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ABSTRACT 

The important components of district support to facilitate a fundamental change in teacher 

grading practices are not known.  This mixed methods case study explored a school district’s 

organizational development as standards-based grading (SBG) practices were partially mandated 

in high schools. The overarching goal of this study was to understand the influence of support on 

teachers’ ability to implement reform and how institutional reforms impact the relationship 

between grading practices and external measures of student learning.  Twelve implementing 

teachers with various levels of support were interviewed and surveyed.  Focus groups of leaders 

and PD materials provided additional insights. Comparisons of assigned grades before and after 

the initiative’s partial implementation were made and correlations between assigned grades and 

state assessment scores were analyzed. There were three types of support that were most 

influential to teachers feeling supported during implementation: having a collaborative team of 

teachers implementing SBG together, attending district-led SBG PD, and being provided an 

SBG-configured grade book. Helpful characteristics of SBG PD were purposeful grouping 

strategies, content matched to readiness for change, and discourse-centric delivery.  Adopting 

SBG practices led to moderated grades— generally increased course GPAs for core subjects, 

decreased for non-core subjects. In Algebra I and English I, grades were better aligned with state 

test scores after implementation, but the reform did not improve overall student achievement. 

Supports necessary to implement effective organizational reform in schools, specifically those 

that require change to deeply embedded teacher practices such as grading, include a clear vision 

for change, trusting relationships between and among actors and agents that are developed over 

time and through collaborative discussions that recognize the emotional journey teachers must go 

through to change.  The working environment of teachers must also support the change.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Standards based grading (SBG), when implemented as intended, is a radical departure 

from traditional grading practices in the United States (Black & William, 1998; Reeves, 2011; 

Wormeli, 2006). Instead of expecting different students to strive for different levels of 

accomplishment, standards based grading reforms are rooted in the expectation all students can 

achieve at high levels (Oakes & Lipton, 2008).  A reauthorization of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002) mandated comprehensive 

school reforms and provided an example of sustained systemic reform to improve student 

achievement (Noell & Gansle, 2009).  The ensuing popular reform efforts required shifting the 

focus of education from the traditional sort and select model, where the students were promoted 

on scholastic aptitude as measured by norm-referenced measures, to a focus on the individual 

student learner (Guskey, 2007a; O’Connor, 2007; Reeves, 2004; Wormeli, 2006).  This 

philosophical change caused a need for standards-based measures of student achievement. 

Standards based grading policies—sometimes called standards referenced grading—is a 

growing trend among school districts in the United States; however, the philosophies and 

concepts necessary for effective SBG practices have been studied for decades (Guskey, 2007a).  

“Renowned educator Benjamin S. Bloom…saw reducing gaps in the achievement of various 

groups of students as a simple problem of reducing variation in student learning outcomes” 

(Guskey, 2007a, p. 17).  The mastery learning model promoted by Bloom in the 1970’s, required 

variation in instructional strategies and individual student learning time but held constant the 

level of learning expected for each student (Airasian, Bloom, & Carroll, 1971).  Despite decades 

of research and federal statutes that emphasized the learning of all students, traditional grading 
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practices that sort and select learners for different levels of achievement have persisted 

(O’Connor, 2007; Stiggins, Frisbie, & Griswold, 1989). 

Statement of the Problem 

Poor implementation of school change initiatives is well documented (Banilower, Boyd, 

Pasley, & Weiss, 2006; Buchanan, Fitzgerald, Ketley, Gollop, Jones, Lamont, Neath, & Whitby, 

2005).  School cultures are typically resistant to planned organizational change. (Noell & Gansle, 

2009).  Frequently in the literature, resistance to change is personified in the teaching staff.  For 

example, when examining the stability of traditional grading practices, the literature centers on 

teacher reluctance to enact change.  In one study it was discovered that among teachers there 

persists an incongruity between personal beliefs when being graded and professional practice 

when grading (Tierney, Simon, & Charland, 2011). Guskey, a researcher in both teacher 

professional development and grading practices, pointed out that teachers reported valuing 

clarity and fairness of grades that aligned with specified instructional goals when they were 

students (Guskey, 2006).  Yet, many secondary educators continue traditional capricious grading 

practices as teachers that they disliked as students (Guskey, 2007c).     

However, blaming teachers as the source of ‘resistance’ to change, does not recognize the 

effects of the systems in which they operate (Noell & Gansle, 2009).   “Behavior change 

strategies that rely entirely on verbal influence are less likely to be successful than those that 

incorporate systematic relevant environmental supports for the change,” (Noell & Gansle, 2009, 

p. 81).  In schools, systemic reform begins with changing the behavior of the adults.  But talking 

teachers into change is not enough.  “What is relatively unique to schools is how often change 

agents assume that educators will produce the new materials themselves with little or no support, 

or that simply describing the desired change in behavior will be sufficient to cause it,” (Noell & 
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Gansle, 2009, p. 82).  Establishing new teacher behaviors requires sufficient implementation 

time especially if the change is effortful or has high entry costs (Kurki, Boyle, & Aladjem, 

2006).  

More school districts are mandating standards based grading practices in high schools— 

a significant, effortful change in teacher practice—for the purpose of improving student 

achievement (Reeves, 2016).  Yet, the pragmatic aspects of providing teachers support for 

implementation of new practices in schools have generally been understudied in the literature 

(Noell & Gansle, 2009) and specifically whether change efforts around grading practices will 

result in improved student achievement is also scarcely studied (Dickinson & Adelson, 2016; 

Young, 2014).  The important components of district support to facilitate fundamental change in 

teacher grading practices, and the impact of those changes on student achievement are not 

known.   

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence of district support on individual 

teachers’ experiences with changing grading practices and the effectiveness of district initiated 

school reform as indicated by alignment of internal and external measures in student 

achievement in a midwestern urban school district.  The described growth and setbacks in 

teacher grading practices in this mixed methods case study may provide useful insight to leaders 

in other districts undertaking implementation of a standards based grading system. 

Research Questions 

The overarching goal of this study was to understand the influence of support on change 

actors’ ability to implement reform and how institutional reforms impact the relationship 

between grading practices and external measures of student learning.  In order to describe the 
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teachers’ transition in practice while implementing the district’s standards based grading system, 

the mixed methods study focused on the following research questions: 

1) How was district vision for SBG articulated and communicated through small training 

groups and relationships among and between teachers and leaders?    

a. What characteristics of small training groups improved the change actors’ 

ability to consistently describe the district’s vision for mandating SBG 

practices?    

b. How were the relationships between and among teachers and leaders 

described during the course of SBG implementation?          

2) How did district support influence participants’ descriptions of their feelings and 

experiences implementing standards based grading system?   

a. What structures led teachers to feel supported during implementation of 

SBG practices?   

b. How did teachers describe their ability to communicate student progress 

using SBG grade books?    

3)  To what extent did the implementation of SBG practices result in alignment between 

internal and external assessments of student achievement? 

a. How did semester grade averages differ when teachers use an SBG 

practices as compared to traditional grading practices? 

b. How did semester grades generated from an SBG system align to external 

measures of student achievement as compared to traditional grading 

systems? 
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Significance of Study 

Historically, the literature on organizational change used the dichotomy of gradual, 

evolutionary change caused by individual practice— ‘managed change’— and revolutionary 

change instigated by change agents— ‘planned change’ (Levy, 1986).   But organizational 

change does not always cleave to these categories.  Only recently has the influence of individual 

on the implementation of planned organizational change has been studied (Bartunek, Balogun, & 

Do, 2011).  Social networks of individuals, each modifying their behavior separately and 

collectively, can either propel or hinder the implementation of any planned change to the 

organizations in which they reside (Dewulf & Bouwen, 2012; Gondo & Amis, 2013; Noell & 

Gansle, 2009; Vermaak, 2012). “Implementation is where productive change in curriculum and 

instruction happens or falls apart,” (Joyce & Showers, 2002, p.95).   

The literature names the instigators of organizational change ‘change agents’ but 

struggles with naming the other members of the organization affected by the change.  The most 

popular name is ‘change recipient’ (Balogun, Bartunek & Do, 2010; Noell & Gansle, 2009), as if 

the change is done to the individuals and they passively receive the changes (Bartunek, 

Greenberg, Davidson, & Humphries, 1996). In this paper, the teachers who must enact the vision 

of the district change agents will be referred to as ‘change actors’ (Stevenson, 2003) in 

recognition of this emerging understanding of the reciprocal and dynamic relationship between 

individual and organizational change.   

Despite growing numbers of school districts adopting standards based grading systems 

across the United States (Scriffiny, 2008; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006),  the important 

components of district support that will facilitate a fundamental change in individual teacher 

grading practices and the relationship between institutional change and external measures is not 
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known.  There is also a general dearth in the literature on supporting the enactors of 

organizational change through the change process (Noell & Gansle, 2009). "Broad questions to 

do with how recipients of organizational change initiatives respond are rarely asked in literature 

about planned organizational change,” (Balogun, Bartunek, & Do, 2010, p. 1).  

Theoretical Framework  

This study relies on Organizational Development (OD) as a theoretical framework to 

understand the conditions for effective organizational change.  A theoretical framework serves 

both as foundational and evolving component to a mixed methods study (Creswell, 2014).  As a 

foundational component, the theoretical framework explains key factors in the study and the 

relationships between them (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).  As an evolving component, 

the theoretical framework may be expanded as a theory if further developed through analysis 

(Creswell, 2014).   

OD is a collection of interrelated theories of organizational change that are pragmatically 

applied based on the context in which the change is occurring (Austin & Bartunek, 2006).  

Collectively, they emphasize the complexity of organizational stability and change that springs 

from the interrelatedness of individual and organizational culture and readiness for change 

(Weick & Quinn, 1999).  The theories are rooted in three main levels of change: the individual, 

the small training group, and the system-wide effects and supports (Burke, 2006).  To understand 

organizational behavior and effectiveness, the interaction of all three levels is critical.  “No 

single theory or conceptual model is representative or by itself encompasses the conceptual field 

or the practice of OD…because each helps to explain only a portion of organizational behavior 

and effectiveness” (Burke, 2006, p. 19).  The design of this study and its data analysis utilizes the 
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OD framework to examine organizational change behaviors in this specific case.  OD’s 

interrelated theories will be explored further in chapter two.  

The introduction of SBG practices at Kennedy High School required a radical change in 

the individual practices of teachers.  The participants in this study had extensive, life-long 

experiences with traditional assessment practices both as students and as teachers before 

attempting to implement SBG.  Teachers received support for the change in small training 

groups both from the district and from the school leadership teams. The impacts of change in 

assessment practices were examined from a system-wide level inclusive of those teachers who 

did not change their grading practices in 2014-2015.   

There was a need to learn from individual teachers, the leaders who promoted and 

managed the reform effort, the artifacts of small training groups, and the results of those efforts 

on student achievement to fully analyze the influence of supports on implementation and the 

effectiveness of the reform. Participants were asked about their perceptions of individual, small 

group, and systemic changes they experienced. Qualitative research methods were utilized that 

valued teacher individuality and considered the levels of support they were provided.  

Quantitative research methods provided numerical statistics to generate knowledge around 

student achievement and the practices implemented to gain such results.  OD theories provided 

structure for this work.   

Definitions 

The following terms are defined within the context of this study: 

Standard:  Standards specify what students should know, understand and be able to do.  

Standards define specific learning goals. 
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Topic standards:  Topic standards are broader standards that encompass several related 

standards and describe the top priorities for learning for a particular course of study.  Topic 

standards usually require several weeks of work to demonstrate mastery of the topic.  Two or 

more topic standards can be organized into ‘clusters’ or ‘units’ of study within a semester course.  

Standard Based Grading Practices:  Standard Based Grading (SBG) practices use a 4-

point scale to compare student progress in their learning to pre-determined topic standards.  The 

number of assignments a student completes is less important than the quality of evidence of 

learning the student produces. At the conclusion of the semester, student progress on each of the 

topic standards is averaged to determine a letter grade of A, B, C, D or F for the entire course. 

The primary purpose of SBG practices is to communicate clearly about student achievement, not 

to sort and select students.   

Standard Based Grading Policies:  Standard Based Grading (SBG) policies describe the 

district’s philosophical stance on grading practices and expectations for teachers’ assessment 

practice.   

Body of Evidence:  The Body of Evidence (BOE) is a collection of student work samples 

that support the teacher’s assessment of the student’s level of achievement on a standard. 

Proficiency Scale:  A proficiency scale describes levels of student performance with 

specificity for each level.  The smaller the proficiency scale the greater the inter-rater reliability.  

The proficiency scale used by the district featured in the study has 6 levels: 4, 3, 2, 1, 0 and M 

(missing), where 3 and higher marks proficiency with the standard.   

Tiered Assessments:  Assessments designed to allow students to demonstrate capability 

on several levels of proficiency are called tiered assessments.  For example, a tiered assessment 

may include simple questions designed to determine if a student can demonstrate foundational 
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knowledge and skills (level 2 on the proficiency scale).  The assessment may also contain level 3 

questions that incorporate several foundational skills to demonstrate proficiency on the standard.  

Finally, a tiered assessment may contain level 4 questions to determine if students are able to 

apply the skills and knowledge to new situations—an indication of advanced student learning.  

Grade:  The grade for a course is the summative and final assessment of the student’s 

mastery of the course standards.  The grade is used to determine if a student earns credit towards 

graduation for a course and is used in calculating a student’s grade point average.  The grade is 

also reported on the student’s permanent transcript.  

SBG Grade Books: SBG grade books are electronic grade books provided by the district 

that come loaded with the topic standards for each course and are programmed to average the 

topic scores to determine a final grade for the course.  The SBG grade book includes sections for 

recording the Body of Evidence that are not calculated into the student grade but are simply for 

record keeping.   

Traditional Grading Practices:  Traditional grading practices use a 100-point scale—

usually expressed as percent correct—and track a student’s point accumulation on various 

assignments instead of progress towards learning particular concepts or skills.  The 100-point 

scale is divided into five letter grades: A, B, C, D and F.  Usually, 59% correct or less results in a 

failing grade, whereas each of the other grade bands typically range 10% of the total scale.  

Often in traditional grading practices assignments will include student behaviors unrelated to the 

student’s achievement of the curricular goals, such as punctuality of assignments or extra credit.   

Norm-Referenced Grading Practices:  Norm-referenced grading practices compare 

students to other students instead of to a standard to determine progress.   
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Professional Development:  Professional development (PD) consists of professional 

learning opportunities for teachers embedded in their workday.  PD must be about teacher 

learning, not just an informational meeting.  PD can be district-directed—led by district leaders, 

building-directed—led by building leaders, teacher-directed—self-selected learning, or provided 

by an outside vendor, agency or college or university.  The goal of PD is to improve and refine 

teaching practices by developing teacher knowledge and skill primarily in topics related to 

curriculum, instruction and assessment.  

Course Grade Point Averages:  Grade point averages for course titles or groups of 

courses tabulate teacher assigned semester grades in five categories: A, B, C, D or F. Semester 

grades were assigned point values so that grade point averages (GPA), the mean value of a 

predefined set of semester grades, can be calculated. Typically, an “A” grade is assigned 4 

points, “B” is 3 points, “C” is 2 points, “D” is 1 point, and “F” is zero points.  Grade point 

averages could be examined for teachers, course titles, departments, or course types 

(core/elective).  There was speculation about how grade point averages would change when 

assigned grades were generated from standards referenced grading practices instead of norm-

referenced or traditional grading practices. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence of district support on individual 

teachers’ experiences with changing grading practices and the effectiveness of district initiated 

school reform as indicated by alignment of internal and external measures in student 

achievement in a midwestern urban school district.  The theories of Organizational Development 

serve as a frame for interpreting data generated in this study as the school district transitions to 

SBG policies with various levels of district support and professional development for teachers.  
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Through interviews and self-assessment of the teacher participants, focus groups of district and 

building leader participants, as well as observations, records and documents, the described 

growth and setbacks in teacher grading practices in this mixed methods case study serves as 

insight for other districts undertaking implementation of a standards based grading system. 

This dissertation is composed of six chapters.  Chapter one is an executive summary that 

includes an introduction, problem statement, purpose of the study, research questions, 

significance of the study, and theoretical framework.  Chapter two is a literature review of 

individual and organizational change, training groups in professional development, and system-

level argument for standards based grading.  Chapter three outlines the study’s research inquiry 

approach. The research design, methodological approach, participants, data collection 

procedures, analysis procedures and limitations and delimitations are detailed.  Chapter four 

describes the context of the school setting.  Participants are described in either individual or 

group profiles.  Chapter five describes the findings through the Organizational Development 

framework. Chapter six provides discussion, implications and suggestions for future research.   
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Individual Change and Organizational Change 

Teachers are notorious for looking askance at new initiatives with heavy skepticism and 

reluctance to change their practices. Often new solutions to persistent problems are met with 

ready complaints from teachers about why the solution will not work.  “Teachers complain about 

the solutions generated by problem-solving, saying such solutions (e.g., a point system) take too 

much time, are not realistic in a classroom of 30 children, have negative effects on other 

children, or will not work,”  (Witt, 1990, p. 368).   Interestingly, even when teachers agree that a 

proposed solution or intervention is worthwhile and desirable to implement, the implementation 

does not occur or decays very rapidly (Noell, Witt, Gilberson, Rainer & Freehand, 1997).  Many 

approaches to organizational change assume change agents will be confronted with unfounded or 

illegitimate resistance to the change.  But the consistency in the content of teacher complaints in 

the face of mandated changes and the low rate of implementation of favorable changes indicate 

the complaints are not rooted in individual resistance; they are likely a function of the system in 

which teachers must operate (Gharajedaghi, 2006; Senge, 1990).  “Recent research concentrates 

on two main questions: 1) why people resist and 2) how to overcome the resistance. These 

studies, while valuable in many respects, exhibit problematic assumptions about change 

resistance” (Balogun, Bartunek, & Do, 2010, p. 2).  The shape of the environmental system 

teachers must work within plays an important role in resulting individual implementation.   

Organizational Development 

The field of Organizational Development (OD) considers the interplay of individual 

behavior independently and collectively within an organization especially as the organization 

attempts to change. OD is a collection of interrelated theories of organizational change that are 
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pragmatically applied based on the context in which the change is occurring (Austin & Bartunek, 

2006).  Typically, the field of OD is bifurcated into remote, disciplined academic theories and 

specific, usable practitioner theories of organizational change (Austin & Bartunek, 2006; 

Robertson, Roberts, & Porras, 1993).  The process change theories favored by scholars and the 

implementation change theories favored by practitioners differ in their methodologies and 

interests (Argyris & Schon, 1996) but were nonetheless equally represented in each of Poole and 

Van de Ven’s (2004) four models, or motors, of organizational change that describe how change 

unfurls in organizations whether describing the results of such efforts or how to utilize them.  

The sets of academic and practitioner theories of organizational change mirror each other in their 

growing interest in individual influence on planned organizational change (Austin & Bartunek, 

2006).   Calls to knit these two communities of thinkers together have also increased (Austin & 

Bartunek, 2006; Clark, 2013; Poole & Van de Ven, 2004). “Probably the biggest impact on the 

evolution of OD as a field—I know this is true in my case—was the result of the actual 

experience that individuals had as consultants to managers in real organizations” (Schein, 2006, 

p. xvi).  

Growing from the observation that change recipients’ resistance to change can upend 

change agents’ plans, both academic and practitioner researchers began questioning the passivity 

of ‘change recipients’ (Kotter, 2006; Stevenson, 2003).  The transtheoretical model of personal 

change, originally associated with smoking cessation strategies, has been increasingly applied to 

describe the conditions for individual change that influence organizational change (Boswell, 

2011; Grunschel & Schopenhauer, 2015; Prochaska, 2000;  Prochaska et al., 2006).  First 

proposed to describe how individuals change deeply rooted habits (Prochaska & DiClemente, 

1982), the transtheoretical model identifies stages of individual readiness for change which are 
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strikingly similar to organizational stages of change described by Kezar and Elrod (Clark, 2013).  

The separate models also describe similar strategies for various stages of readiness.  Considered 

together, these models enrich each other (Clark, 2013). 

In early iterations of OD theories, contributions of individuals implementing change— so 

called change recipients—were considered minor forces in the change process (Bartunek, 

Greenberg, Davidson, & Humphries, 1996).  However, that view has been revised. Ginsburg and 

Tregunno (2005) treat with parity the need for intrinsic, voluntary forces from enactors of change 

and extrinsic, forced mechanisms designed by the change agents to achieve successful 

organizational change. Current OD theories include three common levels of consideration within 

an organization: the individual, small groups, the organization as a whole.  

Noell and Gansle (2009) claim, “Changing the behavior of systems begins by changing 

the behavior of a critical mass of individuals.”  OD assumes the individual’s perspective is 

socially constructed largely by uncritically assimilating cultural values, beliefs and assumptions. 

But when an alternative perspective calls into question an assimilated perspective by critically 

examining underlying values, beliefs or assumptions, learning may occur and both individual 

growth and organizational change becomes possible (Argyris & Schon, 1996).  There is a close 

relationship between organizational change and the individual’s struggle to make meaning of a 

new schema.  As individuals confront their own assumptions, either through relational learning 

and discourse or by individual choice and autonomy, they can effect change in the organizations 

to which they belong (Amis, Slack & Hinings, 2004).  

Changing the thinking of an individual is much easier as part of a group (Burke, 2006).  

If an individual’s idea is very different from the group, the pressure to conform is too great to 
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resist.  Developing training groups to assist individuals within small groups to collectively 

examine underlying values, beliefs or assumptions, leads to more efficacious change.  

