet, the mentor is still an important element of the new teacher experience.  The mentor 

provided a resource for the new teacher to go to if he or she was in need of an answer to a 

specific problem, or wanted insight into how a particular process worked in the school.  The 

most effective mentors were the ones who were not full time teachers at all.  Rather, the mentors 

that received the most positive feedback from participants in this study were district-assigned 

individuals whose primary responsibility was to mentor new teachers.  
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The largest obstacle in the mentor-mentee relationship identified in this study was time. 

There was not enough time in the day for two full-time educators to meet and complete the tasks 

assigned by the district.  However, if the mentor was not a full-time educator, the flexibility of 

scheduling allowed for frequent classroom visits, intentional direction of meetings, and 

ultimately increased production on the part of the mentee.  The mentor did not necessarily need 

to be well-versed in the same subject area as the mentee. It was more important for the mentor to 

able to spend time communicating and visiting with the mentee on a regular basis. 

 The mentor has the potential to play a key role in the professional development and 

growth of teacher practice and pedagogy.  Mentors who were able to spend time in the classroom 

with the mentee helped advise on topics including classroom management, assessment design, 

and teaching strategy.  Establishing a mentor program focused on growing teacher knowledge 

and understanding, rather than the focus of simply retaining educators, is more essential in a 

district that has adopted a standards-based grading approach.  

Strong mentors were able to help the participants conceptualize SBG in a way that was 

meaningful and helpful for the new teacher.  They became a resource for questions, 

clarifications, and guidance.  If implemented correctly, the mentor program can play a pivotal 

role in the development of new educators as graders and assessors.  

 The PLC. The development and installation of the professional learning community 

(PLC) was not a central focus to this study.  However, in discussions surrounding team learning, 

it became clear to the researcher the PLC was a major element of the lived experience of these 

educators in the realm of grading and assessment.  

 Many of the participants in this study recalled frustrations with their PLCs, noting a lack 

of veteran teacher buy-in, direction from administration, and an overall sense the PLCs were not 
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functioning in the highest capacity possible.  This stems from a lack of systematic 

implementation and supervision of these PLCs on the part of building administration and 

leadership.  The theme of the administration delegating the implementation of SBG to the 

professional learning communities emerged, and this caused much stress and disagreements 

within the PLC.  A lack of clear direction, processes, norms, and accountability made the PLC 

ineffective as a method of strong team learning. 

 In fact, new teachers continuously reported feeling apprehensive about volunteering 

information, asking questions, or participating in the PLC process in fear of looking ignorant or 

insufficient to their coworkers.  This environment for new educators is preventing the 

development of strong skills in the areas of assessment and grading, and reinforcing a status quo 

that veteran teachers make decisions and the new teachers follow along.  

 The PLC process has the potential to be an extremely valuable resource for teachers.  It 

creates an opportunity for educators to focus on student achievement through utilization of 

common formative assessments and specific feedback (Dufour, 2015; Dufour & Marzano, 2011).  

However, it was clear in this study that many PLCs are failing to meet this standard.  Districts 

must be intentional about their implementation, supervision, and direction of the PLCs in their 

buildings. New educators must be encouraged to ask questions, participate, and volunteer 

information in a way that is constructive to the group’s overall task of improving student 

learning.  The potential for the PLC to be a high-leverage way of reforming schools is clear; it is 

the utilization and implementation of the PLC that seems to be in need of repair (Senge, 2006).  

Conceptualizing and Explaining the Role of Assessor and Grader 

 In this study, systems thinking emphasized the ways in which new teachers conceptualize 

and explain their role as assessors and graders in the K-12 classroom.  By combining the 
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previous four learning disciplines, as well as exploring new perspectives concerning standards-

based grading and assessment, the researcher was able to identify themes such as the impact of 

grades on student behavior and self-perception, and the struggle of translating a score into a letter 

grade.  

The findings pertaining to systems thinking explore areas where new educators are truly 

struggling with the implementation of standards-based grading.  It is clear that the topic of 

holding students accountable and using grades as impactful tools for behavior and compliance 

are weighing heavily on the minds of young teachers trying to navigate classroom teaching for 

the first time. Similarly, the frustrations of having to try and translate student progress into a 

tangible score or letter grade is the source of much stress and anxiety.  These findings can be 

articulated in one substantial theme for discussion, which is the struggle in determining the 

impact and value of a student grade or score. 

Weighing the meaning of a grade. When all four learning disciplines are combined to 

assess the level of systems thinking for a new educator in a district that has adopted SBG, it 

becomes evident the underlying theme is the amount of impact a grade should have on a student, 

teacher, or parent.  Every participant commented on this theme at some point through the data 

gathering process. 

Participants in this study frequently expressed concerns with SBG in the areas of holding 

students accountable for work that was not graded, allowing students to pass too easily with 

minimum effort, and exploiting SBG policies such as unlimited reassessments.  While these 

frustrations may be warranted because of the educators’ current experiences, it exposes a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the meaning of standards-based grading techniques.  The 

researcher does not blame the participants for this misunderstanding; many of the participants 
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were well-versed in the language surrounding SBG and demonstrated a strong grasp of the 

essential concepts.  Rather, the cause appears to be a result of inconsistent implementation, a lack 

of supervision, and an existing system of complacency allowing SBG to diverge further from the 

system’s original intent.  

It is the researcher’s opinion that the translation of a score in a standards-based grading 

system to a letter grade is the root of many of the issues, conflicts, and frustrations for the 

participants in this study.  The directive that a “1” is considered a passing grade (“D”) is just one 

example.  This policy leads to confusion about the real intent of the SBG system in schools.  It 

causes teachers to question the motivation of the district as to why SBG is the preferred method 

of evaluating and assessing student learning, which leads to questioning other elements of the 

system, including reassessment opportunities and homework policies.  

The participants continued to reinforce the overall importance of grades. They argued 

grades were important for showing a student where he or she was in the learning process, and 

places where improvement was needed. Additionally, grades could provide the necessary 

incentive for pushing a student to achieve at a higher level.  While this may be the case for a 

small number of students, schools risk losing focus on the goal of a standards-based system of 

grading and assessment.  

The recommendation of eliminating letter grades is logical on the part of the researcher, 

but it is also understood that this may be a large shift of pedagogical paradigm for students, 

parents, and colleges.  However, it is the author’s belief that schools should continue to strive in 

the direction of eliminating, or revising, letter grades.  Rethinking the system of translating 

scores achieved in SBG to letter grades on report cards may begin to eliminate some of the 

stress, anxiety, and resistance on the part of new teachers. Changing the narrative surrounding 
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the weight of a letter grade for student achievement needs to be a high-level priority for districts 

that are looking to adopt, or have already adopted, a standards-based grading approach. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 As a hermeneutical phenomenology study, this research sought to establish a detailed 

examination of a group of individuals’ experiences within a specific phenomenon, and provide 

insight into how these individuals’ experiences shape their worldviews (Belousov, 2016; 

Heidegger, 2008; Husserl, 1970; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000).  The researcher was able to 

come to an understanding and appreciation of the experience of the participants in this study in a 

unique way (Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000).  Upon completing the process of gathering data for 

this study, coding the data, and reporting the data in the form of a narrative, the researcher 

suggests the following recommendations for two major groups impacting the experience of new 

teachers in districts that have adopted a standards-based grading approach. 

Preservice Programs 

 Preservice programs are in a unique position for shaping the way a teacher operates in 

their classroom. Teachers tend to replicate strategies and techniques they were exposed to as 

students (Grainger & Adie, 2014; Griess & Keat, 2014; Lunenberg et al., 2007).  For this reason, 

the preservice programs preparing teachers for 21st century classrooms must continue to revise, 

restructure, and reevaluate their programs and pedagogy to fit the needs of the modern era. 

 One area where preservice programs may be able to assist new educators in their 

preparation for a teaching position is an added course on assessment and grading.  Very few of 

the participants in this study had exposure to a specific course dedicated to assessment and 

grading theory and techniques.  If a participant did have a specific course in this area, very few 

reported it as being helpful in their practice.  



182 

 

 If a course explicitly focused on grading and assessment is to be implemented, it must 

first establish appropriate pedagogy and research-based practices.  Various grading systems must 

be analyzed and discussed.  If possible, preservice programs should look to incorporate student 

work, albeit anonymous student work, for the preservice educators to grade.  Class-wide grading 

assessments, discussions on developing common, formative assessments, and evaluations of 

grading systems would all be extremely beneficial for new educators. 

 It is the researcher’s recommendation that collegiate programs look to implement a PLC-

type concept in this course.  Small groups of preservice educators, studying the same content 

area, can work to evaluate and prioritize standards, develop common formative assessments, and 

practice conversations that are at the heart of the professional learning community system.  This 

will enable new teachers to experience success if they enter a school that utilizes the PLC model. 

 Another recommendation for preservice programs is to place a heavier emphasis on 

practicum and student teaching placements.  The participants in this study recalled some of their 

most valuable experiences in the preservice program took place during these various placements 

within the field of education.  Preservice programs should look to diversify the experience of 

these preservice teachers by placing students in buildings and districts with different styles, 

policies, and procedures for assessing and evaluating student work.  This variance in exposure 

helps ensure that a new graduate from a preservice program is prepared for any system when 

they enter the profession as a full-time educator. 