Finally, each of these small groups of individuals have necessarily different, but 

interrelated, functions within the organization as a whole. OD theories must also consider how 

changes in one segment of the organization will influence changes in other segments (Burke, 

2006).  Therefore, the goals of the organization should be the lodestone for the development of 

training groups (Guskey, 2014b).  

Individual Response to Organizational Change Initiated by Others 

Change agents are often unaware that other, less involved participants in the change— 

the change actors, sometimes called change recipients—may not share their understanding or 

enthusiasm for the proposed organizational change (Bartunek et al., 1996). The less involved 

change actors may be viewed as “somewhat passive recipients of the change agent’s 

interpretation and vision of the change” (p. 263).  The complexity and depth of thought that 

change agents often engage in as part of the change process is not shared by the people whom the 

change will ultimately rely upon for implementation.  For organizational change to be 

implemented successfully, the enactors of the change must also embrace the change in some 

way.  Individual feelings of change actors during the change process are indicators of 

implementation effectiveness of a transformative initiative (Vardaman, Amis, Byson, Wright & 

Randolph, 2012).   

Balogun et al (2010) identified three key factors that shape change actors’ responses to 

organizational change: the change actors’ emotions, the nature of relationships among the actors 

themselves, and the quality of relationships between actors and agents.  Major organizational 

change creates significant stress for those affected by the change effort (Ashford, 1998).  The 
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individual affective response is powerfully shaped by the perception of personal gains or losses 

due to the change  (Balogun, Bartunek, & Do, 2010).  The relationships between members of the 

organization also have an influence on the emotional reaction to the change (Bartunek et al., 

2012).  Between the individual change actors there is emotional contagion and social 

comparisons that shape how people feel about the change (Balogun, Bartunek, & Do, 2010) both 

within the social networks of friendship and the instrumental networks of advice givers 

(Vardaman et al., 2012).  Inter-group relationships between the change actors and the change 

agents similarly influence individual affective response to change (Vardaman et al., 2012).  

Stevenson (2003) underscored the interactions between and among actors and agents for 

effective organizational change.  

“Reliance on a hierarchical cascading of change from the top to the bottom tends to be 

ineffective.  Organizational actors have to be able to interact with each other and change 

agents in a variety of forums for change to be accepted and adopted,” (Stevenson, 2003, 

p. 241). 

Motors of Change 

Change agents need three key tools to successfully navigate the complexity of 

organizational development (Gallos, 2006).  First, they must have an understanding of the four 

motors of change (Poole & Van de Ven, 2004).  Next, agents must be able to recognize when to 

adjust strategies based on the actors’ individual and collective readiness for change (Kezar & 

Elrod, 2012).  Finally, agents must be able to reframe the conversation to assist the actors’ 

thinking and feelings about the change (Dewulf & Bouwen, 2012).  

Within OD theories, Poole and Van de Ven (2004) organized the models of change into 

four ‘motors’ of change:  teleologic motor, life cycle motor, evolutionary motor, and dialectic 
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motor.  The teleologic motor is planned, strategic change and is the most heavily studied model 

of change.  It focuses on the practice of individuals and values their contributions to the change 

effort.  The familiar cycle of goal formation, implementation, evaluation and modification is a 

pillar of the teleologic motor.   

The life cycle motor is typified by regulated change that is sequential in nature. The 

speed through which an organization can progress through the stages of its life cycle are variable 

but the sequence is not.  This motor is most often used to describe entrepreneurial ventures 

(Austin & Bartunek, 2006) and not established organizations.  

The evolutionary motor describes both the stability of organizations— such as resistance 

to change in institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983)— and the conditions for change.  

External pressures are most often the force in the evolutionary motor— a new regulation or 

mandate.  But after a coercive force causes initial change, then the bureaucracy develops to 

mimic other organizations’ successful adaptation to the new environment, and normative forces 

begin to establish an new status quo. The OD theories encompassed by the evolutionary motor 

are developing as researchers begin to also consider how internal forces, within the organization 

and within and among individuals, can also trigger massive organizational change (Clark, 2013; 

Ginsberg & Tregunno, 2005; Kezar & Elrod, 2012).    

The dialectic motor describes conflictive change caused by the opposition between a 

thesis and antithesis.  When shared cognitive frameworks (schemas) come into conflict with new 

ways of thinking, the result can be adjustments to the existing schema— first order change— or 

change to the new schema— second order change.  Dialectic change is triggered by examining 

the misalignment between organizational values and behaviors (Austin & Bartunek, 2006).  

Raelin (1997) notes that Action Research Theory, which encompasses both Action Learning and 
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Action Science under the umbrella of the dialectic motor, requires deliberate questioning of 

existing practices with reflection on individual contributions to the mismatch between values and 

action (Argyris & Schon, 1996). 

Stages of Change Across OD Theories 

The transtheoretical model of change proposed by Prochaska and DiClemente (1992) 

described stages of readiness in individuals attempting to quit smoking.  Matching the strategies 

of cessation programs to the readiness level of the smoker was the centerpiece to the model.  The 

therapeutic pattern was quickly noticed by psychotherapists in other instances of individuals 

attempting to change addictive habits such as heroin use.  In recent years, researchers studying 

education of health service workers began to apply the transtheoretical model to communities of 

learners (Perkins, Bess, Cooper, Jones, Armstead, & Speer 2007; Robertson & Tang, 1995). The 

idea then spread to researchers studying organizational change in higher education systems 

(Clark, 2013; Klonek, 2015).  Figure 2.1 illustrates the commonalities between the 

transtheoretical model and the model for organizational change summarized by Kezar and Elrod 

for higher education systems.  The components of several transformational change strategies are 

further aligned with stages of readiness as described by the transtheoretical model.  



  19 

 
Figure 2.1 Alignment between models for stages of change and strategies of change. 

Effective change agents will recognize the stages of readiness in the individuals and 

groups in the organization and will choose strategies that will best meet the needs of the stage.  

Pre-contemplation, contemplation and preparation stages described by the transtheoretical model 

are echoed in the mobilization stage of organizational change.  During this time a force— either 

intrinsic or extrinsic or both— triggers the transition from unawareness of the need for change to 

preparation to make the change. Emotions run high as people begin to notice a schism between 

their espoused values and the behavior of the organization.  Underlying assumptions and beliefs 
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in the organizational culture are compared to the in-use policies and procedures practiced within 

the organization causing uncertainty.  A champion of the change emerges in the organization and 

begins to organize change agents to explore an alternative cognitive framework—an antithesis. 

The champion and the change agents must articulate a clear rationale and strong argument for 

change in this stage.   

In the action or implementation stage, training groups form to explore the thesis and 

antithesis.  The details and unanticipated consequences of implementation are navigated and 

discussed.  Collaborative leadership that builds trust and respect between participants and 

encourages discourse within and between training groups throughout the organization, inspires 

altruism and sacrifice for both the change agents and change actors.  Creating a safe place for 

critical discourse that values the expertise of the change actors without compromising the 

rationale for change is the challenge for the change agents in this stage.  

Finally, if implementation has been successful, the new cognitive framework will be 

institutionalized through the continued support of senior administrators as evidenced by the long-

term allocation of resources including time, personnel, policies, reinforcement, and active 

suppression of old behaviors.  A ‘new normal’ will pervade the organization.  During this stage 

change agents must modify the organizational environment to support the new behaviors and 

suppress the old behaviors.  Agents must be supported by the organization’s senior 

administration to fully realize these strategies for fidelity between intention and actual 

implementation.  

Strategies of Change Across OD Theories 

Essential to effective organizational change is effective discourse (Vermaack, 2012).  

Change agents must not argue their perspectives so much as to allow change actors the space to 
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think and feel their way through the problem.  Common traps for change agents are “dispensing 

wisdom prematurely, reassuring clients, pressuring them into action, or keeping them at arm’s 

length” (Vermaack, 2012, p. 228) because those traps unconsciously allow agents to be 

responsible for actors’ feelings.   Vermaak (2012) strongly advised change agents to slow down 

and not rush in with reassurances to comments from change actors.  Implied, emotion-filled 

messages— sometimes referred to as ‘the left-hand column’—are at root in conversations during 

the mobilization and implementation stages of change (Argyris & Schon, 1996).  Change agents 

who listen for messages from the left-hand column and allow actors to address these unstated 

feelings are the most effective at collaborative leadership (Clark, 2013; Ginsburg & Tregunno, 

2005; Holley, 2009).   

Empathy, although essential, is not enough, however.  Effective, collaborative change 

agents must also help the change actors reframe the conversation.  “Tough issues persist because 

people define them in ways that overwhelm their ability to do anything about them” (Vermaack, 

2012, p. 243).  Reframing is an active process of redefining an issue.  “Starting from the general 

observation that people talk differently about certain issues depending on whom they are talking 

to, the interactional approach stresses the communicative aspects of framing, concluding that 

people use frames that serve their current interactional [conversation] goals” (Dewulf & 

Bouwen, 2012, p. 170).  Change agents who listen for left-hand column messages and ‘push 

back’ by reframing the conversation when emotional responses threaten to derail the group are 

best able to leverage change to the most sensitive and important elements of the organizational 

structure.  Without the structure provided by skilled change agents, collaboration among actors 

can block improvement efforts.  “Collaborative problem solving in professional development can 
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yield completely unanticipated negative consequences absent a precise structure, sensitive 

management, and skillful leadership,” (Guskey, 2009, p. 230).  

Skillful reframing involves engaging change actors in the inquiry and development of the 

new, emerging cognitive framework, system-wide thinking, and a concern for greater long-term 

permanency.  Lewin, a founding thinker of OD observed:  “A successful change therefore 

includes three aspects: unfreezing (if necessary) the present level L1, moving to the new level 

L2, and freezing group life on the new level” (1951, p.228). Central to Lewin’s ‘unfreezing’ and 

‘refreezing’ mechanism was the commitment of individuals to the change through their direct 

involvement with the group as new cognitive frameworks were developed.  Senge (1990), a 

thought leader in systemic change, built upon Lewin’s ideas by arguing that any profound 

change process relied on a ‘fundamental shift’ in collective and individual thinking.  Specific to 

the professional development of teachers, Joyce and Showers advocated for the involvement of 

teachers in any long-term school improvement process.  “It is the bond of shared understandings 

and common language that sustains innovations and reduces the stress of change,” (Joyce, 

Murphy, Showers, & Murphy, 1989, p. 71).   

Professional Development for School Reform 

School districts are organizations that could learn from OD.  While individual teachers 

are often expected to change their practices with little to no support (Noell & Gansle, 2009), 

school organizations already employ the idea of small training groups.  These embedded 

organizational structures are often called professional learning communities (PLC) and 

professional development (PD).   Taking advantage of these small training groups to change 

adult behavior and effect school reform has been advocated, if not realized.  
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Joyce and Showers (2002) assert the only goal for professional development is improved 

student learning for all students. They describe the cumulative effects on student learning when 

staff development, professional learning communities, changes in curriculum, instruction, and 

building climate are harnessed together. “Not just anything called staff development will 

generate increased student learning…professional development [that]… build[s] learning 

communities of teachers and administrators who use the knowledge base to shape initiatives 

while studying curriculum, instruction, and student response on a formative basis,” (p. 2).  The 

growth of all persons involved in the education system— students, teachers, administrators,  

district leaders— is a central tenet of Joyce and Showers (2002).   

The state also acknowledges the benefits of teacher training; however, the focus is 

typically on the individual teacher.  State law requires teachers to invest in ongoing professional 

learning.  To renew a teaching license, teachers must earn six hours of college credit every five 

years (Iowa Board of Educational Examiners, 2015).  Further, the state requires that the credits 

“add greater depth/breadth to present endorsement held” (Iowa Board of Educational Examiners, 

2013, p. 1) or towards a new educational endorsement area. But the state cannot legislate 

implementation of what teachers learn in those courses.  The teacher must work to find 

applications and avenues for implementation of new learning, usually in isolation of other 

members in the organization.  The state does allow ‘continuing education’ credits from the area 

education agency (AEA) to address this issue (Iowa Board of Educational Examiners, 2015).  

Many school districts in the state utilize the AEA for school-wide professional development in 

PLC groups. 

Struggles to Define Effectiveness of Professional Development 

 Directing teacher compliance rarely results in genuine changes in teaching practices 
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(Witt, 1990).  “Implementing fundamental organizational change indeed is a knowledge-creating 

process in which new structures, processes, and technologies are defined through rich social 

connections,” (Mohrman, Tenkasi, & Mohrman, 2003, p. 320).  The creation of those ‘rich social 

connections’ in teacher professional development is often a hit-or-miss endeavor (Guskey, 

2003).  School leaders may intuitively understand the power of teacher collaboration in 

professional development but there is not common agreement about the nature of teacher 

collaboration that is effective (Guskey, 2003).   

One difficulty is the separation between the layers of school leaders who decide 

professional development content and structure.  Building leaders often choose to focus 

professional development that reinforces current practices and do not address the larger 

organizational issues. “A well-planned and carefully organized collaboration between district 

level personnel who have broader perspective on problems, and site-based educators who are 

keenly aware of critical contextual characteristics, seems essential to optimize the effectiveness 

of professional development,” (Guskey, 2003, p. 11-12). 

An underlying difficulty for school leaders at all levels wanting improved organizational 

functioning is the bifurcated OD literature.  Academic and practitioner researchers offer 

competing descriptors of effective professional development that are not compatible and 

sometimes in conflict with each other.  “[Valid research methods] will improve the likelihood of 

success and also elevate professional development to an inquiry-based profession, rather than a 

haphazard set of activities based on intuition, hearsay, tradition, and folklore,” (Guskey & Yoon, 

2009, p. 500).  A necessary first step is agreement that effective professional development of 

teachers must be measured by improved student achievement.  This emerging argument is 

uniting researchers of both camps (Bartunek, Greenberg, & Davidson, 1999; Chappuis, 
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Chappuis, & Stiggins, 2009; Desimone, 2009; Guskey, 2002; Hochberg & Desimone, 2010; 

Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001; Noell & Gansle, 2009; Reeves, 2004; Showers & Joyce, 

1987; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007).   

Struggles to Define Student Achievement 

Coming to consensus on what constitutes student achievement is another hurdle in 

effective professional development (Wormeli, 2006).  “It is clear that teachers are concerned 

about making fair assessment decisions, but their interpretations of fairness vary greatly,” 

(Tierney, Simon, & Charlene, 2011, p. 210).  Standardized tests as measures of student 

achievement are required by states but are not necessarily aligned to the learning standards 

established by those same states (Hochberg & Desimone, 2010).  Learning standards commonly 

require students to demonstrate higher-order thinking in content and skills (Desimone, 2003) but 

the standardized tests emphasize memorization (Achieve, Inc., 2015; Sawyer, 2006).  The types 

of student assessment that are considered trustworthy vary by stakeholder groups.  

“Administrators perceived nationally normed standardized assessments, state assessments, and 

district assessments to be more valid indicators of student achievement than did teachers,” 

(Guskey, 2012, p. 42).  Teachers tend to rely on their own observations and assessments than 

external assessments. Bringing these measures into alignment with each other becomes 

increasingly important to develop a ‘bond of shared understandings and common language’ 

(Joyce & Showers, 1989) for effective professional development.   

Using Student Data in Professional Development 

Planning professional learning to align with the most important goals of school 

improvement requires consensus about how those goals will be measured (Guskey, 2014b).  

Creating mechanisms for measuring student progress throughout the year and using it to provide 
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feedback and support to teachers in small professional learning groups is essential to improve 

teacher practices (Banilower, Boyd, Pasley, & Weiss, 2006). 

Data collection and analysis by teachers is common among successfully implemented 

changes in teacher practices.  Noell, Gansle, Mevers, Knox, Mintz, and Dahir (2014) conducted a 

meta-analysis of 29 journal articles that analyzed the implementation of interventions typically 

used in special education classrooms.  Providing teachers who were implementing the change in 

practice with feedback and data were good predictors of successful implementation.  

“Performance feedback, performance feedback augmented with additional procedures, and self-

monitoring with environmental supports were found to be highly effective for improving 

implementation.  Follow-up meetings without review of implementation data were ineffective,” 

(p. 169).  In his book on school reformation through teacher leadership, Reeves (2008a) 

describes ‘Action Research’ as critical to implementing any changes to teacher practices.  Action 

research emphasizes data collection and analysis conducted by classroom teachers around their 

own practices.  Torres, Farley and Cook (2012) outline data collection and analysis of student 

response to teacher interventions as an essential part of effectively implementing evidence-based 

practices in the classroom.  All of these researchers point to the utilization of student assessment 

data by classroom teachers— not by outside observers— as a pathway to successful 

implementation of new classroom interventions, strategies and practices.  

Teachers prefer to use assessment data originating from their own classrooms rather than 

external standardized tests (Guskey, 2012).  Complaints about the quality and purpose of the 

tests are common, especially as the purpose of the tests have been twisted to determine teacher 

effectiveness instead of student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2012).  Critics have pointed to 

inconsistencies between various ’standard’ assessments in measuring student achievement 
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(Achieve Inc., 2015). Researchers have examined methods to reduce surprising gaps in inter-

rater reliability when scoring written portions of standardized tests (Wyse, Bunch, & Viger, 

2014).  Both internal and external assessments need improvement to provide clarity and 

consistency in our expectations for student achievement.   

Arguments for Standards Based Grading Systems 

Internal assessments, ‘grades’, of student work and performance are historically 

unreliable (Guskey, 2006) and uninformative about student attainment of skills or understandings 

(Guskey, 2011a).  Traditional grading practices vary widely from teacher to teacher and obscure 

academic achievement by including factors such as punctuality and extra credit or by comparing 

students to each other rather than a standard (O’Connor & Wormeli, 2011).  As a result, teacher 

assigned grades of student achievement are weak indicators of what students know and are able 

to do (Reeves, 2011), and, consequently, unhelpful in planning and implementing school 

improvement (Guskey, 2014b). 

Standards based grading clarifies student academic performance against an established 

and articulated standard of performance—removing student competition for grades and 

separating student behaviors from achievement (O’Connor, 2007).  Classroom based— 

internal— assessments of student progress that predict student performance on external 

assessments— standardized tests— are difficult to find (Stiggins, 2004).  As the mission of 

schools changes from sorting and selecting students to ensuring all students reach a standard of 

performance, the alignment of these assessments with each other and with the goals for learning 

provide the data teachers need to adjust their instructional practices to meet individual student 

needs (Guskey, Swan & Jung, 2011; Stiggins, 2005).   
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Arguments Against Traditional Grading Systems 

To determine which students earn credit in a course, most high school teachers use a 

traditional 100-point grading scale where students earn points through tests scores and 

completing homework and daily work. But sometimes students may also earn points through 

attendance, participation, behavior, and extra credit (Erickson, 2011).  Points are summed and 

the percentage of the total points possible is calculated.  Commonly, with this type of grading 

scale, those with 60% or more of the points earn credit for the course towards graduation.   

Recognizing inconsistencies in grading practices and determining what a grade represents 

about students’ learning are part of an ongoing critical discussion in education (Carifio & Carey, 

2009; Erickson, 2011; Guskey & Bailey, 2001; Magno, 2010; O’Connor, 2010; Reeves, 2011; 

Townsley, 2014; Wormeli, 2006).  Wormeli deepens the argument against the 100-point scale by 

underscoring the problem with participation and extra credit points.  He insists that student 

grades must align with “clear and consistent evidence” of student skill performance (2006, p. 32) 

not student effort and teacher-pleasing behaviors that are commonly represented in participation 

or extra credit points.  Finally, allowing students retake and redo assessments, it is argued, is one 

way to ensure that grades reflect a student’s final skill level instead of penalizing early attempts 

at the skill (Guskey & Bailey, 2001; O’Connor, 2010; Townsley, 2014).  Grades are most 

informative if they document student skill development and allow for the growth of those skills 

over the semester.  

When the teacher is the sole arbiter of student progress absent of standards or broadly 

interpreted standards, it is extremely tempting to lower the bar just slightly for the likeable, self-

disciplined student who may struggle but not for the rowdy, more challenging student.  This can 

lead to a slippery slope where some students routinely get an advantage in grades and promotion 
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even if they do not develop better skills.  For example, girls who tend to be more compliant and 

self-disciplined in school typically get higher scholastic grades but do not perform better on 

standardized academic tests (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006).  

Another criticism of the 100-point grading scale is the devastation to a student’s average 

grade when one assignment earns a zero (Reeves, 2011).  In most 100-point grade scales, a 

student must earn 60% of the points possible to pass.  Anything less than 60% is failing.  The 

other 4 grade bands, A, B, C, and D, each occupy 10% of the grading scale (Reeves, 2008a; 

Wormeli, 2006).  Consequently, the top grade of an ‘A’ is a narrow band of 10% of the scale but 

a failing grade is 60% of the scale.  Mathematically, it is much easier to fail than to earn top 

grades.  To offset one assignment with a grade of 0%, for example,  requires six equivalent 

assignments with grades of 100%.  This is ideal if the purpose of grades is to sort and select 

students for advancement.    

To mitigate the effect of zero, some have suggested cutting the 100-point scale off at 50, 

so that instead of earning a zero for missing work, a student would be assigned 50 percent of the 

points (Carifio & Carey, 2009).  Mandating a minimum score of 50 percent does mathematically 

reduce the failing band to a similar size to the other grade bands, but it carries a distasteful 

implication that doing no work still earns half credit which can hurt student motivation (Friess, 

2008).  Mitigating this one effect of a traditional 100-point scale does not address other critiques 

of the practice.  