 Finally, institutions of higher education must incorporate more authentic forms of grading 

and assessing student work within their own programs.  If the expectation is for new educators to 

be utilizing appropriate grading and assessing strategies, professors should begin modeling these 

techniques during the preservice program.  Utilizing large, multiple-choice final exams in a 
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preservice education program only reinforces incomplete assessment strategy to the preservice 

candidates.  Instead, as theories and models of assessment are discussed, professors should 

utilize those same models so preservice candidates can begin to understand their value.  

It is the researcher’s opinion that the most valuable system of assessment and grading at 

the preservice collegiate level is a standards-based approach.  This model not only ensures that 

all preservice graduates will have achieved proficiency in the specific standards for each course, 

but also provides added knowledge for the students on how this grading system can be 

effectively implemented.  As many of the participants noted in this study, they have gained 

exposure to the traditional 100-point system of grading as K-12 students, so added experience or 

training in that area is not necessary.  Instead, exposure to new systems of grading and 

assessment will challenge, enhance, and improve the experience in the preservice program for 

new educators. 

Current Districts Utilizing Standards-Based Grading Systems 

 Districts and schools that have chosen to implement a standards-based approach to 

grading and assessing K-12 students must be aware of the experience of new educators.  While 

induction programs and mentor systems can be useful, this study added perspective to the 

experience of these teachers.  

 School districts have a high-leverage opportunity for impacting new teacher performance, 

behavior, and experience by utilizing an appropriate mentorship program.  The participants in 

this study spoke highly of the importance and impact strong mentors had on their first year of 

employment in the profession.  However, the mentor program alone was not sufficient in 

providing a positive outcome for new educators.  
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 Mentors who were not full-time classroom teachers were viewed much more positively 

by the participants in this study, even if their expertise was not in the same content area as the 

mentee.  The most important aspects concerning the effectiveness of the mentor program were 

the ability to schedule conferences, observations, reflections, and conversations.  It is the 

researcher’s recommendation that schools utilizing a standards-based grading model revisit their 

mentorship programs, reevaluate their purpose, and look to employ an outside mentor who can 

work with new teachers in the building or district.  While this recommendation would come with 

the added cost of an outside mentor, the benefits to the new teacher experience would be 

invaluable.  

 Outsourced mentors would be able to spend time in the mentee’s classroom, assist with 

behavior management or lesson planning techniques, and co-design and co-grade student 

assessments.  Mentors would be able to truly provide additional 1:1 support for new teachers in 

areas where it is most needed.  Participants in this study continuously praised their full-time 

mentors for their role in aiding the experience of a new teacher. If districts truly want to ensure 

that new educators can enter the classroom during their first year and be effective, a revised 

mentor program must be the starting point. 

 An additional recommendation for districts that have adopted a standards-based approach 

to grading and assessment would be the implementation of a competency-based professional 

development model.  The 11 participants in this study had extremely varied levels of knowledge 

concerning standards-based grading implementation and theory.  Those who seemed to have a 

strong grasp of the SBG system seemed resentful towards professional development sessions 

focused on SBG implementation.  Likewise, those who did not have a strong grasp on the 



185 

 

concepts of SBG struggled to conceptualize the system in a way that made sense to them because 

they had no previous experience in the system. 

 A competency-based professional development model for standards-based grading 

districts would address two different needs for districts: 

• The model would allow educators with strong understanding, implementation, and 

pedagogy concerning SBG to demonstrate their proficiency.  As a result, these educators 

would focus on other professional development sessions and goals. 

• It would also allow educators who are struggling to conceptualize the SBG system an 

opportunity to experience SBG from the perspective of a student.  These teachers would 

be assessed according to a detailed rubric, allowing the teacher to identify precise areas 

for improvement, as well as the ability to reassess various topics or skills at any point in 

the year. 

 The development of detailed rubrics outlining the desired knowledge and understanding 

of SBG would need to be developed, vetted, and implemented across the entire teaching staff.  

This would require additional time for administrators and supervisors, but it would ensure that all 

educators, regardless of experience, had demonstrated appropriate proficiency in the concepts of 

standards-based grading.  Allowing teachers to experience SBG from the perspective of the 

student would be invaluable in aiding the educator’s own classroom implementation of the 

system. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 While this study seeks to address gaps in the research concerning the experience of new 

educators in districts that have implemented a standards-based grading method, it also opens 
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additional areas for future research.  These recommendations are based on identified areas of 

need by the researcher throughout the process of articulating and authoring this study.  