Guskey, a prolific and ardent critic of traditional grading practices, points out the 

cognitive inconsistencies between traditional grading practices and the value that all students can 

learn at high levels. In his critique of the practice of class rank, for example, Guskey states, 

“rank-ordering students in every graduating class has nothing to do with developing students’ 
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talents.  Rather it is unquestioningly about selecting student talent,” (2014a, p. 16).  In 2011(b), 

Guskey noticed that traditional grading practices have a tendency to set students’ final semester 

grades with the score on the first assignment, which, he argues, does not match the iterative and 

progressive nature of learning.  He has concluded that traditional grading practices are not 

accurate.  “It’s time to abandon grading scales that distort the accuracy, objectivity, and 

reliability of students’ grades,” (2013, p. 68). 

Grading as Communication About Student Achievement 

The purpose of grades must be clearly articulated before any evaluation of accuracy can 

be conducted (Brookhart, 1994).  In secondary classrooms grades are often viewed by teachers as 

tools for classroom management and student motivation as well as measurement of student 

achievement which results in “grades that confound constructs into composite scores of 

questionable reliability and validity and thus uncertain meaning,” (Brookhart, 1994, p. 299).  

Guskey (2009) observed this behavior was typical of secondary teachers but not elementary 

teachers.  Elementary teachers saw grades as communication and did not include behavior.   

Brookhart (1993) examined the meaning that teachers associated with grades.  Three 

primary ideas were noticed when teachers discussed grades and the act of grading: grades as 

communication about achievement, grades as a means to sort and select students for the next 

level of study, and grades as compensation for student work. “Among teachers, a more common 

image than achievement is that of grades as currency… The teachers' emphasis is on the 

activities students perform, not what grades indicate about…achievement,” (p. 139).  The idea 

that grades are given in exchange for student work could be the source of the use of grades for 

classroom management or student motivation.  Eighteen years later, Brookhart concluded that 
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standards-based grades are desirable because “grades are not about what students earn; they are 

about what students learn,” (2011, p.12). 

The Use of Curriculum Standards 

Even when secondary teachers agreed that communication of student progress was the 

primary purpose of grades, they often expressed dissatisfaction with the quality of the standards 

(Brookhart, 1994).  Reeves explained that there were only two ways to describe student progress: 

comparing student work to a standard or to the work of other students.  Further, he underscored 

the ethical problems of norm-referenced reporting,   

In the absence of academic standards, the world of the bell curve has a doubly pernicious 

impact.  Students in a disadvantaged environment are assured they are doing just fine, 

even if their literacy skills are insufficient to provide opportunities in the 

future…Meanwhile, advantaged students receive challenges and opportunities that are 

systematically denied to children of poverty and children of color, (2003, p. 16).   

Even imperfect standards are substantially better than norm-referenced grading practices in his 

view.  

The real work for teachers adopting SBG practices is not in the technical aspects of 

grading, but in designing the instruction and assessments that will allow teachers to determine if 

students have reached the academic goal (Brookhart, 2011).  “To assign grades, teachers must 

analyze the meaning of each standard and decide what evidence best reflects achievement of that 

specific standard. [Standards-based grading systems] compel teachers to distinguish product, 

process, and progress criteria in assigning grades” (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011, p. 53).  

Through the process of making these decisions and differentiations, the utilization of standards 

are often strengthened (Guskey, 2008). 
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As teachers go about the important work of aligning instruction and assessments to 

standards, they are often constrained by report cards that mute the relationship between grades 

and standards (Guskey, Swan, & Jung, 2011; Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009).  Report cards, the 

classic form for communicating student grades, are the purview of the district or school 

leadership, not the teachers.  However, report cards at the secondary level traditionally include 

only the course title and none of important criteria upon which the grade was based (Guskey, 

Swan, & Jung, 2011).  Even when schools have standards based grading systems and standards 

based external assessments, the teachers have no means to communicate students’ progress on 

those standards over the academic year to the parents and students through the report card. 

“Although school leaders would undoubtedly like to align their reporting procedures with the 

same standards and assessments that guide instructional programs, most lack the time and 

resources to do so,” (p. 53).   

School leaders weighing the decision to mandate SBG practices often start by 

considering the mechanics of report cards— the aspect of the process over which they have the 

most control and responsibility— before considering the ramifications to the curriculum and 

instruction. “The main issue is not what scale to use, how often to report, how many grades to 

combine, or how to combine them.  These secondary issues can be decided only after you answer 

the main questions:  What meaning do we want our grades to convey? and Who is (are) the 

primary intended audience(s) for this message?” (Brookhart, 2011, p. 12).  Clear, consistent 

communication about student achievement should be the basis for SBG grading policies.  

The Relationship Between Internal and External Assessments 

 Customarily internal assessments (grades) are distinct from external assessments (scores) 

in that internal assessments often include teacher judgment of students’ work ethic, 
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responsibility, and participation. Students who are graded on effort and hard work do not always 

develop understanding, however.  “While rewarding students for hard work is certainly laudable, 

misleading students and parents about their level of understanding can also result in decreased 

learning,” (Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009, loc 1781).  The misalignment between grades and scores 

is confusing to parents and students.   “It is important to identify grading practices that may 

increase the consistency between teacher appraisals and state assessment scores so that these 

indicators provide complementary rather than conflicting information.” (Welsh & D’Agostino, 

2009, loc 1318).  

Aligning instruction to robust standards helps determine what a grade represents about 

students’ learning.  “If teachers must assess student progress on precise goals or objectives, they 

will be more likely to focus their instruction on them as well,” (Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009, loc 

1305).  Traditional information systems used by school districts to record, calculate and report 

grades, however, are often difficult to use with standards based reporting.  Providing an 

information system to teachers that allows them to record and report student progress on each 

standard may be important to successful implementation of SBG policy (Welsh & D’Agostino, 

2009).  

Adopting substantial district grading polices that support teachers’ efforts to assess 

students by standard are also important to successful implementation of SBG practices 

(McElligott & Brookhart, 2009). Effective grading policies describe what should be included in 

the grade such as achievement measures and not behavior.   Leaders should also eschew 

prescribed numerical cutoffs on common assessments to determine proficiency “which invite 

engineering points rather than measuring achievement,” (McElligott & Brookhart, 2009, loc 
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1250).  Instead SBG policies should support the idea that grades are a way of classifying student 

progress and achievement against clear standards, not calculating it (Jung, 2015). 

Practitioner researchers sometimes disagree with academic researchers on how the use of 

standards in the classrooms affects student achievement.  Reeves (2004) described ’90/90/90 

Schools’ that had ninety percent of students on free and reduced lunch, ninety percent minority 

and ninety percent achieving proficiency on state standardized tests.  Reeves researched these 

schools that defied the conventional expectation that demographics and poverty determined 

student achievement. Among the commonalities he found in 90/90/90 schools was the use of 

standards-referenced assessments of student progress instead of norm-referenced. “Academic 

standards provide accuracy in a way that comparisons to the average can never offer…The 

central focus of a standards-based system is the achievement of standards by as many students as 

possible,” (Reeves, 2004, p.180).   

Academic researchers, Betts and Grogger (2003), also studied the impact of grading 

standards on student achievement, educational attainment after high school, and entry-level 

earnings, but their results were contrary to Reeves.  They concluded that different students 

responded differently to standards, noting that overall there was improvement in achievement 

scores across the entire distribution of scores but the larger degree of improvement was 

disproportionally skewed towards higher achieving, wealthier, whiter students.  Betts and 

Grogger also warned that using SBG policies may lead to decreases in graduation rates for black 

and hispanic students because “students judge their success not in absolute terms, but relative to 

their classmates,” (p. 351), therefore, they would be discouraged about their inability to keep 

pace and drop out.    
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The conflict between practitioner and academic researchers in this case may be related in 

how ‘high classroom standards’ were defined.  Reeves indicated high standards meant describing 

specific, cognitively complex skills and concepts for determining student achievement.  Betts 

and Grogger defined ‘higher standards’ as better alignment between higher grades and higher 

scores—regardless if the grades standards-referenced or norm-referenced.  

Implications for Instructional Practice 

Using academic standards to determine grades, as Reeves described, requires removing 

motivation and management considerations from teacher practices.  “If a grade is to be trusted as 

an authentic representation of a student’s level of academic achievement, one of the requirements 

is that all the elements that contribute to that grade must qualify as achievement, and not be 

something else,” (Sadler, 2010, p. 727).  On the surface, measuring student achievement by 

comparing progress to standards seems sensible and easy.  However, changing this pervasive 

teacher grading practice has profound implications for not only assessment but also how 

curriculum is designed and instruction delivered (Sadler, 2010). 

Focused standards, aligned assessments and effective instruction are intricately 

interdependent (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004).  For example, Guskey (2007b) 

pointed out that simply having formative assessments to pinpoint when and where corrective 

instruction is needed is worthless without the corrective instruction. Reteaching is one of the 

most common corrective instructional strategies teachers use.  But reteaching without accurate 

insights into which students need the corrective instruction or by just repeating the original 

instruction that did not work is ineffective. “Correctives will be effective only if they are 

qualitatively different from the original instruction,” (p. 29).  Formative assessments and 

instructional strategies must work together for either to be effective in student achievement of the 
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standards.   Unsaid but understood in Guskey’s assertion is that the corrective instruction will 

move students towards mastery of the same content or skills described in the academic standard.  

Instruction is dynamic.  Standards are static.  Assessments are indicators.  Low quality among 

any one of these three components sharply curtails the effectiveness of the other two (Stiggins, 

2004).  “Teaching [is] an evolving process, one in which practitioners become proficient—not 

simply by repeating routines, but by adjusting routines based on systematic input,” (Young, 

2006, p. 522).  Improving one of these areas may also trigger efforts to improve the other areas. 

Using OD to Account for SBG Obstacles 

Many of the obstacles to SBG reform can be explained by OD theories. For example, 

incongruity between teachers’ espoused beliefs and grading behavior persists.  Teachers 

generally consider grades a criterion-referenced measure of student achievement (Tierney, 

Simon & Charland, 2011).  However, they must constantly function within a contrary, norm-

referenced system and their own contradictory cultural assumptions. Therefore, teachers’ 

professed value of grades that represent attainment of specific knowledge and skills conflict with 

their norm-reference and self-referenced (student improvement) grading practices.  

 Experienced secondary teachers followed less than one-half of 19 recommendations for 

grading identified in measurement textbooks. Researchers began referring to the 

“hodgepodge” (Brookhart, 1991, p. 36) nature of grades, and an accumulation of 

evidence showed that teachers’ grading practices not only diverged from measurement 

theory, but also varied considerably among teachers, and were sometimes inconsistent 

even within a teacher’s own practice (Tierney, Simon & Charland, 2011, p. 211). 

The dialectic motor of change describes the power of confronting this incongruity to mobilize 

change.  
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Traditions are deeply rooted in school cultures and are robustly resistant to change—a 

pattern not exclusive to school cultures.  Indeed, DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) Institutional 

Theory— a pillar among OD theories— described similar stabilizing behaviors in business 

organizations. “The ideas and practices that need to be challenged often persist more widely 

within the organization, actively conserving the status quo and maintaining existing power 

balances,” (Vermeer, 2012, p. 227).  Unlike other organizations, however, teachers grow up 

within the system as students first (Lortie, 1998).  “Teachers' personal experiences as students 

may have significant influence on the policies and practices they choose to employ,” (Guskey, 

2006, p. 1).  Many educators have a lifetime of experiences with traditional grading practices.  

Coupled with the unexamined policies and tools tailored for traditional grading systems, there is 

constant pressure to use traditional grading systems.  In Guskey’s article, “Five Obstacles to 

Grading Reform” (2011a), at the heart of every obstacle he identified was an assumed cultural 

belief.  He underscored the unspoken beliefs that grades are used to sort and select students, that 

bell curves in grading data was desirable, norm-referenced grading was insightful, poor grades 

motivated students to try harder, and that students should have only received one grade in each 

course.  

Further, changing assessments and grading policies are merely an entry point for change 

agents to affect larger systemic school reform (Stiggins & Duke, 2008).  Systemic change 

requires cultural change encompassing individual teacher and leader assumptions and behaviors 

(Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  Stiggins (2004) describes the need for new educator assessment 

beliefs in order for schools to stop sorting and selecting students when he writes, “We have 

inherited an assessment legacy that has actually prevented us from tapping the full power of 
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assessment for school improvement,” (p. 22). He extolls the virtues of day-to-day classroom 

assessments over standardized external assessments— if they are ‘done right’. 

Cultural change in schools manifests in the quality and nature of professional 

conversations between educators in small training groups structured by school leaders.  For 

example, collaborative scoring, whereby teacher teams collectively examine and discuss student 

work samples to determine how best to categorize progress, can be a powerful method to 

influence genuine systemic school improvement (Wayman et al., 2007).  But these conversations 

can be promoted— or thwarted— by members of the team, team norms, and amount of 

scheduled team time provided by school leaders.  Young (2006) explains why ‘doing it right’ is 

so hard:  

 Agenda setting, collaborative norms, and organizational capacity are individually 

insufficient to result in teachers’ data use… Compelling arguments to use data and norms 

professing collaborative learning remain good intentions unless capacity furnishes 

teachers with opportunities to use data—opportunities that match the particularistic way 

in which they think about their instruction. Leaders aiming to infuse teachers’ daily work 

with data, then, need to recognize the comprehensiveness of such a reform. In tandem 

with technical solutions such as training teachers on data systems, reformers need to 

effect organizational change in collegial and learning norms, role definitions, and 

structured time use that permits teachers to make sense jointly of the data they have 

available, (p. 545). 

The system in which teachers operate shapes the way they execute their work.  Changes to the 

system itself play an important role in resulting individual implementation.  And changes to the 
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system requires cultural change— one of the most difficult types of changes to enact— which is 

best supported by collaborative conversations among and between teachers and leaders.  

Systemic classroom grading policies have been changing as a result of standards-based 

reform (Reeves, 2016). Continuing inquiry is needed to understand the supports needed by 

teachers attempting to implement a large cultural organizational shift.  

Summary 

Cultural constraints within school organizations have limited efforts to adopt standard-

referenced grading systems which are intricately integrated with the primary functions of 

schools. The interplay between individual behavior separately and collectively within an 

organization creates the organizational culture and moderates the rate of organizational change.  

School leaders attempting to use Organizational Development theories to frame their 

work may be confused but the schism in the literature.   Academic and practitioner researchers 

often provide conflicting information and lack common language even when describing common 

events. As OD continues to develop, calls to bring these communities of thinkers together have 

grown. As a result commonalities are starting to emerge.  

Growing from the observation that individuals’ resistance to change within the 

organization can upend change agents’ plans, both academic and practitioner researchers began 

questioning the passivity of individual enactors of change— renaming ‘change recipients’ to 

‘change actors’.  Stages of readiness for change dictate the change strategies that will be most 

effective for individual actors within the organization.  

Studying the organizational structure by examining the relationship between and among 

agents and actors during change has become increasingly common in both camps of researchers 

interested in implementation of change.  The importance of small ‘training groups’ of actors led 



  40 

and facilitated by agents has emerged as a consideration for implementing large cultural shifts 

within an organization.  

Finally, OD theories must also examine how changes in one segment of the organization 

will influence changes in other segments.  System-wide support is necessary to affect large, 

‘second-order’ changes to an organization’s culture and requires examination of the alignment 

between espoused organizational values and actual organizational behaviors.    

Change agents need three key tools to successfully navigate the complexity of 

organizational development.  They must recognize and understand the various ways that change 

may unfurl within an organization.  Then they must be able to adjust strategies based on 

individual and small group readiness for change.  Finally, they must be able to reframe 

conversations to support individuals and small groups as they wrestle with the new schema and 

their own feelings about cultural change.  “Tough issues persist because people define them in 

ways that overwhelm their ability to do anything about them” (Vermaack, 2012, p. 243). 

Within school cultures, the individual educators have life-long experience with 

traditional, largely norm-referenced grading systems.   Awareness for the need to change 

assessment practices is often triggered by underscoring the misalignment between teachers’ 

widely-held value that grades should indicate attainment of specific skills with individual 

common grading practices that compare students to each other often.  The related value that ‘all 

kids can learn’ clashes with the sort and select grading methodologies that pervade school 

cultures.  People tolerate the inconsistency because it occurs in the unexamined execution of 

traditional policies, procedures and beliefs that infuses school systems from individual 

classrooms to entire education networks. Unfortunately, since individual awareness of the 

inconsistency varies, so too, do the individual classroom grading practices; creating a capricious 
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and unreliable grading system that does little to promote common levels of student mastery of 

critical skills.  

Change agents working to address the deeply rooted misalignment between teachers’ 

grading values and grading behaviors must understand how readiness for change is triggered and 

matures over time.  Then they must recognize when to employ strategies that address both the 

intellectual and emotional needs of the teachers enacting the change. Enlisting the actors’ as 

experts on the system in which they work to discuss, debate, and decide how best to align 

systemic behaviors with organizational values is best completed in small professional 

development groups.  Collaborative leadership that builds trust within and between actors and 

agents, creating safe places for critical discourse without compromising the rationale for change 

is the challenge for change agents. The school leaders pressing for standard-based classroom 

assessment practices must create the conditions that allow teachers to examine their practices 

individually and collectively, to determine the need for change, and harness their collective 

energy to fully realize fidelity between intention and actual implementation of standard-based 

grading practices in the classroom. 

Professional development for teachers typically falls far below this level.  The creation of 

those ‘rich social connections’ in teacher professional development is often a hit-or-miss 

endeavor.  A necessary first step is agreement that effective professional development of teachers 

must be measured by improved student achievement. But even that first step can be muddled by 

the lack of agreement on how to measure student achievement.  Which, in turn, circuitously rests 

on the misalignment between student course grades and standardized test scores.   

Both traditional grading practices and traditional standardized assessments have 

problems accurately measuring student achievement. However, when teachers collaboratively 
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use student assessment data— whether it is generated in their classrooms or from an external 

assessment— they create new instructional interventions, strategies and practices for the 

attainment of commonly understood academic content standards. Collaborative scoring of 

student work can lead to powerful professional development opportunities. Often developing 

teachers’ capabilities to use student achievement data leads to development of both quality 

instructional practices and increasingly robust interpretation of curricular standards.   

Finally, to institutionalize the new standards-based grading practices, change agents need 

the support of top level district leaders evidenced by the allocation of resources including time, 

personnel, and policies.  Clear, consistent communication about student achievement should be 

the basis for SBG grading policies.  Information systems and data warehouses must change to 

practically support the philosophical ideals of standards-based grading.  Everything from the 

design of report cards, to the arrangement of the school’s master schedule to provide embedded 

collaborative time for teachers, must cultivate the new behavior and suppress the traditional 

behavior.   

Changing school cultures to abandon traditional sort and select models and fully embrace 

the notion that all students can learn at high levels requires systemic change on multiple levels 

simultaneously.  Continuing inquiry is needed to understand the supports needed by teachers 

attempting to implement a large cultural shift within themselves, their classrooms, and their 

organizations. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence of district support on individual 

teachers’ experiences with changing grading practices and the effectiveness of district initiated 

school reform as indicated by alignment of internal and external measures in student 

achievement in a midwestern urban school district.  The overarching goal of this study was to 

understand the influence of support on teachers’ ability to implement reform and measure the 

results of the reform effort against the stated desired effect. The main questions for this research 

were: How did district leaders articulate the district vision for SBG through small training groups 

and relationships among and between teachers and leaders?  How did district support structures 

influence teacher descriptions of their feelings and experiences during implementation and their 

ability to communicate with SBG grade books?  To what extent did the implementation of SBG 

practices result in changes in course grade averages and alignment between internal and external 

assessments of student achievement?  (See chapter 1 for the question list) 

The school district leadership was attempting to change foundational teacher grading 

behavior arising from unexamined beliefs about the role of grading practices in the teaching and 

learning process through small group training, system-wide technical support and mandates, and 

ongoing discourse.  The extent to which different amounts and types of support successfully 

influenced implementation was determined by changes in the teachers’ experiences and attitudes 

during the change, leaders’ perceptions and responsiveness during the change, and the 

distribution of teacher assigned grades and their correlation to external assessments before and 

after the change.  Delving into individual teachers’ experiences as they went through the process 

of attempting to change fundamental aspects of their practice by examining the levels of and 
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response to district provided support for organizational change was the essence of this research.  

District and building leadership focus groups informed the intended and resulting support for 

teachers.  Finally, the study compares the mean of grades assigned before and after implementing 

SBG practices to examine how the teachers’ descriptions of changes in their practices compare to 

the grades that were assigned building-wide and correlated to student scores on annual state 

exams.  A mixed methods approach was required to achieve the purpose of the study.  

The Mixed Methods Approach to Research 

Both qualitative and quantitative data are important to understanding the educational 

effectiveness of district support on influencing implementation of new assessment practices.   

It is the generation of new knowledge that goes beyond …the individual QUAL and 

QUAN components that allows MM research to add ‘extra value’ to research studies 

seeking to better describe, predict, and understand social phenomena, such as… 

educational effectiveness (Sammons, 2010, p. 697).   

A qualitative research methodology is necessary to capture the meaning people give their 

experiences (Creswell, 2013).  ‘How’ questions that generate qualitative data allow the 

researcher to capture insight on a particular topic (Miles et al., 2014).  Non-experimental 

quantitative research methodologies collect and compare discrete numerical data in a pre-

determined way (Creswell, 2014).  In this case the data were used to compare student 

achievement scores and grades before and after partial implementation of the reform.  While 

these data are quantitative in nature, they were generated from the teachers’ own assessments 

and therefore aid in developing a fuller understanding of the impact of SBG implementation. 