 This study focused on the experience of new teachers in districts that have adopted a 

standards-based grading approach.  None of the participants in this study were exposed to a 

standards-based grading approach as K-12 students.  While some of the participants had 

minimum exposure as preservice educators, all were products of the traditional grading system in 

the K-12 setting.  Therefore, future research should replicate the framework for this study, but 

focus on comparing K-12 graduates from SBG schools or districts in contrast to those who 

utilized traditional grading scales and practices.  There will be many more new educators who 

are products of an SBG system of K-12 education in the coming years.  Evaluating their 

pedagogy and beliefs about assessment and grading in their classroom compared to their 

coworkers who experienced a more traditional model as students would shed tremendous light 

on the importance of the K-12 experience for teachers. 

Another area for future research focuses exclusively on assessment and grading courses 

in preservice programs.  A case study on the practices of collegiate professors who are 

instructing and teaching courses to preservice educators on assessment and grading provides a 

unique opportunity to explore the grading phenomenon from a different perspective.  A course 

teaching preservice educators how to assess and grade is extremely unique since the professor 

has the power to model the theory and practice, or contradict the theory and practice in the 

classroom.  A full evaluation of the mental models of collegiate professors who are instructing 

courses focused on grading and assessment, as well as evaluating their own practices in the 

classroom, would be a critical contribution to the literature. 
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Finally, an additional area in need of more research is the administrator’s perspective 

concerning assessment and grading.  Specifically, the impact of age, experience, and student 

demographics affect an administrator’s attitudes and perspectives towards a standards-based 

grading model.  Effective implementation of a grading and assessment system requires strong 

leadership and guidance from building-level administration.  Gathering data concerning beliefs, 

worldviews, experiences, and biases held by administration would aid in understanding needs for 

the implementation of a standards-based model. 

It is the researcher’s hope that this study inspires others to continue the work of 

researching standards-based grading in the K-12 setting.  Implementation of a standards-based 

grading model in K-12 schools is still relatively new in many areas of the country, but added 

research, insight, and expertise can help encourage more districts to adopt this system. 

Final Reflection 

 This phenomenological study has challenged me in a way that I have never experienced 

before.  The scope of the research, the consistent edits, the constant rewrites, the time for 

interviews and transcriptions, and the overall process of truly becoming immersed in a specific 

phenomenon is an experience a person can only truly understand if they have completed a 

similar process.  I have been able to explore an area of research that I am truly passionate about 

and committed to, and the outcome is the product you are currently reading. 

 Having completed my first year of teaching over ten years ago, this study has allowed me 

to regain the feelings I once had when I stepped into the classroom for the first time. I remember 

the feelings of nervousness, overwhelming pressure, and influx of information. Spending time in 

conversation with the 11 participants in this study helped me reconnect with that feeling, and 
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gain a sense of appreciation for a phenomenon that all educators have experienced at some point 

in their career. 

 I hope that this study causes all readers to grow in appreciation for the experience of all 

new teachers, regardless of assessment system.  However, my true desire is to provide a source 

of information, guidance, insight, and conversation to education professors, preservice programs, 

current school leaders, and other important stakeholders pertinent to the standards-based grading 

movement.  If this study can be of any use and importance, I will consider it an honor to have 

provided some contribution to this topic of utmost importance.  

I truly believe that grading and assessment is one of the largest social justice issues facing 

our students in the K-12 system today.  The ability of a letter or a number to communicate 

feelings of achievement, honor, and dignity are unmatched anywhere else in the experience of an 

adolescent.  Similarly, the ability of a letter or number to demoralize, discourage, inhibit, or limit 

what an individual feels like he or she can achieve is just as powerful.  It is my hope that 

educational leaders continue to explore and improve grading and assessment practices in order to 

increase authenticity and redevelop student mindsets concerning achievement.  

This process begins with our classroom teachers.  They spend countless hours with 

students exploring, challenging, rethinking, and remaking the world around us.  Their lived 

experience is one of passion, sacrifice, and hard work, and it is my hope that this study has 

communicated their experience in a way that brings this phenomenon to life for the reader. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE EMAIL FOR 3rd PARTY SOLICITATION 

 

Dear ________, 

 

My name is Bill Battistone, and I am conducting a dissertation study on the phenomenology of 

first or second-year teachers in districts that have adopted standards-based or standards-

referenced grading. This study will explore the lived experience of these new teachers, including 

evaluating their preservice preparation, professional development opportunities and experiences, 

mentor programs or team learning experiences, and personal feeling concerning standards-based 

grading.  

 

I am requesting your help in recruiting participants for this study. If you know of any teachers 

that meet the following criteria, will you please forward my contact information, as well as the 

attached introductory letter, to them?  

 

The criteria for this study are as follows: 

1. First or second-year K-12 educator (began their teaching career no earlier than the 2015-

16 academic year) 

2. Full time classroom teacher responsible for assessing and grading students 

3. The teacher graduated from a 4-year university preservice program 

4. The school/district has implemented standards-based grading for at least two full 

academic years (began implementation in the 2014-15 academic year) 

 

You may also contact me directly, providing potential participants’ names and contact 

information (email or phone number). 