Both these methodologies only partially address how support influenced teachers’ ability to 



  45 

implement reform— qualitative to understand how support influenced the teachers’ descriptions 

of their experiences and quantitative to determine if the reform effort had an impact. 

Positionality 

I engaged in this study with a distinct position, which needs clarification to better 

articulate how my position might influence my interpretation of the results. As a former School 

Improvement Leader in the district assigned to provide building-level professional development, 

I had some preliminary insights into how teachers in the district were preparing for a transition to 

SBG practices.  I also had the opportunity to participate on the district committee that developed 

of the Teacher Development Tool for SBG practices—the questionnaire for teachers to compare 

their practices with a scale describing fully implemented SBG practices.  I embraced the goals 

and philosophy of standards-based grading and have been an active proponent of the change in 

district under study.  

To compensate for my positionality, I selected diverse research methods to triangulate 

my inferences and seek out conflicting results.  Additionally, I am currently assigned to a 

program in the district that works with high school students but is not, itself, a comprehensive 

school.  This program is a full year or more behind in implementing SBG practices from the 

school selected for this study.  My new position has me working along very different avenues of 

teacher professional development and support, which helped me step back and become an 

investigator of the effectiveness of support surrounding SBG in the comprehensive school. 

Epistemology: Pragmatism  

The methodology proposed in this study uses both text and numbers as separate sources 

to inform knowledge claims.  They do not feed the same claim but rather add depth and richness 

to the description of the results of the inquiry through triangulation. Therefore, pragmatism is an 
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appropriate epistemological stance for the study. Philosophical pragmatism focuses on the 

research problem instead of the methods, thereby “using pluralistic approaches to derive 

knowledge about the problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14).   

John Dewey, a thought leader on pragmatism, argued that knowledge is not independent 

from our lived lives but an outgrowth of our experiences and actions (Biesta, 2010).  Pragmatists 

are comfortable with numbers and text as “two forms of information and, more generally, as two 

modes of representation” (Biesta, 2010, p. 100).  Utilizing numbers and text generated from 

closed-ended databases and open-ended interviews is unproblematic for pragmatists because 

methods are not necessarily linked to paradigms (O’Cathain, 2010).  Different methods of 

generating data are the result of different ways of engaging with the world and are not exclusive 

of each other. 

Biesta (2010) explains philosophical pragmatism can become problematic when making a 

knowledge claim.  Data analysis is challenging because it requires skills, not only in analyzing 

both text and numerical data, but also in the integration of these data (Onwuegbuzie & Combs, 

2010).  Biesta suggests one way to utilize both types of data in one knowledge claim is to use 

triangulation—examining the data for contradictory and corroborating results.  

Theoretical Perspective: Organizational Development 

Organizational development theories are pragmatically applied based on the context in 

which the change is occurring (Austin & Bartunek, 2006).  OD is necessarily rooted in 

pragmatism to encompass the complexity of organizational stability and change that arises from 

the interplay between individual and collective culture and readiness for change.  Organizational 

behavior during change involves three levels: the individual, the small training group, and the 

system-wide effects. 
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Organizational development, as a theoretical perspective, supports this study because the 

district leaders were attempting to change deeply ingrained, individual teacher grading practices 

through small group professional development, system-wide technical support and ongoing 

discourse.  The extent to which the support successfully influenced implementation was 

determined by changes in teachers’ grading practices as evidenced by the teachers’ experiences 

and attitudes during the change, leaders’ perceptions and responsiveness during the change, and 

the distribution of teacher assigned grades and their correlation to external assessments before 

and after the change.   

Methodology:  Case Study 

Case studies examine a specific case delineated by a specific time, place, or event 

(Goddard, 2010). Case studies are most effective when they have clear boundaries (Creswell, 

2013; Miles et al., 2014; Stake, 2006).  To bind this study, participants were selected from one 

high school during the first year of a multi-year planned organizational change to adopt SBG 

policy.  The scope of the study included the design of and teacher participation in various small 

group training opportunities created by district leaders, the teachers’ self-reported individual 

response to the small group training and reflections on their instructional and grading practices, 

and an examination of the resulting course grade point averages in the 2014-2015 school year. 

Data Sources and Participants 

The school chosen for this study was selected from among five comprehensive high 

schools in the district implementing SBG practices for the first time.  Two of the five schools 

mandated that all of their teachers move to SBG practices with or without grade book support 

and therefore were not selected.  One of the remaining three schools had such a large student 

population that it spread across two buildings about a half mile apart.  The school was not chosen 
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because SBG teachers were largely segregated into the smaller of the two buildings.  The 

selected school was closer to district averages in terms of student and staff population sizes.  

Participants were teachers employed at the selected urban high school who enacted the change, 

district leaders who facilitated the change, and the building leaders who managed the change.   

The district curriculum leaders selected the courses that would be required to implement 

SBG in 2014-15.  Any teacher who taught one of the identified courses was mandated to 

implement SBG practices with that course.  These included new-to-the-profession teachers as 

well as veterans with many years of teaching experience.  The mandated courses came from 

nearly every department in the school including core (mathematics, science, English and history) 

and elective courses (art, foods, music, technology and business). All SBG mandated course 

titles had technical support in the form of digital SBG grade books that were pre-loaded with the 

standards for the course and set up to support SBG practices.  All other courses continued with 

the traditional digital grade books that calculated the percentage of points students earned on 

individual assignments without expressed relationships to curriculum standards. 

Teachers at the school fell into three broad groups: those that only taught courses with 

SBG grade books (8 teachers), those that taught some courses with SBG grade books and some 

with traditional grade books (17 teachers), and those that only taught courses with traditional 

grade books (60 teachers).  Teachers with traditional grade books had the option to voluntarily 

implement SBG practices.  See figure 3.1.   
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Figure 3.1. Teacher groups by type of digital grade books provided by the district. 

At the beginning of the school year, the principal of the school polled his teachers to 

determine who, among those with traditional grade books, were voluntarily implementing SBG 

practices.  He was the gatekeeper to identify potential teacher participants for this study by 

providing a list of approximately 30 teachers who were either mandated or voluntarily 

implementing SBG to some degree.  Table 3.1 details the implementation profiles of the selected 

participants. Four of the twelve teacher participants had only traditional grades books provided 

by the district.  Seven teacher participants had a combination of SBG and traditional grade books 

provided by the district.  One teacher participant had only SBG grade books.  Of those with one 

or more traditional grade books, three mimicked SBG grade books, five mimicked SBG 

philosophies, and three kept traditional practices even when attempting to implement SBG in 

their other classes.   
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Table 3.1 

Participant Implementation Profiles 
 

 
Teacher 
Name 

 

Grade Book Types SBG mimicking Monthly 
SBG PD Department 

Cain All Traditional Mimic SBG Grade Book Yes English 

Harris All Traditional Mimic SBG Grade Book No English 

McCallum All Traditional Mimic SBG Grade Book No Special Education 

Nunn All Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies No Physical Education 

Malley SBG + Traditional None No Performing Arts 

McFadden SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies Yes Visual Arts 

Reagan SBG + Traditional None Yes Social Studies 

Seymour SBG + Traditional None Yes Science 

Snow SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies Yes World Language 

Starks SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies Yes Mathematics 

Warden SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies Yes Career & 
Technical 

Melville All SBG * Yes English 

 
Another critical factor in selecting participants was participation in ongoing, monthly 

half-day district professional development specifically for SBG implementation.  For logistical 

reasons, not all of teachers using the new SBG grade books were allowed to attend the monthly 

half-day SBG workshops provided by the district.  While every participant had opportunities for 

some level of PD for SBG, participants were selected to represent those that had traditional grade 

books and did not attend monthly SBG PD (3 participants), those that had traditional grade books 

but attended the monthly SBG PD (1 participant), those that had SBG grade books but did not 
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attend SBG PD (1 participant), and those that had both SBG grade books and attended the 

monthly PD (7 participants).       

 
Figure 3.2. SBG teacher groups by levels of support for SBG implementation. 

Finally, participants were selected to reflect the diversity of departments and teaching 

experience within the school.  Teachers using exclusively traditional grading practices were 

excluded as participants.   

Data Collection 

Data was collected through end-of-semester teacher interviews and self-assessment 

surveys, a district leadership focus group, a building leadership focus group, selected documents 

and transcripts from district professional development sessions, and building-wide course grade 

point averages before and after SBG implementation.  My involvement in the district’s 
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preparation for high school SBG implementation and observation of district SBG professional 

development over the first implementation year allowed for richer, more in-depth questions 

during the interviews and focus groups and subsequent follow-up questions.   

Teacher Interviews 

The predominant way a researcher can explore an educational process is through the 

experiences of the individual people who make up the organization.   There are multiple methods 

for approaching the experience of others, but one of the most important methods is interviewing 

(King, 1994; Seidman, 2013).  “If the researcher’s goal… is to understand the meaning people 

involved in education make of their experience, then interviewing provides a necessary, if not 

always completely sufficient, avenue of inquiry” (Seidman, 2013, p. 10).   

Using a teacher self-assessment that the building leadership administered in August 

before implementation started, potential participants were identified for each teacher group. 

Twelve teacher participants were recruited through email, chose the location for the interviews, 

and had the option to choose their pseudonym.  Interviews were audio taped and transcribed.  

Since the focus of this study was how different levels of support influenced teachers’ 

implementation, the experiences of the teachers as they went about this work was critical.  To 

obtain the in-depth data necessary to illustrate the teachers’ experiences, each teacher 

participated in two semi-structured interviews—once at the end of each semester.  

Teachers were asked to describe their experiences transitioning to SBG practices; how 

they were supported or not by district leaders and how their effort with a new assessment system 

impacted their instruction and student achievement.  With two interviews approximately 6 

months apart, I looked for changes in the participant’s views of SBG practices.   
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Teacher Self-Assessment Survey 

 A survey, known as the Teacher Development Tool, was developed by district leaders to 

help teachers self-assess their progress in implementing SBG practices.  This closed-ended 

response survey describes the anticipated level of teacher development for distinct skills related 

to each of the five main SBG practices expected of teachers by the district. Figure 3.3 outlines 

the SBG practices and teacher skills.  Each skill has a spectrum of descriptors to classify teacher 

behaviors from not demonstrating the skill to innovative implementation of the skill. These 

descriptors are located in Appendix D. 

 
Figure 3.3. District defined SBG practices and skills. 
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Participating teachers were selected from those responding to a similar survey in August.  

They were asked to complete the survey online a second time at the end of the school year.  With 

permission of the school principal, the results to these existing data were compared to end-of-

year responses of the participants to determine if patterns of growth are evident.  These data, in 

conjunction with the teacher interviews will give a fuller, richer description of the teachers’ SBG 

implementation experience over the course of the school year.  

Leader Focus Groups 

A focus group is a type of interview where several members of a group are interviewed 

together.  The conversation and questions among and between the members of a focus group are 

important aspects of this method (Cheng, 2007; Morgan, 2010).  The size of the focus group is 

best determined by the research purpose, but 5 - 12 people are generally acceptable (Morgan, 

1996).  Two different focus groups were conducted: one with district leaders and one with 

building leaders.  Each group had between 5 and 12 members.  These numbers provided a rich 

and varied conversation that included all participants while allowing for in-depth data collection 

and analysis of the group.  

Members of the district’s secondary curriculum leadership team, who designed and 

delivered the monthly SBG professional development and other types of small group training, 

formed a focus group to determine the intended effects of the professional development.  These 

leaders were prominent in the district and not difficult to identify.  With the cooperation of the 

Director of Secondary Teaching and Learning, who led the group, the participants were invited 

by email.  The focus group took place in February between the morning and afternoon sessions 

of one of the monthly district PD sessions.  Participants had the option to choose their 

pseudonym.  The focus group session was audiotaped and transcribed.  Since an important aspect 
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of this research was how district change agents supported teachers through small group training, 

having a clear understanding of the intention, execution and modification of the various types of 

small group training was critical to an accurate description of the case. 

District leaders were asked to discuss their PD goals, success measures, modifications 

they made and realizations they had during the first semester of implementation. These leaders 

were integral to the development of the SBG grade books— developing and defining the 

standards’ scales and topics, utilized for each course.  They were also deeply involved in steering 

the ongoing deployment of high school SBG practices in subsequent years.  

In concert with the district leadership focus group, artifacts from the monthly SBG 

professional development sessions were also examined.  Merriam (2002) noted that collecting 

multiple forms of data allowed the researcher to check what is said in the interview against “what 

you observe in a field visit or what you read or see in documents or artifacts relevant to the 

investigation” (p.25).   

Power point presentations and handouts from the PD sessions were available from a 

district website dedicated to SBG practices.  As a participant in the PD sessions, I also took notes 

and audio recordings of the presentations.  The grouping strategies, topics of the training group 

instruction, and the sequencing of those topics over the course of the year were triangulated with 

the leaders’ and teachers’ descriptions of emerging teacher needs.  Collecting this type of data 

permitted greater insight into the provided support to teachers as they underwent the transition in 

grading practices.  

Members of the building’s leadership team, who evaluated teacher performance and 

monitored student achievement, formed a second focus group to determine the unintended 

effects of the district’s effort to implement SBG policy.  These leaders were prominent in the 
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school and easy to identify.  The participants were invited by email.  The focus group took place 

in June 2015 after second semester grades are posted and State Assessment test results were 

reported.  School leaders were asked to discuss their perceptions of teacher implementation of 

SBG practices, additional support they provided to those implementing SBG, and their 

impressions of the consequences of SBG on student achievement.  The focus group session was 

audiotaped and transcribed.  Since an important aspect of this research is how various levels of 

support impacted teachers, the perception of the building leaders who worked with and evaluated 

the individual teachers as they did this work was valuable.   

Building-Wide Grade Distributions 

The district data warehouse for the school being studied was queried for semester grades 

for every student, in every course and for every teacher of record at the end of both semesters 

during the year before and the first year of SBG implementation.  Data were compiled so that 

only anonymous data was used.  Semester letter grades of A, B, C, D or F were included.  Grades 

of CR (credit), NC (no credit) P (pass), NP (no pass), IN (incomplete), AU (audit), IP (in 

progress) were excluded.  Grades of F/A (failing due to attendance) and F/IE (failing due to 

insufficient evidence) were included with failing grades.   

Comparing grade distributions for the SBG courses both before and after implementation 

illuminated the teachers’ and building leaders’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the 

implementation.  Additionally, comparing grade distributions for courses that retained traditional 

grade books before and after SBG practices were introduced in the school, may suggest how the 

implementation shifted practices within the entire organization at the school; thus, give insights 

to how individual change impacts organizational change.   
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First and second semester grade distribution data from the implementation year, 

academic school year 2014-15, were compared to the prior year, 2013-14.  The data were 

organized by which courses had SBG grade books provided by the district. In the 

implementation year there were 85 teachers of record at the school as compared to 74 teachers of 

record in the prior year.  In the implementation year there were 369 (256 were general education) 

course titles— 20 of them supported by SBG grade books— which resulted in a total of 

approximately 20,263 semester grades or approximately 10,000 semester grades each semester. 

Twenty-four percent of grades in the implementation year were produced from courses with 

SBG grade books.  In the prior year there were 358 (243 general education) course titles—  none 

of them with SBG grade books— resulting in 18,305 grades or approximately 9,000 semester 

grades each semester. These numbers meet the necessary statistical validity requirements based 

on the number of variables to be considered (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

SBG practices change a teacher’s method for assessing student performance and should 

clearly communicate the level of that performance.  Analyzing course grade point averages while 

the school’s teachers transitioned to SBG practices added an essential dimension to the study.  

The teacher was the authority on student achievement as measured by grades in the school.  

Considering the qualitative data on grading practices from teachers and district and building 

leaders, the study hopes to learn if transitioning to SBG affects the quantitative bottom line for 

students— their grades— and, if so, in what ways.  The perceived benefits and limitations of this 

organizational change in grading practice is better explained when the building-wide results of 

the new practice are also considered.  

The school district, in its argument for adopting SBG practices, cited the disconnect 

between eleventh grader’s English and Algebra II grades and their performance on the reading 
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and mathematics sections of the ACT (Grinstead, 2014).  The discrepancy between internal 

assessments— student grades— to external assessments— standardized test performance— had 

been noticed throughout the United States by national researchers, too (Reeves, 2011).    

To determine if grades aligned to external assessments, ninth grade students’ grades in 

Algebra I and English I were compared to their performance on the Reading and Mathematics 

sub-sections of the State Assessment test for the prior and implementation years of SBG. Using 

unique student ID numbers, data were aligned between the grades and the external scores.  Only 

ninth grade students who had both English I grades and State Assessment scores in Reading and 

ninth grade students who had both Algebra I grades and State Assessment scores in Mathematics 

were included.  Most, but not all, ninth grade students take Algebra I and English I.  For the past 

four years, ninety-nine percent or more of ninth grade students enrolled at the school completed 

the State Assessment tests annually (Infinite Campus, 2014).  For each academic year in this 

study, these parameters included an estimated 325 students in English I and 300 students in 

Algebra I.  

Data Analysis 

The criteria for assessing the quality of a mixed methods study depend, in part, on the 

research design and purpose (O’Cathain, 2010).  In this case study, a mixed methods approach 

was necessary for completeness and confirmation of the conclusions.  Textual data from 

interviews and focus groups were placed in context with numerical data from surveys, course 

grade point averages and student scores before and after the mandated change in grading 

practices for the purpose of understanding what circumstances in the environment motivated 

changes in the teachers’ grading behavior even as the teachers’ behavior modified the 

environment in which they existed.  In complex, open, recursive systems, social action is 
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meaningful, not necessarily causal, therefore, human action is motivated not caused (Biesta, 

2010).  So, researchers “need to look for intentions and reasons for action in order to provide an 

answer to the questions why people act as they act” (Biesta, 2010, p. 103).    

Triangulation was, therefore, important to reconcile the knowledge claims put forth from 

the disparate forms of data. The convergence of textual and numerical data described the 

effectiveness of change agent support on change actor implementation.   But each type of data 

required specific analytical techniques.  The textual and numerical data analyzed in this study 

informed, enriched and deepened understanding of the teachers’ experiences as they individually 

implemented organizational change through triangulation.  

Inclusive Quality Framework for Mixed Methods 

O'Cathain (2010) analyzed emerging frameworks for determining the quality of mixed 

methods research.  The impetus for her work was frustration with exclusive research evaluation 

tools.  She gathered the works of the leading scholars on mixed methods research and developed 

a comprehensive framework for evaluating all stages of mixed method research.  "The 20 mixed 

methods-specific items clustered into four domains— design, data quality and analysis, bias, and 

interpretation.  Examples…included whether data transformations were defensible, contradictory 

findings were explained, and convergent findings were not related to shared bias between 

methods" (O'Cathain, 2010, p. 535).  Quality was attributed to both the methodological rigor of 

design and the authenticity of conclusions.  Table 3.2 is the portion of O'Cathain's framework 

relating specifically to interpreting results that will guide the knowledge claim. 
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Table 3.2 

Data Interpretation Portion of the Inclusive Quality Framework 
 
Stage of 
Study 

Domains of 
Quality 

Items within 
Domain Definition of Item Source of Domain and Items 

Interpreting Interpretive 
Rigor 

 
(Conclusions 
are based on 
the findings) 

Interpretive 
transparency 

 
It is clear which findings have 
emerged from which methods 

 

O’Cathain et al. (2008) 

Interpretive 
consistency 

 
Inferences are consistent with 
the findings on which they are 

based. 
 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 

Theoretical 
consistency 

 
Inferences are consistent with 
current knowledge or theory. 

 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 
Delinger & Leech (2007) 

Interpretive 
agreement 

 
Others are likely to reach the 

same conclusions based on the 
findings presented, including 

other researchers and the 
participants. 

 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 
Onwuegbuzie & Johnson (2006) 

Interpretive 
distinctiveness 

 
Conclusions drawn are more 

credible than any other 
considerations 

 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 

Interpretive 
efficacy 

 
Meta-inferences from the whole 

study adequately incorporate 
inferences from the qualitative 

findings and inferences. 
 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 
Onwuegbuzie & Johnson (2006) 

O’Cathain et al. (2008) 

Interpretive bias 
reduction 

 
Explanations are given for 

inconsistencies between findings 
and inferences. 

 

Caracelli & Riggin (1994) 
Creswell & Plano Clark (2007) 
Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 

Interpretive 
correspondence 

 
Inferences correspond to the 

purpose of the study, the overall 
research question, and the 

research questions within this. 
 

Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) 

 
Source: O’Cathain, A. (2010).  Assessing the quality of mixed methods research: Towards a 

comprehensive framework. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Sage handbook of mixed 
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methods in social and behavioral research (2nd ed., pp. 531–555). Los Angeles, CA: Sage 

Publications, Inc.  p. 542-543. 

O'Cathain's recommendations for design quality were also referenced during planning.  

Qualitative and quantitative methods should not be compromised because they are part of a 

mixed methods study (O'Cathain, Murphy, & Nicholl, 2008).  Careful attention was paid to the 

sample size requirements of each method used in designing the study. The qualitative and 

quantitative components of this study were conducted concurrently and independently so that 

there was transparency about the source of the conclusions and rigor in the design for each 

method.  The data from each method were analyzed separately— there was no integration at the 

analysis stage to maintain the validity of the data analysis.  

Theme Analysis 

 Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) defined qualitative analysis as “preparing and 

organizing the data…for analysis, then reducing the data into themes through a process of coding 

and condensing the codes, and finally representing the data in figures, tables, or a discussion.  

Across many books on qualitative research, this is the general process that researchers use” 

(p.148).  Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) add to Creswell’s description of qualitative 

analysis by describing verification of the data and the conclusions drawn as integral to the act of 

analysis.  