 

I greatly appreciate your consideration and assistance. Please let me know if you have any 

additional questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Bill Battistone 

Doctoral Candidate 

Drake University School of Education 

William.battistone@gmail.com 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE EMAIL FOR RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS 

 

Dear Potential Participant, 

 

My name is Bill Battistone and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Drake University in the 

School of Education. I am conducting a study for my dissertation on the phenomenology of first 

or second-year teachers in standards-based grading districts. The goal of this study is to provide a 

detailed description of the lived experience of new educators in standards-based grading schools. 

Specifically, this study will examine how preservice preparation, mentor programs, professional 

development, and past experience has impacted your perception of standards-based grading. 

 

I am currently seeking full-time educators who graduated from a 4-year preservice program and 

began their teaching career no earlier than the 2015-16 academic year, to collect data from for 

this study. Your participation would include three separate interviews, ranging from 

approximately 45-90 minutes. These interviews can be conducted in person, over the phone, or 

through the utilization of a form of technology (Skype, Facetime, etc.).  

 

Your participation in this study will help university or colleges gain greater insight into the 

experience of their graduates in standards-based grading districts, as well as assist current school 

administrators in understanding the successes or gaps in the experience of new educators in 

standards-based grading districts. As a school administrator, I am interested in exploring and 

providing insight to others concerning the experience of the new teacher. Your participation in 

this study is extremely valuable in helping build this research base. 

 

Please know that your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from this 

study at any time. All interviews and material gained through this process will remain 

confidential, and no names of individuals, schools, universities, or other indicators of identity 

will be used.  

 

If you are interested in participating in this study, or have further questions concerning the study, 

please contact me directly at william.battistone@gmail.com. I greatly appreciate your time and 

consideration, and I look forward to discussing this study with you further. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Bill Battistone 

Doctoral Candidate 

Drake University School of Education 

william.battistone@gmail.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 



207 

 

APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

TITLE OF STUDY: Examining the Lived Experience of New Teachers in Standards-Based 

Grading Districts 

 

RESEARCHER: William A Battistone, Jr 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This informed consent is for a dissertation in the School of Education at Drake University, 

conducted by William A Battistone, Jr. The purpose of this study is to explore the 

phenomenology of a first- or second-year teacher in a standards-based grading district. This 

study will include analysis of preservice preparation, professional development, mental models 

and personal beliefs, mentor programs, and the influence of national, state, or local policy.  

 

You have been invited to participate in this study because you have met the following criteria:  

1. First or second-year K-12 educator (began their teaching career no earlier than the 2015-

16 academic year) 

2. You are a full-time classroom teacher responsible for assessing and grading students 

3. You have graduated from a 4-year university preservice program 

4. The school/district you are employed at has implemented standards-based grading for at 

least two full academic years (began implementation in the 2014-15 academic year) 

 

PROCEDURES 

If you agree to participate in this study, there will be three separate interviews, as well as 

additional contact or conversation. These interviews will be recorded using an audio recording 

device and may take place in person, over the phone, or via communication technology (Skype, 

Facetime, etc.). Below is a summary of these three interviews: 

 

1. Life History – This interview will focus on any previous experience you have had before 

becoming a teacher. This interview will include basic demographic information, 

experiences you may have had as a K-12 student involving assessment or grading, mental 

models surrounding grading and assessment, and your experience in preservice 

preparation.  

 

This interview will be scheduled at your convenience and will last approximately 60-90 

minutes. 

 

2. Details of Experience – This interview will focus on your current experiences as a first or 

second-year teacher in a standards-based grading school. Discussions surrounding 

professional development, mentor programs, and specific school or district policies will 

be included in this interview. 

 

This interview will be scheduled at your convenience and will last approximately 60-90 

minutes. 
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3. Reflection on the Meaning – The final interview will provide an opportunity for you to 

reflect on the previous two interviews, as well as explore, in more depth, any of the 

concepts previously discussed. This interview will also include specific suggestions for 

areas of growth and development to assist new teachers in standards-based grading 

districts. 

 

This interview will be schedule at your convenience and will last approximately 45-60 minutes. 

 

In addition to the above interviews, documentation including sample assessments, meeting 

agendas, or grading rubrics may be requested by the researcher or voluntarily provided by the 

participant. The participant may refuse to provide any of these documents at any time. 

 

Participation in this study will vary in length depending on participant and researcher 

availability. In addition to the three interviews outlined above, contact will be made to introduce 

the study and provide transcripts of the interviews to the participant for further reflection or 

clarity. 

 

RISKS 

There are very minimal risks involved with participation in this study. Risks that do exist include 

the possibility of feeling uneasy or uncomfortable with specific questions regarding professional 

practice, or the surrendering of time. You may voluntarily withdraw from this study at any time, 

and any data collected will be immediately destroyed or deleted. If you feel you have been 

negatively impacted or affected by this study, please contact Drake University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at (515) 271-3472. 

 

BENEFITS/COMPENSATION 

There may be no direct benefit to the participant in this study. You will not endure any monetary 

costs to participate in this study, excluding possible travel cost or time allocation.  

 

PARTICIPANT RIGHTS 

Participation for this study is voluntary, and the participant may withdraw from this study at any 

time. As a participant, you have the right to refuse to answer specific questions, withhold 

documents, or withdraw from the study at any time. In the case of withdrawal, all previous forms 

of data will either be directly returned to the participant, deleted, or destroyed. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

In accordance with applicable laws and regulations, all identifiable information provided to the 

researcher will be kept confidential. This may include names of individuals, schools, or 

locations. Instead, pseudonyms will be chosen to represent the participant and groups of 

participants. No identifiable data will be used in any publication that may allow a reader to 

personally identify a participant. All documents pertaining to this study will remain in direct 

possession of the researcher. Password-protected computers, locked filing cabinets, and safety 

deposit boxes will be utilized in order to ensure confidentiality and protection of the participant. 

 

Individuals likely to examine the data in detail include the researcher (William A Battistone, Jr), 

the committee chair (Dr. Randal Peters), and dissertation committee members (Dr. Tom 
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Buckmiller and Dr. Jill Urich). When the data is no longer deemed necessary to possess, it will 

be permanently deleted or destroyed.  

 

Please note that in the case of a detailed examination of Drake University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), data provided to the researcher may be inspected or reviewed in order to ensure 

compliance and appropriate data analysis. 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

If you have questions about your participation in this study at any time, please contact the 

following: 

 

Researcher:   William A Battistone, Jr 

   william.battistone@gmail.com  

    

 

Dissertation Chair: Dr. Randal Peters 

   Randal.peters@drake.edu 

    

 

If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant or a research-related injury, please 

contact: 

 

Drake IRB:  IRB@drake.edu 

   (515) 271-3472 

 

SIGNATURE 

Your signature below indicates that this informed consent document has been read and explained 

to you in its entirety. You have had a chance to ask questions and receive clarification on any of 

the above sections. Your signature indicates that you have voluntarily agreed to participate in 

this study. You maintain the right to withdraw from this study at any point, even after signing 

this document. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. 

 

 

I, _______________________________________________, consent to participate in this study. 

               (PARTICIPANT NAME) 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

Participant Signature         Date 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

Researcher Signature         Date 

  



210 

 

APPENDIX D 

DATA COLLECTION AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

TITLE OF STUDY: Examining the Lived Experience of New Teachers in Standards-Based 

Grading Districts 

 

RESEARCHER: William A Battistone, Jr 

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Three semi-structured interviews will be used to gather data from each participant in this study. 

These interviews will last approximately 45-90 minutes.  

 

1. Life History – This interview will focus on any previous experience the participant had 

before becoming a teacher. This interview will include basic demographic information, 

experiences as a K-12 student involving assessment or grading, mental models 

surrounding grading and assessment, and experience in preservice preparation.  

 

2. Details of Experience – This interview will focus on the participant’s current experience 

as a first or second-year teacher in a standards-based grading school. Discussions 

surrounding professional development, mentor programs, and specific school or district 

policies will be included in this interview. 

 

3. Reflection on the Meaning – The final interview will provide an opportunity for the 

participant to reflect on the previous two interviews, as well as explore, in more depth, 

any of the concepts previously discussed. This interview will also include specific 

suggestions for areas of growth and development to assist new teachers in standards-

based grading districts. 

 

SAMPLING OF PARTICIPANTS 

Criterion, stratified purposive, and opportunistic sampling will be used in this study.   

1. Criterion Sampling – Used to find participants meeting the identified qualifications of the 

study (Salmons, 2010). 

2. Stratified Purposive Sampling – Used to illustrate and facilitate comparisons between 

different subgroups of the same phenomenon (Salmons, 2010). In this study, this pertains 

to preservice preparation programs and various SBG districts. 

3. Opportunistic Sampling – Used to locate and recruit participants based on various leads 

and recommendations from other professionals (Creswell, 2013) 

 

Interviews will be conducted either via technology (phone, Skype, Facetime, etc.) or face-to-

face. The time and location of the interview will be agreed upon by the researcher and the 

participant. An audio recorder will be used during each interview. Transcriptions of the interview 

will be completed by the researcher following the interview. The recording and transcription will 

be stored on a password-protected computer, as well as in the researcher’s safety deposit box. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE AND QUESTIONS 

 

Interview #1 – Life History 

 

Basic Demographic Information 

1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself. Where did you grow up, your family, etc.? 