Following this pattern, I developed a conceptual framework in preparation of qualitative 

data collection.  Then, using coding processes guided by the OD theoretical framework, I 

generated themes and ways to display the produced data.  As the themes emerged, data from 

other sources were cross checked for corroboration and contradiction.  
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     Conceptual Framework. An initial conceptual framework outlines the researcher’s 

preliminary thinking about the important variables and crucial relationships in the study (Miles et 

al., 2014).  While the framework develops and evolves as the researcher learns more, the initial 

form prioritizes the information collected based on literature and theory on the topic, personal 

experience, and objectives of the study.  Figure 3.4 displays the initial conceptual framework for 

this study.  The initial conceptual framework prioritized the types of questions asked in the first 

set of interviews.  Insights gained after the first round of interviews were compared to the 

literature on organizational development.  Focus group questions and questions for the second 

round of interviews were developed in light of discoveries in the literature. 

 

 
Figure 3.4.  Initial Conceptual Framework for effective implementation of SBG practices  

     Coding.  The OD theoretical framework guided the early coding process searching for terms 

and phrases that implied individual emotional reactions during the change process to determine 

readiness levels, descriptions of small group training, and perceptions of system-wide 

functionality and attainment of organizational goals as a result of the change.  Data condensation 

was part of the analysis. Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) describe this process as 
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“selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and/or transforming the data that appear in the full 

corpus (body) of written-up field notes, interview transcripts, documents and other empirical 

materials” (loc 854).  

     Data Verification and Conclusions. Member checks were one form of verification.  

Participants were able to review and comment on the transcripts of their interviews or focus 

groups.  With the 6-month span between interviews, participants had the opportunity to comment 

on initial interpretations of early inferences.   

Another aspect of data verification was in the act of interpreting the data (Miles et al., 

2014; O’Cathain, 2010).  The interpretive distinctiveness— that is, the relative credibility of the 

conclusions— was continuously considered.  “The competent researcher holds these conclusions 

lightly, maintaining openness and skepticism, but the conclusions are still there, vague at first, 

then increasingly explicit,” (Miles et al., 2014, loc 885). The meaning that emerged from the 

initial analysis was continuously tested for plausibility and confirmability.   

Statistical Analysis 

Teacher self-assessment survey utilized the Teacher Development Tool.  The teacher 

self-assessment survey was analyzed using SPSS software with the identification of means, 

standard deviations and frequencies for each of the thirteen specific skills described in the 

survey.  Table 3.3 lists the skills and their measurement levels.  Some of the skills are only used 

with SBG practices or are not necessarily used in traditional grading practices, so they may have 

a measurement level of zero, “not using the skill”; other skills are necessary competencies with 

both traditional and SBG practices and do not have the option of “not using”.  Full descriptions 

of each level for each skill can be found in Appendix D.  Only descriptive statistics were used to 

analyze this data.  
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Table 3.3 

List of SBG Skills Measurement Levels  

Guiding Practice Skill 

 
Level of self-assessed ability with the SRG 

skill: 

A consistent 4 point 
scale is used 

Skill 1.1: Feedback 0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Skill 1.2: Collaborative 
Scoring 

0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                   
4 = Innovating 

Skill 1.3: Differentiation 0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Skill 1.4: Rigorous task 
design 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 

Grades are based on 
achievement of 

standards 

Skill 2.1: Alignment of 
student performance to 
academic scales 

0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Skill 2.2: Separating 
academic and non-
academic performance 

0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Grades are based on a 
body of evidence 

Skill 3.1 Celebrating 
success 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 

Skill 3.2 Professional 
judgment 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 

Skill 3.3 Homework as 
practice 

0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Achievement is 
organized by standard 

and converted to a 
letter grade 

Skill 4.1: Tracking 
progress 

0 = Not using the skill; 1 = Beginning;        
2 = Developing; 3 = Applying;                     
4 = Innovating 

Skill 4.2: 
Communicating progress 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 

Multiple opportunities 
to demonstrate 

proficiency is provided 

Skill 5.1 Multiple and 
varied Opportunities to 
demonstrate proficiency 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 

Skill 5.2 Redos/ retakes 
and flexible timelines 

1 = Beginning; 2 = Developing;                   
3 = Applying; 4 = Innovating 
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 Student semester grades and annual scores were collected.  Grade distribution and 

grade accuracy data was analyzed separately also using SPSS software with identification of 

means, standard deviations, and frequencies for the independent and dependent variables 

presented in Table 3.4.  After descriptive statistics for all variables were analyzed, independent 

samples t-tests were conducted to determine if there were statistically significant differences in 

course grade point averages based on utilization of district provided SBG grade books.  

Pearson’s correlations between internal and external measures of student achievement were run 

for ninth grade students enrolled in both semesters of Algebra I and English I courses both with 

the traditional grade books of 2013-14 and the SBG grade books of 2014-15.  Internal measures 

of achievement were determined by student grades for both semesters of the course.   External 

measures of achievement were determined by the State Assessment test— Reading and 

Mathematics sub-tests.   

Grade Book Type. Grade books were identified by their course number in Infinite Campus.  

The course numbers were used to designate which grade books were converted to SBG grade 

books for 2014-15.  The list of course numbers that were converted to SBG were consulted to 

code which grades came from traditional grade books and which came from SBG grade books.  

This did not account for those teachers who were voluntarily implementing SBG practices with a 

traditional grade book; however, it may have indicated how change implemented by individuals 

influenced organizational change.     

Grade Book Academic Year.  Most of the semester grades issued each year came from the 

same courses.  Grades from each course were coded by which year they originated.  Grades from 

the same courses the prior year, when SBG practices were not widely utilized, were compared to 
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analyze the how much course grade point averages throughout the school were affected by one-

third of the staff implementing SBG practices.  

Table 3.4 

List of Measurement Variables 
  

 
Variables 

 
Type Measurement 

Grade Book Type IV Recoded to dichotomous variable:  

0 = traditional grade book; 1 = SBG grade book 
Grade Book Academic Year IV Recoded to dichotomous variable: 

0 = 2013-14; 1 = 2014-15 
Number of Grades Assigned DV Continuous scale 

 
Semester Grades DV Grades assigned; Letter grades recoded to 

ordinals variables: 
A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, F = 0 

 
Algebra I Grades IV Grades assigned; Letter grades for both 

semesters recoded and averaged to scale 
variables  

English I Grades IV Grades assigned; Letter grades for both 
semesters recoded and averaged to scale 
variables  
 

Iowa Assessment Reading Scaled 
Score 

DV Continuous Scale  

Iowa Assessment Mathematics 
Scaled Score 

DV Continuous Scale 

 
Number of Grades Assigned.  The total number of grades assigned in SBG and traditional 

grade books were counted and compared for 2014-15.  The number of grades assigned in the 

same courses from the prior year will be similarly counted and compared.   
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Semester Grades.  A count of how many letter grades, A, B, C, D or F, were issued each 

semester for each course will be made.  Those amounts were compiled to generate course grade 

point averages for SBG and traditional grade books in 2014-15.  The same courses from the prior 

year were similarly compared to each other and the implementation year.  

Algebra I and English I grades.  The letter grades of students who were ninth graders enrolled 

in Algebra I both semesters were combined to encode student achievement by grades.  Student 

letter grades were converted to a number where an A = 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1 and, F = 0. Each 

student’s grades for both semesters were averaged to generate a code for their Algebra I grades. 

Grades for ninth grade students enrolled in English I both semesters were similarly re-coded.  

Iowa Assessment Scores in Mathematics and Reading.  Iowa Assessment mathematics scale 

scores were queried from the district data warehouse for only those ninth grade students who had 

a recoded mathematics grade score for Algebra I.  Only students who had both an Iowa 

Assessment score in mathematics and took both semesters of Algebra I as freshmen were 

included.  Iowa Assessment reading scale scores were also collected for ninth grade students 

who had a recoded English I score.  

Triangulation of Data 

Triangulation is a comparison of the results of several data sets which Onweugbuzie and 

Combs (2010) point to as a rationale for using a mixed methodology.  O’Cathain (2010) advises, 

“If the purpose of a study is triangulation, then the qualitative and quantitative methods need to 

be undertaken concurrently and independently” (p. 538).  Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) 

differentiate parallel mixed analysis from the more general concurrent mixed analysis, however. 

In a parallel mixed analysis the separation of the qualitative and quantitative analyses is more 

distinct.  “Although the two sets of analyses are independent, each provides an understanding of 
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the phenomenon under investigation.  These understandings are linked, combined or integrated 

into meta-inferences” (p. 266).   

The qualitative and quantitative aspects of this study were largely analyzed separately 

and concurrently, along parallel lines before they were compared to generate meta-inferences.  

The triangulation modified or strengthened the separate analytic findings when the results of 

each methodology supported, corroborated or contradicted each other. For example, the 

quantitative analyses of course grade point averages were compared to the qualitative data from 

teachers’ interviews to seek out corroboration or contradiction.  The results from the teacher self-

assessment survey were likewise compared to interview, focus group and grade distribution data.  

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

This study is bound by time, location and topic.  Most of the data was drawn during the 

2014-15 academic year with some comparison data drawn from the prior year.  The central 

aspect of the study was focused on the experiences of the teachers at one midwestern urban high 

school with the input of building and district-wide leaders about the organizational change they 

were undergoing.   All of the data were contributing to an understanding of SBG 

implementation.  

There were several limitations to the study.  First, the generalizability of the results is 

limited because the study only considered one school in a district undergoing a very specific 

change in teacher practice.  Including the results of other schools as part of the study would have 

broadened its generalizability.  Another option would have been to do a longitudinal study of 

SBG implementation over the course of four years— the estimated time the district is planning 

for full implementation of SBG in its high schools.    
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Secondly, a convenience sample of student grades is included in the study.  

Approximately one-quarter of ninth grade students had already completed Algebra I before high 

school and were not included in the correlation between grades and achievement.  While the 

remaining sample is large enough to support the study, the two populations were similar but not 

identical.   

Third, when comparing course grade grade point averages, grade books of those teachers 

who were voluntarily using SBG grading practices or philosophies with traditional grade books 

were not separated from those teachers who were using traditional grading practices with 

traditional grade books.  It is difficult to make those determinations with fidelity since teachers 

who were voluntarily implementing SBG practices were varied to the degree with which they 

were implementing.  To compensate for this limitation, grades from the prior year were also 

compared to determine if partial implementation had an effect on courses that retained the use of 

traditional grade books.  

Fourth, the study is correlational.  It does not describe causation.  While relationships 

between variables were examined, causes of the relationships or differences cannot be 

determined.  For example, teachers were not randomly selected to participate in SBG PD— a 

necessary component to determine causal relationships.  One wonders if teachers were more 

likely to grow because they attended PD or were they chosen to attend PD because they were 

most likely to grow.   The key questions sought to describe the supports within the environment 

may have motivated changes in teacher behavior to occur or not occur, not explain why it 

occurred.  Examining teacher growth in practice in subsequent years of implementation could 

give insights into relationships that were not examined in this study.  
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Finally, the survey used to determine teacher skill level with SBG could have been more 

fully developed to include questions gauged to measure teacher beliefs about grading practices 

and attitudes towards the change.  A factor analysis of teacher responses could have then been 

used to determine if certain teacher attitudes or beliefs influenced the speed with which they 

adopted the new grading policy.  

Ethical Considerations 

Maintaining transparency of the research process with the participants and stakeholders is 

the most critical aspect of research ethics (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2005; 

Creswell, 2013; Dearnley, 2005).   Being clear with district and school leaders, gatekeepers, and 

participants about the research can be accomplished through openness and collaboration and 

giving voice to the participants.  “Researchers need to seek permission to conduct research…and 

convey to gatekeepers or individuals in authority how their research will provide the least 

disruption to the activities at the site” (Creswell, 2013, p. 57).   Gaining permission is only one 

aspect of research transparency.    

I carried out a study on organizational change even as I was a member of the 

organization.  Being an ‘insider researcher’ creates a strong positionality.  “Researchers who 

examine their own organisation can offer a unique perspective because of their knowledge of the 

culture, history and people involved” (Dearnley, 2005, p. 20).  However, this positionality 

creates biases.  “[Researchers] may lose track of the need to present multiple perspectives … 

they may actually side with the participants… and only disclose positive results to create a 

Pollyanna portrait of the issues” (Creswell, 2013, p. 60).  Transparency with my own thinking 

had to be an ongoing reflective process in the analysis of the data using the advice of Miles, 

Huberman and Saldana (2014) to hold conclusions lightly and with skepticism. Brinkmann and 
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Kvale (2005) note “being an ethically skilled qualitative researcher involves more than 

respecting the integrity of the the research subjects.  The ethical researcher also needs to take 

into account the cultural context of her research” (p. 162).  They recommend creating thick, 

contextual descriptions that recognize other people as they are, not as the researcher supposes 

them to be.  To achieve this, the researcher must understand and bracket one’s own viewpoint. 

Using a mixed methodology allowed me to bracket my experiences and expectations by seeking 

triangulation within the various data forms.   

Transparency with the participants also began with gaining permission.  Participants in 

the study had an opportunity to read the consent form and discuss the study with the researcher 

in person before agreeing to participate.  Then, teacher participants had access to their interview 

transcript and were asked in the second interview if they had a chance to read it and if there are 

questions, concerns or clarifications.  Participants in the leaders’ focus groups likewise had 

access to their respective focus group transcripts and had the opportunity to make additional 

comments after the focus group.    

Participants had the opportunity to self-select pseudonyms used to protect anonymity.  

However, a list of fifty potential pseudonyms for each gender was offered to participants to 

prevent choices that were dated, inappropriate for an academic thesis, or that could give away 

their confidentiality.  For example, “choosing their daughter’s names could identify participants 

to fellow students and their tutors when the work was published” (Dearnley, 2005, p. 23).   

Securing the data was another ethical consideration. Audio recordings of interviews and 

focus groups were made on an iPad using audio recording software and uploaded to a password 

protected and unshared dropbox account.  Then the recording and original transcripts were 

downloaded and secured on a localized password protected computer.  Proper names and details 
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that could identify participants or the school or school district were altered in transcripts.  All 

identifying details were also similarly obscured in researcher observational notes, survey data, 

and existing data.  Data was held for at least 3 years and destroyed when the data was deemed no 

longer useful.  

Numerical data that involved achievement levels of specific students was compiled so 

that only anonymized data was used.  For course grade point averages, student and teacher 

names were removed and only course numbers remained so that data could be tagged as either 

SBG or traditional.  When comparing internal grades and external assessments, after using 

student ID numbers to link grades to Iowa Assessment scores, all of the specific identifiers were 

removed so that only anonymized data were used.  All numerical data were compiled before 

being analyzed or presented in the study.  The databases were stored electronically on a 

password protected and unshared dropbox account and was never be printed. 

Summary 

This chapter provided the methodological approach for the study.  Sections included a 

rationale for the choice of mixed methodology, the variety and form of data sources and a 

description of how the data was analyzed and integrated.  These sections were derived from the 

review of literature and Organizational Development theories that support the study. Finally 

delimitations that bound the study and limitations of the study were discussed.   
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CHAPTER 4 

SCHOOL AND PARTICIPANT CONTEXT 

The School Setting within the District 

This case study, as defined by Creswell (2014), analyzed how well individual 

practitioners implemented organizational change during the first year based on the levels of 

support provided to them.  Twelve teachers from Kennedy high school in the Metropolis Public 

School District (MPSD) participated in this study during the 2014-2015 school year.  They 

demonstrated varying degrees of enthusiasm for the organizational change and had varying 

levels of support and teaching experience.  As a comparison, data were included from the school 

year prior to implementation of the change, 2013-2014.  This chapter describes the school setting 

as context for the study.  After the broader setting is described, teacher participants working 

within that environment are profiled.  Finally, district and building leaders are profiled with 

important contextual aspects particular to their experience described.  

Kennedy High School is located in one of the wealthier neighborhoods in the midwestern 

city.  Even so, in 2013-2014 just under half of Kennedy High School students were receiving 

free and reduced priced lunch benefits (Iowa Department of Education, 2014)— increasing 

progressively from 36% of seniors to 51% of freshmen receiving the benefit. According to an 

internal district database, called the Early Indicator System Report, there were 8,842 high school 

students enrolled in MPSD in the fall of 2013.  Kennedy, comprising one-fifth of MPSD high 

school students, had higher percentages of white and female students than the rest of the district 

and had fewer students receiving special education services or enrolled in English Second 

Language courses (MSPD, 2013).  Kennedy students in 2013-2014 had higher grade point 

averages (GPA), graduation rates, and were more likely to score proficient or above on state tests 

than MPSD high school students generally (Iowa Department of Education, 2014).  Table 4.1 
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below compares Kennedy to overall MPSD high school student demographics for the 2013-2014 

school year. 

Table 4.1 

Kennedy and MPSD Demographics 
 

 
Demographic 

 
Kennedy High School All MPSD High 

Schools 

White Students 54.4% 47.1% 

Students of Color 45.6% 52.9% 

Female Students 51.4% 47.7% 

Male Students 48.6% 52.6% 

Students receiving special education services 12.1% 16.5% 

Students identified English Language 
Learners 5.8% 9.0% 

Students receiving free and reduced priced 
lunches 45% 74% 

Number of students 1,717 8,842 

Students with less than a 2.0 GPA 18.0% 28.2% 

Students with GPA between 2.0 and 3.1 36.8% 40.4% 

Students with GPA over 3.1 45.1% 31.1% 

4-year Graduation Rate, Class of 2014 88% 80% 

Students scoring proficient on 2014 state tests 78% 69% 
 
District Rationale for Change 

In the spring of 2014, as the district prepared to mandate a SBG policy in most 9th grade 

courses the following fall, MPSD compared 11th grade student semester grades in Algebra II and 

English III— typical 11th grade courses— to 11th grade ACT scores in mathematics and reading.  

The findings were presented as an impetus for change at the first district-wide SBG professional 
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development session for 9th grade teachers in June 2014.  Figures 4.1 and 4.2 below are 

snapshots of the powerpoint slides that were used in the June training session (Grinstead, 2014).   

The presenter encouraged the audience to look past the mean ACT score of students at each 

grading level to the spread in the middle quartiles.  The mean illustrated the correlation that 

existed between grades and scores; but the scatterplots illustrated the effect sizes: 0.46 for 

mathematics and 0.34 for English (Grinstead, 2014).   

 

Figure 4.1 PD presenter’s powerpoint slide of ACT mathematics scores and Algebra II grades.   

 The PD presenter plotted scores and grades of eleventh grade MPSD students who took 

Algebra II in 2013-14 and the ACT in the spring of 2014. First and second semester Algebra II 

grades were averaged for each student where “A” earned 4 points, “B” earned 3 points, “C” 

earned 2 points, “D” earned 1 point, and “F” earned 0 points.  Students ACT scores were then 
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plotted against grade point averages.  The college readiness cut off score was determined by the 

publishers of the ACT exam. 

 

Figure 4.2 PD presenter’s powerpoint slide of ACT reading scores and English III grades.   

The PD presenter plotted the scores and grades of eleventh grade MPSD students who 

took English III in 2013-14 and the ACT in the spring of 2014. First and second semester 

English III grades were averaged for each student where “A” earned 4 points, “B” earned 3 

points, “C” earned 2 points, “D” earned 1 point, and “F” earned 0 points.  Students ACT scores 

were then plotted against grade point averages.  The college readiness cut off score was 

determined by the publishers of the ACT exam.    

MPSD leaders thought SBG, if implemented with fidelity, would create stronger 

correlations between internal assessments (grades) and external assessments (scores).  If grades 
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and scores were more tightly aligned, it was argued, then grades could be used as a better 

communication tool about student progress and achievement. And, more timely and accurate 

achievement data (ongoing grades) would, in turn, help the district implement and monitor 

specific strategies or policies for students who struggle before external assessments were given. 

The change agents also decided that slowly implementing the change to SBG would lead to 

greater fidelity to the new policies.  SBG implementation was only mandated in selected ninth 

grade courses during the 2014-2015 academic school year.  Gradually, each year thereafter, the 

next set of grade level courses would be added until all high school courses had SBG grade 

books with topic standards and performance scales. Figure 4.3 displays the number of Kennedy 

teachers in each department who were provided with at least one SBG grade book in 2014-2015.  

 

Figure 4.3 Number of Kennedy teachers provided with one or more SBG grade books. 
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Twenty common ninth grade courses, representing almost every department, were set up 

with mandated SBG grade books.  Table 4.2 lists the course numbers and titles of the SBG 

courses.  Because teachers of most ninth grade courses typically taught other courses, too, 29% 

of the faculty were provided with at least one SBG grade book even though only 8% of all 

general education courses came with SBG grade books. The twenty SBG courses accounted for 

24% of all grades issued in 2014-2015 because they were the most common ninth grade courses.   

For example, all visual arts teachers taught several sections of the introductory ART101 and 

ART102 courses, mainly to freshmen.  So, all the visual arts teachers had an SBG grade book for 

each section of introductory art they taught, even though they taught several other courses that 

were not SBG supported.  