2. What made you decide to become a teacher? 

3. What subjects/areas do you currently teach? 

4. How have you enjoyed your teaching career thus far? 

 

Experience as a K-12 Student 

1. Beginning with your time in elementary school, can you explain to me your experience in 

school? 

a. Who were some of your favorite teachers, and why? 

b. Who were some of your least favorite teachers, and why? 

c. Would you consider yourself a good student? (grades, discipline, social, etc.) 

2. What was your experience with assessment and grading as a K-12 student? 

a. What can you remember about assessment and grading from elementary school? 

b. In middle school and high school, what types of grades did you receive? 

c. What was your experience like with standardized assessments (ACT/SAT, Iowa 

Assessments, etc.)? 

d. To what extent do you believe the grades you received were reflective of what 

you knew and were able to do academically?  

e. How effective were your K-12 grades in predicting your success at the collegiate 

level?  

f. What were some of the most valuable learning experiences you had as a K-12 

student? Least valuable? 

g. What is your overall impression of assessment and grading, as you experienced it 

as a K-12 student? 

 

Experience in Preservice Preparation Programs 

1. (If not already answered) What college or university did you attend? 

a. Can you describe your experience in your preservice preparation program? 

b. What classes did you take as a preservice educator? 

c. What types of practicums/observations did you complete? 

d. What was the most valuable course in your preservice program and why? 

e. What was the least valuable course in your preservice program and why? 

2. Describe your student teaching experience. 

a. Where did you student teach? 

b. What grade levels and subjects? 

c. What was the role of your student teaching mentor?  

d. Overall, do you feel your experience as a student teacher prepared you well for 

your current career as an educator?  Why or why not? 

3. (If not already answered) What types of courses, if any, did you have in your preservice 

program focused on grading and assessment? 

a. What types of learning did you experience in these courses? 
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b. Did your experience in these courses influence your own perceptions of grading 

and assessment? Why or why not? 

c. How were you assessed or graded in these courses (SBG, 100% scale, etc.)? 

d. Is there anything you would change, improve, keep, or revise concerning your 

preservice preparation on assessment and grading? 

4. (If the answer is “I did not take any grading classes) 

a. Then how did you learn to assess and grade student work? 

b. How much of your own practice is based off of your own experience? 

 

Mental Models Concerning Grading 

1. Do you believe that grades are important? Why or why not? 

2. Describe the performance of a student who would receive an “A” in your class. 

3. Describe the performance of a student who would receive a “C” in your class. 

4. Describe the performance of a student who would receive an “F” in your class. 

5. What factors do you believe should be considered when giving students grades? 

6. If you were a student in your class, do you feel like your grade would accurately reflect 

what you actually know and can do relative to the standards or content area?  

Conclusion 

1. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your experience as a K-12 

student? 

2. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your experience in your 

preservice program? 

3. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your beliefs about grading and 

assessment? 

 

Interview #2 – Details of Experience 

 

Review 

1. Before we move on, is there anything you would like to add to our conversation from last 

time involving your experience as a K-12 student, your preservice preparation program, 

or beliefs about grading and assessment? 

 

Current Experience with SBG 

1. Your school/district is utilizing standards-based grading. Can you explain standards-

based grading to me, in your own words? 

2. Is this job your first encounter/experience with standards-based grading? 

3. What types of advantages have you seen concerning standards-based grading? 

4. What types of disadvantages have you seen concerning standards-based grading? 

 

School or District Policies 

1. Are you aware of specific policies does your department/school/district have concerning 

assessments and grading? 

2. Do you agree or disagree with the current policies? Why or why not? 

3. Are you aware of how the existing policies came to be in your district? 

4. If you had a chance to speak to the school board/policy makers in your district 

concerning assessment and grading, what would you tell them? 
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Mentor Experience 

1. When you began your teaching career, were you assigned a mentor? 

2. (If so): 

a. How was that mentor chosen? 

b. What type of relationship did you have with that mentor? 

c. Do you feel that mentor was effective in helping prepare and guide you through 

your first professional teaching experience in the building/district? 

d. How, if at all, does your mentor help you in the day-to-day aspects of teaching, 

including standards-based assessment design and implementation? 

3. (If not) 

a. Would you have preferred an assigned mentor when you began teaching? 

b. What types of experiences or issues have you had to work through during your 

teaching career that you feel could have been easier if you were provided with a 

mentor? 

 

Professional Learning Communities 

1. Does your school currently utilize a professional learning community model? 

2. (If so): 

a. What team members make up your professional learning community? 

b. What established norms or protocols does your PLC currently utilize? 

c. What role does your PLC play in determining and designing SBG assessments 

and grades? 

d. What do you feel like your PLC does well? 

e. What do you feel like your PLC could improve on? 