Table 4.2 

SBG Course Titles 
 

Course Number Course Title Department 
ART101 Introduction to 2D and 3D Art S1 Visual Arts 

ART102 Introduction to 2D and 3D Art 2S Visual Arts 

BUS111 Computer Applications 1 Career and Technical 

FCS107 Nutrition & Food Prep 1 Career and Technical 

LA103 English I S1 English 

LA104 English I S2 English 

MTH111 Algebra I S1 Mathematics 

MTH112 Algebra I S2 Mathematics 

MUS101 Band S1 Performing Arts 

MUS102 Band S2 Performing Arts 

SBG Course Titles (Continued) 
 

Course Number Course Title Department 
SCI205 Conceptual Physics S1 Science 

SCI206 Conceptual Physics S2 Science 
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SCI207 Earth Science S1 Science 

SCI208 Earth Science S2 Science 

SOC111 20th Century World History S1 Social Studies 

SOC112 20th Century World History S2 Social Studies 

TEC501 College Intro Engineering & Design S1 Career and Technical 

TEC502 College Intro Engineering & Design S2 Career and Technical 

WL111 Spanish I S1 World Languages 

WL112 Spanish I S2 World Languages 

 
 The conversion of courses to SBG was intended to follow ninth grade students through 

high school.  Ninth grade courses would be converted to SBG first.  Then every subsequent year 

the next grade level of courses would be converted to SBG.  However, some courses, like 

Nutrition & Food Prep 1, were not exclusive to one grade level.  So, some older students took 

some SBG courses.  Also, some ninth graders took classes that were not on the SBG list.  So, 

some ninth grade students also took classes with traditional grading practices.  Finally, some of 

the intended SBG courses fell through due to technical problems in programming the new SBG 

grade books.  So, while Introduction to Theater Arts was a Performing Arts class that was largely 

populated by ninth grade students, it was dropped from the SBG roster in the introductory year; 

but Band, a multi-grade level Performing Arts class, was converted to SBG.  

Anticipation for SBG at Kennedy 

Over the summer 2014 just before the introduction of the mandated SBG policy, the 

teaching staff at Kennedy grew from 74 teachers of record (teachers who give grades) to 85 

teachers of record because of district-wide increases in student enrollment and a change in the 

staffing formula for Kennedy.   Anticipation of SBG was high among Kennedy teachers during 

2013-2014— the year prior to SBG implementation.  Teacher attitudes about the impending 

change ranged from enthusiasts to doomsayers.  Enthusiasts mimicked the district-provided SBG 
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grade books as well as they could, creating pseudo-SBG grade books if they were not provided 

for all the courses they taught.  Other teachers used the mandated SBG grade books when they 

were provided but used traditional grade books for their other courses (if any).  The majority of 

teachers did not have mandated SBG grade books in 2014-2015 and they maintained their 

traditional grade books. 

Kennedy had a reputation for faculty longevity.  At the end of 2013-2014, however, an 

unusually high number of teachers of record left service at Kennedy— 12 teachers or 16% of the 

faculty. Of those that left Kennedy before SBG implementation, 4 retired, 7 left the district, and 

1 transferred to another MPSD school.  Interestingly, only half of those that left would have been 

mandated to have at least one SBG grade book in the first year of SBG implementation.  It is not 

known the extent to which the imminent SBG policies influenced the teachers to leave the 

profession or the district.  By the start of 2014-2015, 23 additional teachers (27% of the total 

faculty) were newly hired.  Figure 4.4 illustrates the types of grade books that were in use in 

2014-2015.   

All pseudo-SBG grade books were the choice of individual teachers.  Pseudo-SBG grade 

books were determined by examining how the teacher organized their traditional grade books.  

Grade books were classified as pseudo-SBG grade books if the teacher attempted to organize the 

grade book by performance standards as opposed to organized by particular assignments.  Each 

grade book for every teacher of record in 2014-15 was examined to see if the main list of  

“assignments” were items such as “quiz 1” (traditional) or “analyzing theme” (pseudo-SBG).  

Eighteen percent of retained teachers and seventeen percent of new teachers chose to modify 

traditional grade books to reflect SBG practices they were attempting to use in their classrooms.  

Solid-filled bars in figure 4.4 represent teachers using either traditional or SBG grade books 
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without attempting to modify one or more of their grade books to simulate SBG practices.  

Eighty-two percent of new and retained teachers who had the choice to mimic SBG grade books 

within traditional grade book formats, did not do so.   

 
 

Figure 4.4 Types of grade books used in 2014-2015 by teacher service continuity.  

 Retained teachers served at Kennedy in both years of the study.  Leaving teachers served 

at Kennedy in 2013-2014 only.  New teachers served at Kennedy in 2014-2015 only.  Solid-

filled bars indicate teachers using the provided grade books without modification.  Pattern-filled 

bars indicate teachers choosing to alter one or more of their traditional grade books to mimic 

SBG grade books. Since the teachers who left before SBG was implemented did not have grade 

books in year two, figure 4.4 shows what types of grade books they would have had if they had 

continued teaching the same courses as they did in 2013-2014.   
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SBG Readiness Among Kennedy Faculty 

During 2013-14, district change agents created a “Teacher Development Tool” (see 

Appendix D) describing the discrete skills of effective SBG teacher practices.  They detailed six 

guiding SBG practices, each with distinct skills and performance scales.  The Teacher 

Development Tool was designed to help teachers and building leaders identify, measure, and 

support teachers as they changed their practices.  In August 2014, Kennedy teachers were asked 

to rate themselves using the performance scales for the first five SBG guiding practices. Forty-

five teachers completed the self-rating: 25 did not have SBG grade books, 16 had at least one 

SBG grade books, and 4 had SBG grade books for every course they taught.  Those who 

completed the self-rating became the pool for potential participants in this study.  

The six guiding SBG practices were: 1) use a consistent 4-point grading scale, 2) grades 

are based on academic standards, 3) grades are based on a body of student-generated evidence, 

4) achievement will be organized and reported by standard, 5) students will have multiple 

opportunities to demonstrate proficiency, and 6) accommodations and modifications to standards 

will be provided for exceptional learners.  For each guiding practice there were 2 - 4 specific 

skills.  Each of these skills came with performance scales to delineate levels of skill mastery.  

Figure 4.5 summarizes the teachers’ self-evaluation on each of the SBG skills. A rating of 0 

means the skill is not used.  Beginning to use the skill is 1, mastering some foundational part of 

the skill is 2, proficiency with the skill is 3, and innovative or advanced use of the skill is rated 4.  

See Appendix D for specific descriptors of each level of proficiency for each skill.  
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Figure 4.5 Teacher self-assessment of SBG skills, August 2014.   

 For each of the 13 discrete teacher skills needed for effective implementation of SBG 

there were performance scales describing specific levels of capability.  A rating of 0 meant the 

teacher did not use the skill.  For example, if the teacher did not assign homework, they would 

select 0 for skill 3.3.  A rating of 3 was considered proficient in the skill.  On August 25, 2014, 

just before school started, Kennedy teachers were asked to select the description that best fit their 

practice for each skill.   

The Kennedy faculty felt very confident of their ability with some SBG skills.  Perhaps 

the building PD provided in 2013-2014 addressed these skills most directly.  The members of the 
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faculty had very low confidence with other SBG skills or were widely confused about what the 

performance scales were describing.  Some of the skills— especially those requiring use of the 

new SBG grade books— were best learned during the implementation process.  Table 4.3 

categorizes the SBG skills into these groups. 

Table 4.3 

SBG Skill Groups 
 

 
Staff feels confident in this skill 

 

Best to learn this skill during 
implementation 

Staff does not feel confident 
in this skill 

1.1 Feedback 2.1 Alignment of Performance 
and Scales 1.2 Collaborative Scoring 

2.2 Separating Academic from    
Non-Academic 3.1 Celebrating Growth 1.3 Differentiation 

5.1 Multiple and Varied 
Opportunities to Demonstrate 

Proficiency 
3.2 Professional Judgment 1.4 Rigorous Task Design 

5.2 Redos, Retakes, and Flexible 
Timelines 4.1Tracking Progress 

3.3 Homework Utilization  

(Much of confusion in the 
staff responses and not a 

unified stance on the use of 
homework) 

 4.2 Communicating Progress  
  
 Comparing figure 4.5 and table 4.3, some classifications are obvious.  For example, the 

high rating in providing feedback (skill 1.1) clearly shows staff confidence in the skill.  

However, some data must be disaggregated further to understand the classification.  For 

example, skills 2.2 and 3.2 look nearly the same in figure 4.5, but they were classified differently 

in table 4.3.  Figures 4.6 and 4.7 reveal the difference in their classification.    
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Figure 4.6.  Teacher self-evaluation of SBG skill 2.2 by type of grade book.  

 Teachers were grouped by the type of grade books the district provided them in 2014-15.  

A rating of 3 was considered proficient in this skill. Teachers were uniformly consistent in their 

confidence that they could separate academic and non-academic performance.  
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Figure 4.7.  Teacher self-evaluation of SBG skill 3.2 by type of grade book.   

 Teachers were grouped by the type of grade books the district provided them in 2014-15.  

A rating of 3 was considered proficient in this skill. Teachers who had all or some SBG grade 

books were less confident and less uniform in their assessment of their skill using professional 

judgement to classify a student’s progress. 

Nearly unanimously, teachers in every group were confident of their ability to separate 

academic and non-academic behaviors (skill 2.2).  However, teacher confidence in using 

professional judgment (skill 3.2) dropped among those that were contemplating the immediate 

and full meaning of this skill in SBG.  Those who would not be implementing SBG had uniform 
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confidence in their ability to proficiently use professional judgment.  But those that attended the 

summer SBG institute and were actively setting up SBG grade books to use with students a few 

days later, had a much more varied evaluation of their ability to use professional judgment.  

Likewise, skills 3.3 and 4.1 appear similar until disaggregated by the type of grade books 

the district provided the teachers. Figure 4.8 and 4.9 show the variation of teacher confidence in 

these skills.  

 

Figure 4.8 Teacher self-evaluation of SBG skill 3.3 by type of grade book.   
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 Teachers were grouped by the type of grade books the district provided them in 2014-15.  

A rating of 3 was considered proficient in this skill. Teachers who had all SBG grade books were 

less likely to give homework or felt less confident using homework as practice. 

Not giving points for homework was a big paradigm shift for teachers.  But teacher 

stance on giving homework was varied, too.  There was an even bell curve of teacher responses 

to homework as practice (skill 3.3) for those that had some, or all, traditional grade books.  

However, those teachers who only had SBG grade books were looking at homework in a new 

way and were less confident about this skill.  

 

Figure 4.9 Teacher self-evaluation of SBG skill 4.1 by type of grade book.   



  89 

 Teachers were grouped by the type of grade books the district provided them in 2014-15.  

A rating of 3 was considered proficient in this skill. Teachers who had all SBG grade books were 

more confident in tracking individual student progress with curriculum standards.  

Tracking progress is the skill of recording individual student progress on each of the 

course standards.  Those who had begun to work with SBG grade books, which were designed to 

support this skill, were much more confident of their ability with the skill.  Those that were 

setting up both SBG and traditional grade books were less confident and those with only 

traditional grade books were the least confident.  

The Participant Profiles 

Demographic information about the participants relevant to this study are listed in table 

4.4.  It includes the participants’ years of teaching experience and the number of years at 

Kennedy.  The participants ranged from 1- 32 years of teaching experience.  They had a mean of 

12 years teaching experience, with seven of them having 12 years or less and five with 12 years 

or more.  Four of the participants gained all of their teaching experience at Kennedy.  Only one 

participant had gained less than a quarter of her total teaching experience at Kennedy.  For this 

group, 65% of their teaching experience was gained at Kennedy on average.  

Demographic data for three participants was difficult to classify. There were two 

participants that taught classes from more than one department.  Andrea Cain taught English III 

and Introduction to Theater Arts.  In anticipation of SBG, she set up her English III grade books 

to mimic SBG, and, in the end, she also set up her Theater grade books to mimic SBG when the 

SBG grade book for that course did not materialize as expected. Ashley Malley taught ELL at a 

middle school and Introduction to Theater Arts and debate at Kennedy.  Her ELL courses, like 

the theater course, was supposed to be supported with SBG grade books but were not converted 
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to SBG until second semester.  Another anomaly was Toni McFadden.  The 2014-2015 school 

year was her sixth non-consecutive year at Kennedy.  She was teaching at another school during 

2013-2014. 

Table 4.4 

Interview Participants Demographics 
 

 
Teacher Name 

 
SBG Department 

Years of 
Teaching 

Experience 

Years of 
Building 

Experience 

Continuity of 
Service 

Andrea Cain Performing Arts 5 5 Served both years 

Katie Harris English 9 8 Served both years 

Ashley Malley ELL 1 1 Served in year 2 

Olivia McCallum Special Education 28 7 Served both years 

Toni McFadden Visual Arts 12 6 Served in year 2 

Yolanda Melville English 10 8 Served both years 

Mark Nunn Physical Education 32 17 Served both years 

Ron Reagan Social Studies 19 5 Served both years 

Harold Seymour Science 8 8 Served both years 

April Snow World Language 3 1 Served in year 2 

Simeon Starks Mathematics 8 8 Served both years 

Ericka Warden Career and Technical 15 3 Served both years 

  
 Support for SBG implementation came in many forms during 2014-2015.  Having the 

SBG grade book was a critical form of support.  Without it, teachers largely opted to use 

traditional grading practices.  The participants’ choices whether to alter traditional grade books is 

listed in table 4.5. Their choices do not mirror the choices made by the staff at large because 

there was a bias in participant selection towards teachers experiencing SBG or attempting to 
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implement SBG on some level.   In the August 2014 self-assessment, teachers were asked if they 

intended to use SBG practices in classes with traditional grade books.   If the teacher selected 

yes, but their grade books revealed that they were recording points for individual assignments 

instead of standards, they were listed as mimicking SBG Philosophies. 

Table 4.5 

Participant Grade Book Choice 
 

 
Teacher Name 

 

Type of Grade Books Utilized 
2014-2015 SBG mimicking 

Andrea Cain All Pseudo SBG Mimic SBG Grade Book 

Katie Harris All Pseudo SBG Mimic SBG Grade Book 

Ashley Malley SBG + Traditional None 

Olivia McCallum Traditional + Pseudo SBG Mimic SBG Grade Book 

Toni McFadden SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies 

Yolanda Melville All SBG * 

Mark Nunn All Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies 

Ron Reagan SBG + Traditional None 

Harold Seymour SBG + Traditional None 

April Snow SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies 

Simeon Starks SBG + Traditional Mimics SBG Philosophies 

Ericka Warden SBG + Traditional Mimic SBG Philosophies 
 

MPSD invested in professional development for the teachers implementing SBG.  At 

least one teacher of each identified SBG course from each school was given half day training 

every month for 9 months.  In core subjects, schools were allowed to send two teachers.  Not 

every teacher who taught an SBG course was able to attend the training because of budget 
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constraints and the availability of substitute teachers.  The district also offered a two-day summer 

institute in June and repeated in August for any high school teacher.  Those who were teaching 

SBG courses were paid to attend.  But those who were not teaching any SBG courses could 

voluntarily attend.   

Another type of support was inviting teachers to be members of a ‘Curricular Lead 

Team’.  For each course converted to SBG, teams of teachers representing each high school in 

the district were brought together for two-day workshops with the Curriculum Supervisor to 

write the topic standards and scales that formulated the SGB grade book for the course during the 

year before implementation.  Two of the study participants were members of Curricular Lead 

Teams— one during 2013-2014 for a course implemented in 2014-15, and one in 2014-2015 for 

a course to be implemented after the conclusion of this study.   

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) were another source of support.  There were 

two types of PLCs: Building and District.  The classification of Building PLCs was determined 

by the descriptions provided by the participants.  Building PLCs varied in the frequency of 

meetings and scheduled meeting time in the master schedule.  A building PLC team that met 

regularly at a scheduled time during the school day to discuss implementation of SBG, common 

lesson planning and assessments, and student performance were classified as Formal PLCs.  

Informal PLCS were those that met on their own time outside of school hours and met whenever 

convenient for the members.  Those that had embedded common time but used it infrequently or 

not at all were classified as Inconsistent PLCs. Those participants that never or rarely met in 

PLCs and had no scheduled time to meet were classified as having Rare PLCs.   

District PLCs brought teachers of like subjects together once a month for curricular 

discussions.   Some of the participants attended district PLCs for a traditional course instead of 
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their SBG course.  For example, Toni McFadden taught both SBG and traditional courses.  

Because she was attending the monthly SBG PD sessions for her SBG course, she decided to 

attend the district PLC for her traditional Advanced Placement (AP) courses to maintain her 

participation in district collaboration with those curricula.  McFadden was classified as attending 

a non-SBG district PLC.  Some teachers were classified as having no District PLC support.  All 

teachers had district PLCs; however, some participants felt the district PLC was dysfunctional, 

unsupportive or unrelated to curricular concerns.  For example, Ashley Malley characterized her 

district PLC meetings as plagued by infighting and turf wars between teachers with competing 

agendas.  

Finally, MPSD supplied teachers with a wide variety of materials to support SBG 

implementation.  All of which were posted on the district website, a newly developed grading 

website, curriculum websites, and Share Point (digital warehouse for shared documents).  

However, none of the participants were aware of or utilized any of the materials on the websites 

unless the material had been printed off and handed to them in a meeting.  There was a strong 

preference to make 3-ring binders of printed materials if they were retained and referenced at all.  

Ashley Malley was classified as having some district material support because she asked for and 

received a book titled, “Unpacking the Standards”.  But she was unaware of all other district 

materials, including the grading policy handbook, curricular materials and standards and 

common formative assessments provided by the district. The level of support for the participants 

is summarized in table 4.6. 

A rating system was developed to determine the level of support that each participant 

experienced. Primary supports cited by change agents were weighted within the rating system.  

Teaching with a district provided and mandated SBG grade book was assigned 0 - 4 points: 0 if 
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none were provided, 2 if at least one SBG grade book was provided at the start of second 

Table 4.6 

Participants SBG Support 
 

 
Teacher 
Name 

 

Grade 
Books 
Type 

Monthly 
SBG PD 

Summer 
SBG PD 

Curricular 
Lead 
Team 

Building 
PLC 

District 
PLC 

District 
Materials 

Cain Traditional Yes No No Inconsistent Non SBG Some 

Harris Traditional No No No Informal SBG Some 

Malley Some SBG  No No No Rare None Some 

McCallum Traditional No No No Informal SBG Some 

McFadden Some SBG Yes Yes No Rare Non SBG Some 

Melville All SBG Yes Yes No Formal SBG Some 

Nunn Traditional No No No Formal SBG None 

Reagan Some SBG Yes No Yes Informal Non SBG Some 

Seymour Some SBG Yes Yes Yes Inconsistent SBG Some 

Snow Some SBG Yes No No Informal SBG Some 

Starks Some SBG Yes Yes No Formal Non SBG Some 

Warden Some SBG Yes Yes Yes Informal None Some 
 

semester, and 4 if at least one SBG grade book was provided all year.  Attending the monthly 

half-day SBG PD was assigned 0 if the teacher was not released to attend or 3 if they were.  

Attending the optional two-day summer institute was assigned either 0 if it was not attended or 1 

if it was attended. Being a member of a Curricular Lead Team gained another point of support.  

Change agents expected teachers to work collaboratively in building PLCs during 

implementation.  The participants’ building PLCs were assigned 0 to 3 points— rare to formal.  

The participants’ District PLC curricula experiences were assigned 0 - 2 points— none 
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(unrelated to curricula), non-SBG, and SBG centered.  The participants’ awareness and use of 

district provided materials to support SBG was assigned 0 - 2 points— 0 for no awareness or use 

of district materials, 1 for some awareness of printed district materials, and 2 if the participant 

was aware of or utilized the district provided websites. The sum of all support points for each 

participant resulted in their Support Score.  The maximum score a participant could have was 16 

points.  The range of participant Support Scores was 3 - 14 points. Table 4.6 displays each 

participant’s Support Score.  

Table 4.6 

Participants Support Score 
 

 
Teacher 
Name 

 

SBG 
Grade 
Book  

 
Monthly 
SBG PD 

 

Summer 
SBG PD  

Curricular 
Lead 
Team  

Building 
PLC  

District 
PLC  

District 
Materials 

Total 
Support 
Score 

Cain 0 3 0 0 1 1 1 6 

Harris 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 4 

Malley 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 

McCallum 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 5 

McFadden 4 3 1 0 0 1 1 10 

Melville 4 3 1 0 3 2 1 14 

Nunn 0 0 0 0 3 2 0 5 

Reagan 4 3 0 1 2 1 1 12 

Seymour 4 3 1 1 1 2 1 13 

Snow 4 3 0 0 2 2 1 12 

Starks 4 3 1 0 3 1 1 13 

Warden 4 3 1 1 2 0 1 12 
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There was an interactional dynamic between the participants and the support they 

received.  Some types of support were based on demographics and subjects taught.  Having a 

district provided SBG grade book was less common with more experienced teachers.  The most 

experienced teachers on staff typically had older students and therefore, traditional grade books. 

Among the participants, the two longest serving teachers also had only traditional grade books.  

The participant newest to the profession had the least amount of support for SBG— she was the 

only participant with an SBG grade book that did not attend the monthly SBG PD sessions, for 

example.    

The participants had some influence over other aspects of their support during 

implementation.  None of the participants who were provided only traditional grade books 

attended the summer institute voluntarily.  English, mathematics, and physical education teachers 

had embedded time provided during the school day (common planning time in the master 

schedule) for building PLCs.  Science, social studies and all other electives had to find time, if 

they met at all, outside of the normal schools hours. But some teachers with provided time used 

it and others did not. And some of those who were not provided time, found time to meet with 

their PLCs anyway and others in a similar situation did not. Many of the participants also had a 

choice about which district PLC they would attend.  The choices and attitudes of teachers made 

them more than mere recipients of change.  They were change actors that influenced the 

organization’s change efforts through their day-to-day decisions during implementation. Figure 

4.10 illustrates that the participants varied widely in their decisions to embrace SBG practices in 

their traditional courses at all levels of support. 
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Figure 4.10.  Participant SBG support levels vs. choice of alterations to traditional grade books.   

 Teacher participants were grouped by their calculated support score and further divided 

by their descriptions of inclusion of SBG practices in courses provided with traditional grade 

books.   

While the teachers have been divided into three levels of support, there are some 

characteristics that do not align with these groups.  For example, there is no relationship between 

the number of years of experience and levels of support.  The teachers who received little 

support during the transition to SBG included a first year teacher and a 32-year veteran.  

Teachers with the highest support all had 8 - 10 years of teaching experience but so did teachers 

in the low and moderate support groups. It is also interesting to note that years of experience at 

the school were not aligned with levels of support.  The average number of years of service at 

Kennedy was 8.25 years for the lowest support group, 8 years among teachers in the highest 

support group, and 4 years among teachers in the moderately supported group.  Compensation to 

teachers, like in most school districts, was based on both years of experience and levels of 

education.  All teachers at Kennedy were paid an average of $56,494.20 for the 2014-2015 

school year (MPSD, 2014).  Teachers with little support were paid an average of $54,805.25. 

Teachers with moderate support were paid an average $55,880.00.  Teachers with the most 
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support were paid an average $52,664.32.   Initial attitudes towards the change also were not 

aligned with support levels. For example, teachers from every level of support were guarded to 

skeptical of the change effort at the outset including Nunn and McCallum (little support), Reagan 

and McFadden (moderate support), and all three teachers with high support, Seymour, Starks and 

Melville. 

Change Actors: The Teachers 

Twelve teachers on staff at Kennedy High School in 2014-2015 were selected to 

participate after completing the self-evaluation of SBG skills.  There was a preference for 

teachers who were seeking to implement SBG with varying degrees of support— with special 

attention paid to how the teachers intended to modify traditional grade books if they had them.  

Teachers who had been outspoken supporters or detractors of SBG at district-wide meetings 

were avoided so that the voice of the often quiet majority could be discerned.  The teachers are 

profiled here in order of increasing support.  

Ashley Malley was a first year teacher when SBG was first introduced at Kennedy.  

She taught English Language Learners half time at a nearby middle school and taught 

Introduction to Theater and Debate half time at Kennedy.   In August 2014 she approached her 

new position with enthusiasm and confidence.  She expected that she would be provided with 

SBG grade books for all of her classes at the middle school and half of her classes at the high 

school.  She indicated that she would be using SBG practices in her courses that had traditional 

grade books. Her mean score on her self-evaluation of SBG skills was a 3.15 on a scale of 0 - 4, 

where 3 was proficient.   

Ms. Malley had the least amount of support of all the teacher participants in the study 

with a support score of 3 out of 16.  She was a traveling teacher between buildings and within 
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buildings and was given a cubical with false walls as her home base.  Her middle school grade 

books were not converted to SBG until January and her promised high school SBG grade books 

never materialized.  She did not get the support of PD or PLCs because her position at the high 

school was created in August after all the allocated supports were assigned to other teachers.  

She was unaware of the supporting materials the district provided both in print and on the 

websites.  She sought out support by requesting and receiving a book called “Unwrapping the 

Standards” to help her learn about curriculum standards, generally.  By the end of the year her 

mean score on her self-evaluation was a 2.23.  Although she reported that she used SBG 

practices with traditional grade books, her Kennedy grade books were set up traditionally; 

however, she rated student performance on each assignment on a 4-points scale.  She wrote in 

her end of year self-evaluation that her use of the 4-point scale will “be better once my classes 

have set standards to base assignments from— even if I have to create those standards myself!” 

Katie Harris had 8 of her 9 years of teaching experience at Kennedy.  She taught 

English IV and co-taught some sections with McCallum.  She previously taught English III and 

had spent two years, prior to the introduction of SBG grade books in ninth grade courses, to 

developing pseudo SBG grade books for English III with her building PLC that included Andrea 

Cain and McCallum.  She was anxious for SBG to formally reach the junior and senior level 

classes she taught. “I think the fact that we’ve been using 100 - 200 different grading practices in 

a single district is ridiculous, and if anything that completely takes away from any legitimate 

thing that we’re trying to do with students.  I think if we really want to give out hard data, 

legitimate data, we have to use data that anybody can explain, and if I have a different grading 

practice from the person who’s teaching English 12 with me, then where’s the legitimacy of what 

we’re doing?”   In 2014-2015, her building PLC with McCallum had embedded time in the 
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master schedule and met informally.  At her district PLC meetings she reported that SBG was a 

common topic of discussion and that many English IV teachers across the district were 

experimenting with SBG practices to varying degrees.  Her mean score on the self-evaluation of 

SBG skills was a 2.46.  She felt most proficient in aligning student grades to standards, providing 

multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency and using a body of evidence to determine 

student achievement. She was dogged in digging for district provided materials and expressed 

frustration and empathy about why more materials were not available for her courses. Her 

support score was 4 out of 16.  

Olivia McCallum was a 28-year teaching veteran with 7 years of experience at 

Kennedy High School.  She taught special education and co-taught English III and IV with 

other participants for several years.  In her co-taught English IV classes she mimicked SBG 

grade books by organizing it by standards because, “Well, it wasn't my decision. It was my co-

teaching team's decision and I went along with that.  Not that it would have changed anything if I 

hadn't but because we knew what was coming and we wanted to work out the kinks while we 

still had some freedom to play around with grades…it makes the most sense to me to organize it 

according to standard.”  She had embedded time for her building PLC and the team met 

informally.  Through her relationships with the teachers who attended monthly district PD, she 

had print copies of district materials that supported SBG implementation.  Her mean score on the 

self-evaluation of SBG skills in August 2014 was a 2.08. The main areas of growth she identified 

were mostly related to using the SBG grade book.  She felt competent at skills related to 

communicating and tracking progress as well as creating multiple opportunities for mastery and 

redos and retakes.  Her support score was 5 out of 16.  
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Mark Nunn had 32 years of teaching experience and 17 years of experience at 

Kennedy High School.  He was a Physical Education teacher and an athletic coach. He was a 

member of a highly collaborative 4-person building PLC with embedded planning time that, he 

reports, used the time to prepare for SBG implementation in subsequent years.  He indicated in 

August 2014 that he would be implementing SBG practices with his traditional grade books.  

While he was able to discuss at length the SBG philosophy utilized in evaluating student 

progress, his grade books were set up traditionally.  “Well, for most of us, it’s all in 

measurement.  And we use, unfortunately, we use the fitness testing a lot.  I had a girl last 

semester who would like to have hung me.  I had students do clap-hand push-ups.  This young 

lady had arms like your pen.  Very small girl.  Pretty nice kid.  She says, ‘I’ll never be able to do 

a clap-hand push-up’.  And I said, ‘you know what?  You’re absolutely right.  If you have that 

attitude, you never will be able to do a clap-hand push-up.’  And she just looked at me like I was 

crazy.  Which I am.  And I told her, I said, ‘you know what?  You can start off on your knees.  

Slowly move your legs back.  Then cross your legs’… by the end of the semester, how many 

clap-hand push-ups do you think she did?… eight!”  His mean score on his self-assessment in 

August was a 3.0 with his biggest areas for growth in the skills of differentiation, rigorous task 

design, homework as practice, and providing redo and retakes. His support score was 5 out of 16.  

Andrea Cain gained all her teaching experience during her five years at Kennedy.  

She taught English III and Introduction to Theater.  She had embedded time in the master 

schedule for collaboration with other English III teachers but was frustrated with the other 

teachers’ lack of desire to meet.  They met informally.  She did not have common plan time with 

McCallum with whom she co-taught some of her English III classes.  Having a student teacher 

during the first semester slaked some of her thirst for collaboration partners. But she missed the 
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previous years of common planning with her teaching partners, McCallum and Harris. Her 

district PLC for English III did not discuss SBG practices.  She attended the monthly SBG PD 

sessions, even though she did not have an SBG grade book, in anticipation that the theater SBG 

grade books would be available shortly after the start of the school year.  In October, she was 

told that her anticipated grade books would not be available until the following year.  She 

modified both her theater and English III grade books to mimic SBG grade books.  “I like SBG 

as the concept.  I was kind of one of the first people in the building to get on board with the 

theology behind it, and I really like the concepts and the way it allows you to communicate with 

the students.  The grade book part is scary, and I think that it’s the technology piece that is 

overwhelming to a lot of teachers.  So the first two or three monthly meetings where we still 

thought we had a grade book but I wasn’t allowed to put anything into it were awkward and 

frustrating.  And they didn’t decide to pull the grade books until right before conferences [in 

October].”  Her classroom was bedecked with SBG artifacts and explanations including scale 

descriptions and the current standards on which the students were working.   Her mean score on 

her self-evaluation of SBG skills was a 3.08.  The least proficient skill she identified was using 

homework as practice.  We conducted her second interview in mid-May instead of June because 

of a planned medical leave.  Cain’s support score was a 6 out of 16. 

Toni McFadden returned to Kennedy at the start of 2014-2015 for her 6th year at 

the school and 12th year in teaching. She taught the SBG course, Introduction to 2D and 3D 

Art, and AP courses. She mimicked SBG philosophies in her AP courses but kept traditional 

grade books “because of all of the struggles that I’ve had with grade books on my own trying 

to implement it, I haven’t even tried to go there mentally…So I haven’t put any time into, 

how do I manipulate numbers to fit into SBG mode?  I’m just riding it out.”  She attended the 
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monthly SBG PD sessions and the summer institute.  Her building PLCs did not have embedded 

time in the school day and rarely met.  She did not attend the district PLC for Art during the first 

semester, choosing instead to attend the AP PLC, which discussed SBG in relation to writing 

standards. Her mean score on the self-evaluation of SBG skills was a 3.54 with an interest in 

developing her ability to differentiate. Her support score was 10 out of 16.  

Ron Reagan spent the last 5 years of his 19 years of teaching experience at Kennedy.  

He had taught the 9th grade social studies course, 20th Century World History, exclusively for 

several years.  He had a strong teaching partnership with another 20th Century World History 

teacher.  Their partnership continued into the SBG year, even when they no longer had building 

PLC time embedded in the master schedule.  They met regularly on their own time to collaborate 

on their common curriculum.  When SBG was first implemented at Kennedy, Reagan also began 

teaching AP courses.  He kept traditional grade books in his AP courses and did not try to mimic 

SBG philosophies or record keeping.  He groused quietly about the mandated SBG change, 

which, he felt was unnecessarily complex. “That's where I can get frustrated.  Where we had a 

great day but it's nothing I can put in the grade book because it didn't quite meet [any of the 

standards]…the guidelines are so structured that sometimes you can have a great learning day 

that I could have scored something but, you know what I mean?  It doesn't fit.”  Known for his 

deliberate, inclusive, and joyful teaching style, Reagan tended to naturally embody many of the 

tenets of SBG so he liked the new SBG grade book.  “That's a real positive change when you talk 

about grade books because they've embedded all the grading materials that we would need as 

teachers into Infinite Campus…So, the fact that the SBG is provided and it's all very well laid 

out in terms of our topic clusters and so forth, that's been real helpful.”  His mean score on the 

self-evaluation of SBG skill was a 2.0, however.  He rated himself as proficient in 
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differentiation, separating academic from non-academic, and professional judgment. He attended 

the monthly SBG PD but not the summer institute.  During District PLC time, he chose to attend 

sessions on DBQ (document based questioning) instead of SBG support.  He served on the 

Curricular Lead Team for 20th Century World History the year before SBG implementation.  His 

overall support score was 12 out of 16.  

April Snow started her 3rd year of teaching and her 1st year at Kennedy when SBG 

rolled out. She taught Spanish I, II and III.  She mimicked SBG philosophies in her courses with 

traditional grade books while maintaining traditional record keeping.  Even though it was her 

first year in MPSD, she was hired early enough in the spring of 2014 to reserve her seat in the 

monthly SBG PD but she had not moved to town in time for the summer institute.  Because of 

unexpected demand for Spanish at Kennedy in 2014-15,  Snow taught 7 of 8 blocks and had one 

planning period every other day unlike most other departments where 6 of 8 teaching blocks 

were common.  As a result she did not have common plan time with any other World Language 

teachers.  However, there was a particularly strong World Language department chair that year 

who created opportunities and impetus for collaboration among the Spanish teachers outside of 

regular school hours. “We do not have our data team, because we had an influx of freshmen. We 

had a much bigger freshman class than we had anticipated. So instead of teaching six out of 

eight, we teach seven out of eight. So we don’t have that time. And since I have around 220 

students, I just kind of told them I just don’t have time to.  And we get together every once in a 

while and discuss questions. Jennifer Garcia, you know... she's been a godsend.”  Snow attended 

the Spanish I district PLC where SBG was regularly discussed. Her mean score on the self-

evaluation of SBG skills was 0.94.  The only skill she rated herself proficient in was providing 
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students with multiple and varied opportunities to demonstrate proficiency. Her overall support 

score was 12 out of 16.  

Erika Warden had 20% of her entire teaching experience— 3 out of 15 years— at 

Kennedy.  She taught Nutrition and Food Prep 1 as well as several other courses in the Family 

and Consumer Science department.  She mimicked SBG philosophies in her courses with 

traditional grade books but maintained traditional record keeping.   “Originally, because I knew 

we’re going to have to [go to SBG] and so if I need to make a rubric and I know I’m going to 

have to eventually make it SBG I’m just going to go ahead and do it now and I’m just 

comfortable with it now and I think it’s very specific and I kind of like that.  It’s much more 

specific than what we were doing before.”  She attended the monthly SBG PD sessions and the 

summer institute.  She was a member of the Curricular Lead Team for a 10th grade course that 

was converting to SBG the following year.  Her building PLC did not have embedded time in the 

master schedule.  But Warden and her teaching partner scratched out time to collaborate 

whenever they could.  She attended district PLC meetings that never broached the subject of 

SBG. Her mean score on her self-evaluation of SBG skills in August was 1.85.  She rated herself 

proficient in alignment of student performance to scales, professional judgment, and separating 

academic and non-academic performance.  All the rest she rated as developing, beginning, or not 

using. At the end of the year, her mean score was 2.0 with marked jumps in giving feedback 

(from 1 to 4) and collaborative scoring (1 to 3).  She also rated herself near proficient in rigorous 

task design— an area she wanted to continue developing— and celebrating progress 

(communicating where students were relative to the performance scale). Her overall support 

score was 12 out of 16.  
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Harold Seymour had all 8 years of his teaching experience at Kennedy.  He taught 

Conceptual Physics and other science courses including AP level.  He did not implement any 

SBG practices or philosophies in his AP courses because “I just think that would make twice the 

amount of work for something later on that’s probably going to change.  So at this time I’m just a 

little more comfortable the way that [course was] assessed previously.”  He attended the monthly 

SBG PD sessions and the summer institute.  He was on the Curricular Lead Team for Conceptual 

Physics the year before SBG implementation.  His building PLC did not have embedded time in 

the master schedule to meet; however, his group would meet regularly during early dismissal 

days whenever the building leadership would allow it.  His District PLC did not discuss SBG 

since he attended for another course instead of his SBG course. In August, his mean score on his 

self-evaluation of SBG skills was 2.46.  His lowest self-ratings were in collaborative scoring, 

differentiation and celebrating growth (communicating where students were relative to the 

performance scale).  Interestingly, his June mean score was 1.92, marking himself as slightly 

improved in his lowest skills and marking himself as much worse in giving feedback (from 3 to 

1), rigorous task design (from 3 to 1), and using homework as practice (from 3 to 0). His overall 

support score was 13 out of 16.  

Simeon Starks also had all 8 years of his teaching experience at Kennedy.  He taught 

Algebra I and Algebra II courses.  He used some SBG philosophies in his Algebra II courses but 

eschewed developing and aligning the course to standards because, “For my sanity I’m just 

choosing not to do that with the other course that is not SBG just because I believe there are 

some other things that [we are going to learn in the] the SBG landscape [this year].”  Mr. Starks 

attended the monthly SBG PD and the summer institute.  His building PLC had time to meet 

embedded in the master schedule and they used it heavily and with the support of an 
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mathematics Instructional Coach assigned to the building.  He lead a district PLC but their 

agenda did not include SBG practices that year.  His mean score on the August self-assessment 

of SBG skills was 2.15.  He rated himself particularly low on feedback, differentiation, using 

homework as practice, and celebrating growth (communicating with students where they were on 

the performance scales).  By the end of the year he felt much stronger at giving feedback (from 0 

to 2) and using homework as practice (from 0 to 2). His overall support score was 13 out of 16.  

Yolanda Melville taught 8 of her 10 years at Kennedy.  She taught English I 

exclusively and only had SBG grade books in 2014-2015. She attended the monthly SBG PD 

sessions and the summer institute.  Her building PLC was robust and met religiously during 

embedded time in the master schedule. She attended the district PLC for English I where SBG 

practices were discussed at length. Ms. Melville felt supported in her effort to implement SBG 

practices.  “[Principal] Brooks brought [Curriculum Coordinator, Candace Torres] into the 

building two or three different times.  I called her on the phone once and she literally like took 

over my computer in front of me! She was downtown or wherever and I just watched her do 

everything…set everything up correctly.  So hands down she’s probably been the most… 

incredible.  Working with my freshman team of teachers in our collaboration time [has been 

great]…. Brooks gave us one day where we got to grade all day and work on getting stuff in the 

computer.  That was huge.”  Her mean score on the self-evaluation of SBG skills was 2.23.  By 

the end of the year her mean score was 2.69— every skill that was not self-rated as proficient in 

August had improved by one point (0 became 1, 1 became 2, 2 became 3).  She did not rate any 

of her skills as 4, advanced.  Her overall support score was the highest of all teacher participants 

at 14 out of 16.   

 



  108 

Change Agents: The District Leaders 

A new superintendent swept into MPSD in the fall of 2012.  Dr. Greg Ramsey was 

named interim superintendent the previous spring when his predecessor left unexpectedly early.  

He was officially hired as the superintendent in the spring of 2013.  Prior to that, Ramsey had 

served one year as associate superintendent in MPSD and two years as a middle school principal 

in the district.  

Charismatic and vigorous, Ramsey upended the district leadership organizational chart to 

improve the alignment of his leadership teams to his vision of the mission and purpose of the 

district.  Under his predecessor, MPSD was divided into ‘zones’ of autonomy based on the city 

neighborhoods that composited the district. Each zone developed its own organization, strategies, 

policies, course offerings and independently sought out grants, resources and other supports.  

MPSD became a collection rather than an organization of schools.  Student achievement 

throughout the district was uneven and noticeably related to neighborhood demographics.  

Wealthier and whiter neighborhoods had significantly better student achievement.  But the entire 

district had languished overall, deemed a ‘District In Need of Assistance’, under the No Child 

Left Behind Act in 2012.  Ramsey eliminated the zones and began to develop systems of support 

for teachers and building and district leaders for the purpose of improving equity, teaching and 

learning.  

Lauren Jackson was hired to lead SBG implementation.  One of Ramsey’s critical 

first hires during his interim year was an internal promotion of Lauren Jackson to Secondary 

Director of Teaching and Learning. Formerly she had been a middle school School Improvement 

Leader and elementary specialist.  Ramsey tasked her with developing SBG in MPSD’s 

secondary schools and placed the Secondary Curriculum Coordinators under her direction.   
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Jackson spent 2012-13 preparing her team, studying SBG, and planning an initial strategy 

for implementation.  She decided to begin with middle school teacher volunteers—instead of 

mandating courses.  Nearby, a suburban district and a rural district were actively working to 

implement SBG practices in their schools.  Jackson reached out to them, inviting them to speak 

to her team and other MPSD leaders.  She also sought out support from the Midwest Area 

Education Agency. 

In 2013-2014, the identified teacher volunteers and ‘social leaders’ at each middle school 

began experimenting with SBG practices and reporting student progress in Infinite Campus by 

standards instead of arbitrary teacher assignments.  The Teacher Development Tool and the 

Grading Practices Handbook were created.  Curriculum Lead Teams for middle school and 9th 

grade courses were gathered and led by the Curriculum Coordinators.   

In the summer of 2014, Jackson was invited, along with representatives from the 

suburban and rural districts, to be a panelist at Drake University’s two-day Grading Symposium.  

Dr. Thomas Guskey was the keynote presenter at the symposium.  Guskey consulted with 

Jackson and her team about MPSD’s implementation of SBG during the workshop portion of the 

symposium.   

At the start of 2014-2015, Ramsey recognized Jackson efforts by reorganizing the district 

leadership and promoting her to Director of Teaching and Learning to expand SBG work to 

include elementary courses.  That year, nearly all MPSD’s middle school courses were converted 

to SBG, the first high school courses had been converted to SBG, and Curricular Lead Teams for 

10th grade courses were underway.  At the conclusion of this study, Jackson was promoted 

again— the District leadership organization chart was redrawn a third time.  She became the 

Executive Director of Teaching and Learning within the newly restructured Office of Academics 
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in the fall of 2015.  Ramsey commented, “Personalized learning is our next big step forward to 

improve results for students.  Our work on Standards-[Based] Grading has laid that foundation; 

we now need to dramatically improve our use of data, our utilization of technology, and 

transform our libraries and curriculum resources in service of personalized learning for our more 

than 32,000 students” (2015). 