3. (If not): 

a. When designing assessments and determining grades, do you operate 

independently or within a team setting? 

b. Are there individuals in your building/department/grade level who you believe are 

strong resources if you have questions concerning grading and assessment? Have 

you taken advantage of these resources? Why or why not?  

 

Professional Development Opportunities 

1. What types of professional development have you experienced concerning SBG? 

a. Has this professional development been mandatory? 

b. What was specifically discussed/covered during this professional development? 

2. Do you think your professional development experience concerning SBG has aided in 

your knowledge, understanding, and implementation of SBG in the classroom? Why or 

why not? 

3. What types of areas concerning SBG do you feel you need more professional 

development exposure? What areas do you feel you have mastered? 

 

Conclusion 

1. As a new educator, what are your initial impressions of SBG? 

2. How has SBG impacted: 

a. Your lesson preparation 
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b. Your assessment design 

c. The students’ learning 

d. The students’ behavior 

e. The discussions you have with parents and students concerning student progress 

3. How has your experience in an SBG district changed the way you view assessments and 

grading? 

4. Do you believe SBG is the most effective and appropriate method to measure student 

growth and achievement? Why or why not? 

5. Would you recommend SBG to other districts currently utilizing a more traditional model 

of grading? 

6. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your current experience with 

SBG? 

7. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning school or district policies on 

SBG? 

8. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your experience with a mentor 

program? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning your experience in a 

professional learning community? 

10. Is there anything else you would like to share concerning professional development 

opportunities focused on SBG in your building/district? 

11. Do you believe SBG is more likely to help or hinder students’ future successes in 

college? Why or why not? 

 

Interview #3 – Reflection on the Meaning  

 

Review 

1. Before we move on, is there anything else you would like to add to our conversation last 

time concerning standards-based grading and your experience with a mentor, PLC, 

professional development opportunity, or current feelings and beliefs involving SBG? 

 

Reflection 

1. Do you consider yourself to be a strong teacher? Why or why not? 

2. What areas do you feel that you excel in as an educator? 

3. What areas do you feel you need to improve in as an educator? 

4. Are you pleased with your career decision to become a teacher? Why or why not? 

5. When your students look back on their experience with you as a teacher, what do you 

hope they remember/say? 

6. Where do you see yourself professionally in 5 years? 

7. Where do you see yourself professionally in ten years? 

 

Summary of Experience 

1. How has your experience in an SBG school challenged or confirmed your 

perceptions/beliefs about assessment and grading? 

2. What areas of SBG do you still disagree with or have a difficult time reconciling as a 

teacher? 
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3. If you had the option, having the experiences you have had, would you choose to 

continue to work in an SBG district or would you prefer a district with a traditional 

grading model? 

4. How has SBG challenged you in your professional career? 

 

 

 

Recommendations 

1. What recommendations would you make to your alma mater concerning your preservice 

preparation and assessment and grading techniques and theory? 

2. What recommendations would you make to your own building/district concerning 

assessment and grading techniques and theory? 

3. Are there any additional thoughts or recommendations you would have concerning SBG? 

 

Conclusion 

1. Is there anything else you would like to share with me concerning your own personal 

beliefs about assessment and grading? 

2. Is there anything else you would like to share with me regarding your preservice 

preparation to become an educator? 

3. Is there anything else you would like to share with me concerning your initial 

impressions of SBG in your and building? 

4. Is there anything else you would like to share with me concerning your experience with 

mentors, PLCs, or professional development surrounding SBG? 

5. Is there anything else you would like to share with me concerning your own experience 

as a new teacher in a standards-based grading district? 
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE CODING OF THEMES 

 

What is the exposure of training for new teachers in standards-based K-12 classrooms, 

including pre-service training and inservice development? 
CATEGORIES: 

Positive learning experiences in student teaching 

Varying levels of understanding/training in terms of SBG 

Teachers challenged to think differently about grading/assessment 

Mostly negative experiences surrounding PD 

Lack of assessment/grading training in preservice programs 

Trying to manage the “fire hose of information” in the first PD 

Two student teaching placements = one good, one bad 

Learn through experience, not PD 

ST within the district was a major help 

No exposure to grading/assessment in preservice program 

Too much information at the beginning – overwhelmed 

Value of student teaching in same district/grading system 

 

RESEARCHER NOTES: 

General negative tones toward PD in the beginning of the year 

Frustration with preservice programs – lack of prep in the classroom 

Participants were excited to discuss student teaching 

 

 

 
THEMES - 

1. Preservice training in assessment/grading is extremely inconsistent 

2. Student teaching placement is invaluable - either positively or negatively 

3. Managing the “fire hose of information” 

 

 