Jackson and 10 members of her 14-member high school team came together in February 

2015 for a focus group for this study.  Table 4.8 lists the participants in the focus group, their 

titles and years of experience in their jobs and years developing SBG practices. Five focus group 

participants were hired after Jackson was named as a Director.  Two participants were hired into 

their positions at the same time as Jackson’s initial promotion.  Two participants were hired 

before Jackson became a Director. An AEA consultant had been working on SBG with other 

districts in the area before assisting Jackson’s team in 2012-13. The other three members of the 

high school curriculum team who did not participate in the focus group were all hired at the same 

time or after Jackson’s promotion to Secondary Director.  Almost every member of Jackson’s 

team were in their 30’s or early 40’s.   

Table 4.8 

District Leaders Focus Group Participants in 2014- 2015 
 

  Years 
Leader Name Title Current job SBG Dev. 

Lauren Jackson Director of Teaching & Learning 3 3 

Amelia Anwar World Languages Curriculum Coordinator 1 3 

Sabrina Costa Secondary ESL Coordinator 1 2 

Shannon O’Sullivan K-12 Science Curriculum Coordinator 1 2 

Cara Nelson K-12 Visual Arts Curriculum Coordinator 2 2 
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District Leaders Focus Group Participants in 2014-2015 (continued) 
 

  Years 
Leader Name Title Current job SBG Dev. 

Anne Wong K-12 Physical Education Curriculum 
Coordinator 

2 2 

Heath Bugg Secondary Literacy Curriculum 
Coordinator 

3 3 

Candace Torres Secondary Mathematics Curriculum 
Coordinator 

3 3 

Meredith McLaren K-12 Social Studies Curriculum 
Coordinator 

5 3 

Sophie Ricci K-12 CTE/Health Curriculum Coordinator 8 3 

Vicky Pitz Professional Learning & Leadership 
Consultant (AEA) 

9 11 

 
Several participants were in their first year as coordinators.  All three first-year 

coordinators were internal hires.  Amelia Anwar and Shannon O’Sullivan had served in MPSD’s 

secondary schools before accepting curriculum coordinator positions on Jackson’s team.  Anwar, 

World Languages Curriculum Coordinator, had been involved in the move to SBG from the start.  

Science Curriculum Coordinator, O’Sullivan was promoted from a high school teaching position 

and had been involved with SGB for two years.  They were responsible for continuing the work 

of their predecessors by guiding SBG implementation in Spanish I, Conceptual Physics, and 

Earth Science as well as developing and facilitating the Curriculum Lead Teams for French I, 

Spanish II, and Biology. 

Sabrina Costa’s coordinator position was newly created in 2014-15 because of the 

growing number of ELL students in MPSD.  As a middle school ELL teacher previously, Costa 

had worked with SBG for two years.  Her focus as part of Jackson’s team was providing 

systematic accommodations and modifications to course standards for ELL students.  
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Two participants started as coordinators when SBG high school planning began.  

Cara Nelson and Anne Wong both began as curriculum coordinators when planning for SBG in 

high school courses got underway.  Nelson, the Visual Arts Coordinator, led the Curricular Lead 

Team to develop SBG for Introduction to 2D and 3D Art in her first year.  By year two she was 

guiding the implementation of the introductory course and leading Curricular Lead Teams for 

four other Visual Arts courses to be implemented in 2015-2016.  

Wong, the Physical Education Coordinator, had a very different task in her first year.  All 

of the Physical Education (PE) courses would be implementing SBG practices two years later in 

2015-2016.  However, the teachers of those courses were very diverse in their grading practices.  

Some PE teachers gave written assignments, fitness testing, and other assessments of student 

progress.   Others only graded on attendance and if students changed into PE clothes. Wong 

spent her first year as a coordinator developing teacher understanding about the role of 

assessments and tracking student progress in PE. In her second year, she led teacher teams in 

developing the SBG topics and scales for each PE course. 

Literacy and Mathematics coordinators started at the beginning of the district SBG 

initiative.  Heath Bugg and Candace Torres were critical thought leaders in the development of 

SBG practices in MPSD.  They were very active in the first year with the middle school 

volunteer implementers.  Their previous experience as high school teachers, gave them particular 

insights about high school courses, transcripts, teacher certifications and cultures that Jackson 

lacked.  They helped reformulate the strategy and supports needed with high school teachers.   

Bugg, Secondary Literacy Coordinator, had a way with words and PD design.  He 

authored many of the early drafts of PD materials, teacher resources and handbooks.  While, the 

content of those materials was created through a highly collaborative effort of Jackson’s entire 
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team, Bugg was able to focus diverse perspectives into harmonious products with uniform 

formats and consistent components.  His penchant for PD through collaborative discourse was a 

theme throughout SBG PD agendas. 

Torres, Secondary Mathematics Coordinator,  had a native understanding of information 

systems and numerical databases.  Her work with Infinite Campus, the district’s main 

information system for recording and reporting student progress and achievement, was one of the 

critical factors in supporting SBG implementation.  Infinite Campus was designed to support 

traditional grading practices.  Teachers entered assignments and student scores into Infinite 

Campus, which would total the points earned and percentage correct for each student, generating 

a grade for teachers, parents and students to see online.  The SBG grade book had to have a place 

for teachers to enter evidence of student learning on each standard— without including those 

scores in the students’ grades— and a place for teachers to record student progress on each 

standard that would be included in students’ grades.  It took creativity, ingenuity, and trial and 

error to discover how to modify the existing information system so that it could simultaneously 

provide traditional grade books for some courses and radically different, multi-tiered SBG grade 

books for other courses.   Everything from teaching teachers how to print one page reports of 

student progress on the standards— an easy task with a traditional grade books— to creating 

report cards and transcripts that were concise and informative were challenges undertaken by 

Torres.  

In addition, Bugg and Torres formed the high school Curricular Lead Teams for English 

I and Algebra I— two courses required for high school graduation— and oversaw the adoption 

of new middle school English and Mathematics curricula.   They noticed deficits in eleventh 

grade student performance on certain types of ACT questions, which prompted the conclusion 
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that the curricular structures in the middle school courses needed significant revision.  In 2014-

2015, Bugg and Torres were also responsible for organizing the Curricular Lead Teams for 

converting three 10th grade English courses and three 10
th

 grade mathematics courses.   

Two veteran curriculum coordinators participated in the focus group. Both 

members of Jackson’s team who had started their jobs before she became their leader, 

participated in the focus group.  Meredith McLaren and Sophie Ricci were known for their 

optimism and service oriented leadership styles.   

Change enthusiast, McLaren had been the K-12 Social Studies Coordinator two years 

prior to the formation of Jackson’s SBG team. Prior to working on SBG, McLaren revolutionized 

AP courses throughout the district, helping teachers to use data to evaluate student performance 

and set goals for improving both the number of students enrolled in AP and their scores on the 

exams. Under her leadership, there was an explosion of AP courses in MPSD.  All five high 

schools landed on the AP Index of top AP programs in the state because of McLaren’s extensive 

support.  McLaren responded strongly to Ramsey’s observation of inequity.  She taught one 

section of AP courses during her first two years on the job in the most impoverished schools to 

set an example for other teachers.  McLaren brought her zeal to SBG implementation, too.  In 

2013-2014, McLaren pushed all high school social studies teachers to adopt SBG practices in 

their classrooms to mixed reactions.  Her experience in AP helped her formulate a clear 

connection between standards and assessments.  On Jackson’s team, she led the conversation 

about common formative assessment development and hatched the idea of tiered assessments.  

Ricci, the K-12 Career and Technical (CTE)/Health Curriculum Coordinator, had a 

reputation for teacher support.  The longest serving Curriculum Coordinator on Jackson’s team, 

Ricci inspired confidence from the CTE teachers in the district. She cheerfully tackled problems 
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as they arose with understated but persuasive discourse.  In 2013-2014, Ricci had the most 

courses to convert to SBG: Computer Applications I, Nutrition and Food Prep 1, and the first 

dual credit (earning both college and high school credit) course, Introduction to Engineering and 

Design 1.  In 2014-2015, she was not only supporting the implementation in these courses, she 

was also working to convert ten other courses!  Many of the courses she was converting did not 

have any starting standards or national standards to shape the work of her varied Curricular Lead 

Teams.  

Midwest Area Education Agency Consultant advised the Curriculum Team. Jackson 

recommended Vicky Pitz, Midwest area education agency (AEA) consultant, to participate in the 

focus group. Pitz had been advising Jackson’s team from the beginning of their SBG adventure.  

Pitz had a doctorate in administrator leadership teaching and learning, and was an experienced 

classroom teacher, building principal, and K-12 curriculum leader.  Her areas of specialty 

included developing collaborative teacher teams to analyze and improve student achievement.  In 

nine years at the AEA, she provided instruction and support for educators from many different 

school districts in Authentic Instructional Work, understanding core and state standards, and 

standards based grading and reporting. In December 2015, Pitz presented alongside national 

SBG thought leaders, Ken Mattingly, Ken O’Connor, and Rick Stiggins, at the Sound Grading 

Practices Conference in Portland. She had been studying SBG practices for 11 years.  Pitz 

advised Jackson’s team on the design of PD that would develop district-wide PLCs to support 

SBG.  

Change Managers: The Building Leaders 

Kennedy High School had five building administrators.  All of them participated in the 

June 2015 focus group for this study.  The year that ninth grade courses were converted to SBG 
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was also the first year of service at Kennedy for 3 of the 5 building leaders.  It was the 

principal’s second year as a high school principal.  One of the vice principals had experience as a 

high school vice principal and as middle school principal at other MPSD schools before arriving 

at Kennedy.  Both of the school improvement leaders (SIL) were new to building administration. 

Table 4.9 lists the focus group participants by title.  

Table 4.9 

Building Leaders Focus Group Participants in 2014- 2015 
 

Leader Name Role at Kennedy High School Years 
Current job 

Johnston Brooks Principal 2 

Fred Garvin Vice Principal, 12th grade Leader 7 

Fernando Long Vice Principal, 9th grade Leader 1 

Grace Ford School Improvement Leader, 11th grade Leader 1 

Tamara Judge School Improvement Leader, 10th grade Leader 1 

 
Johnston Brooks oversaw a staff of 140 employees that included 4 administrators, 6 

associates, 8 clerical, 12 food service, 1 nurse, 8 operations, 8 para-educators, 5 specialists, and 

88 teachers (85 teachers of record).  In his second year at Kennedy, Brooks experienced a large 

staff turn over as well as an increase is his staffing overall.  Nearly one-third of the employees 

under his supervision were new to Kennedy in 2014-2015.  He spent the spring and summer of 

2014 hiring more than 30 new staff members.  

Those changes in staffing also required a change in space utilization within the building. 

Vice Principal Fred Garvin began working on a plan to re-organize how classroom and office 

space was utilized in January 2014.  He consolidated departments together—reassigning 

classrooms to departments—to facilitate collaborative conversations and sharing of curricular 
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resources. In June 2014, all but 20 teachers were uprooted from their current classrooms and 

moved to a new location in the building. Clerical staff and other offices were also consolidated 

and moved to create space for the additional staff.   

A retiring vice principal had the responsibility to create a master schedule that would 

provide embedded time for as many building PLCs to meet as possible. Hiring and master 

scheduling continued after she retired in June 2014.  That summer, a scheduling specialist, a 

clerical position, continued to modify the master schedule to accommodate an ever-growing 

student enrollment. From June to August 2014 more than 150 additional unexpected students 

were enrolled at Kennedy.  Balancing class sizes was a priority to the scheduling specialist over 

preserving collaborative planning time for teachers of like courses.  

Fernando Long, the vice principal who worked most closely with 9th grade students and 

teachers, had many years of administrative experience and had overseen the implementation of 

SBG for two years at neighboring Harrington Middle School.  In that role, Long organized a PD 

session with Harrington and 9th grade Kennedy teachers to discuss the SBG implementation 

process in the spring of 2014.  Harrington teachers shared their experiences and encouraged the 

apprehensive Kennedy teachers.  

Grace Ford and Tamara Judge, SILs, were responsible for developing building PLC’s— 

a task hampered by less embedded time in the master schedule— and working with the 

Instructional Leadership Team to provide building PD sessions twice a month. They created time 

for SBG teachers to work together, share experiences and problem solve.  They also structured 

collaborative conversations between teachers to teach them how to work together in PLC’s.   

The Building Leadership Team did not have influence over which courses would be 

implementing SBG, the curricula that would be taught, or the way grades were assigned or 
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reported.  Nonetheless, the support structures they created for the utilization of time and space 

within Kennedy shaped the way teachers interacted with each other. Much like furniture 

arranged in conversational groupings encourages interactions, while furniture arranged facing 

one direction encourages isolation, the organization of teacher groups— physically and 

temporally— within the school could either enhance or diminish teacher discourse about 

teaching and learning.   

Summary 

Teachers from Kennedy High School in the Metropolis Public School District 

participated in this study during the first year standards-based grading was mandated district-

wide for some high school courses.  The teachers received varying levels of support from the 

district leadership team, building leadership team, and their own choices.  Members of both 

leadership teams also participated in the study.  Building-wide grading data from the year before 

and the year of partial SBG implementation were included for comparison.  

At the conclusion of the 2013-2014 school year, Kennedy High School had the highest 

student GPA, graduation rate, and percentage of students scoring proficient on annual state 

assessments among the five comprehensive high schools in the district. However, the 

relationship between student grades and assessment scores needed to be strengthened, in the 

district’s view.  Internal assessments— grades— needed to be useful in determining which 

students needed extra support and intervention throughout the year, long before the end-of-year 

tests such as the state test and ACT.   

MPSD decided to gradually introduce SBG starting with 20 key courses typically taken 

by 9th grade students and adding more courses in the subsequent 4-5 years.  To be considered 

“SBG-ready” a course had to have topic standards (priority standards), performance scales, and a 
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district provided SBG electronic grade book in Infinite Campus, the district information system 

for student data. Courses from every department, except physical education, were among the 

initial 20 courses implementing SBG. Even though these 20 courses made up only 8% of all 

courses offered to high school students in the district, they accounted for almost a quarter of all 

assigned grades every semester and were taught by nearly a third of the Kennedy faculty.   

Preparing and supporting faculty to make this change was a district priority.  Paid 

summer workshops were held for teachers who taught one or more of the 20 courses.  And any 

other teacher who wanted to attend voluntarily were also invited. Every month, teachers 

representing each of the departments in each of the schools were brought together for half-day 

district training and support—over one hundred teachers from across the district required 

monthly substitutes so they could attend the training.  Other supports included: district provided 

SBG digital grade books, teacher inclusion on district Curricular Lead Teams in 2013-2014 to 

write the topic and scales for the 20 courses transitioning to SBG, embedded building-level 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) with scheduled time to meet during the school day 

for course-alike teachers, district-wide PLCs for course-alike teachers that met monthly, 

building-level professional development twice a month, and an evolving and growing online 

library of resources and information for teachers implementing SBG.   

Anticipation for SBG was high at Kennedy in 2013-2014.  Teacher attitudes about the 

change ranged from enthusiasts, who tried to create pseudo-SBG grade books on their own, to 

doomsayers who left the school and the district.  In June 2014, Kennedy saw 12 of its teachers 

(16% of the faculty) leave the school—almost all of whom (11) left the district (4 due to 

retirement).  By August 2014, Kennedy’s leadership team had hired 23 additional teachers for 
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the first year of SBG partial implementation because of the exodus of teachers coupled with 

increasing student enrollment.  

MPDS district leaders created a teacher development tool to help teachers self-assess 13 

discrete skills in 5 specific SBG practices.  Kennedy teachers used the tool in August to provide 

building leadership with feedback about possible topics of professional development.  Some of 

the skills were easily adopted, like differentiating between academic and non-academic student 

behavior.  However, some skills were best learned through implementation and others required a 

change in grading philosophy. 

All grade books at Kennedy high school in 2014-2015 were classified as district-provided 

SBG, pseudo-SBG, or traditional.  The difference between pseudo-SBG and traditional grade 

books was the types of ‘assignments’ that made up the overall student grade.  Pseudo-SBG grade 

books had concepts or skills as the assignments; whereas traditional grade books had quizzes, 

papers, and projects as the assignments.  All grades assigned by Kennedy teachers in 2013-2014 

and 2014-2015 were also analyzed for comparison.   

The twelve teacher participants ranged in experience from 1- 32 years, were varied in 

their longevity specifically at Kennedy, represented all of the departments within the school, and 

had varying degrees of support for SBG implementation. Participants were identified to represent 

a broad range of attitudes towards the change as demonstrated by the type of grade books they 

utilized.  SBG enthusiasts converted traditional grade books to mimic SBG grade books. Others 

only used SBG practices when it was mandated and used traditional grade books in other classes.  

One participant did not have a choice since all of her grade books were SBG mandated.  One 

participant only had traditional grade books without attempting SBG practices, although he 

mimicked some SBG philosophies.  The participants did not mirror the choices made by the staff 
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at large because there was a bias in participant selection towards teachers implementing SBG 

practices on some level. Teachers who had been outspoken supporters or detractors of SBG at 

district-wide meetings were avoided so that the voice of the often-moderate majority could be 

discerned.  A self-assessment of SBG skills was administered to the entire staff in August 2014. 

Participants were interviewed at the end of each semester in the 2014-2015 school year and 

completed a second self-assessment of SBG skills.  Semester grades assigned by all Kennedy 

teachers in 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 were analyzed.  And student scores on state assessments 

were compared to grades assigned in Algebra I and English I before and after SBG 

implementation.  

District leaders, who were the change agents behind SBG implementation, developed and 

presented eight district-wide SBG training sessions.  Artifacts from those recorded sessions were 

collected and strategies were analyzed.  The district leaders also participated in a focus group in 

February 2015 to discuss their efforts to introduce SBG practices to classrooms district-wide. 

Eleven of the twelve members of this team participated in the focus group.  The group was 

relatively young— most members were new to their jobs as curriculum coordinators— and led 

by the champion of the SBG change, Lauren Jackson.  

The building leaders— the building administrative team— also participated in a focus 

group in June 2015.  While they had no say in which courses would be implementing SBG, the 

content or sequence of the course standards, nor the way grades would be assigned or reported; 

the building leadership team determined which teachers would attend the district SBG training 

during the school year, the assignment of classrooms and courses to teachers, the building 

professional development content and format, and the master schedule’s embedded collaborative 

time.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Rationales for Change 

District change agents made a convincing argument for change— made easier by 

lackluster student performance on state achievement tests.   

[In] Metropolis we have 40% proficiency… We have reason to change. It’s a moral 

imperative for us.  It’s about equity. And you don’t have that in Suburban because kids 

come in [at] 87% proficient and after instruction they’re [at] 90% proficient. So if you’re 

a teacher in that environment, you’re good, so what’s the purpose for being great? 

(McLauren, change agent, February 2015). 

Many of the participants in this study cited student achievement and the achievement gap 

as impetus for change, echoing the district’s stated argument. The variety of grading scales and 

the misalignment between grading and external scores were shocking and convincing reasons for 

change.  

Student achievement levels are coming down, and there’s an increased price on 

accountability.  An eye-opening statistic when [district leaders] introduced [SBG] was 

how many different grading scales there really were in the district.  So, obviously, does 

your grade reflect what kids know or understand and are able to do?  A kid with a [GPA 

of] 4.0 that gets a 19 on an ACT is probably not a very good correlation…In order to fix 

the achievement gap, in order to increase student achievement, you’ve got to know where 

to start.  What [SBG has] done has taken grading practices, and for that matter teaching 

practices, that great teachers have already been doing and just standardize it for 

everybody.  [Practices such as] giving students an opportunity to reassess and providing 

feedback to students.  Informing the teacher through assessments what kids know or are 
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able to do, and helping [teachers] see the areas that students need to improve on…great 

teachers have been doing forever.  That’s why they’re great teachers, and that’s why their 

kids achieve, because they were doing these things.  Whereas other teachers would just 

kind of do their own thing.  They had their system, their grade book, things that work for 

them, things that are convenient and easy.  And that’s how it went.  They taught.  Kids 

either got it or they didn’t, and the grade just reflected whatever it is.  So I think 

Metropolis recognizes the need to be able to push students and provide support for 

students and provide interventions for students to help them learn along the way. But 

[MPSD] recognized that we had a system that wasn’t working, the old-style grading 

system.  [The change to SBG] provided teachers an opportunity to really look at their 

own practices and themselves [and] at the same time be much more informed about the 

students to be able to provide them a better education, (Seymour, June 2015). 

Seymour cited the main arguments put forth by MPSD: a need to improve student achievement, 

the hodgepodge nature of the current traditional grading system, a weak correlation between 

grades and scores, the characteristics of great teaching mirror SBG practices, and the value of 

standardizing achievement by differentiating supports for learners.   

Using standards in daily instructional practices was uncommon before SBG. “We’ve had 

standards for years and until we shifted our grading practices, it was like some of these people 

had never used their standards,” (Jackson, change agent, February 2015). Comparing student 

demonstration of skill to a standard goal was “something that I’ve never thought of 

before…[now] it just doesn’t make sense to grade things that aren’t skill and knowledge related,” 

(Warden, January 2015).   
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District Goals and Support Strategies 

One of the key features of MPSD’s strategy to support teachers transitioning to SBG 

practices was an investment in professional development.  The district paid hundreds of teachers 

to attend a two-day summer session on SBG and hired over one hundred substitute teachers on 

eight occasions over the school year to cover classes while teachers attended monthly district PD 

on SBG practices.  “This is a big change.  There aren’t many changes that warrant eight days of 

[teacher] training,” (Reagan, change actor, January 2015).   

Change agents were responsible for the effective use of the time the district provided.  

They carefully considered how to group and focus participants in the 46 hours of PD they would 

deliver between June 2014 and May 2015 on SBG practices. At the first meeting in June, change 

agents shared an overview of the topics they intended to address throughout the training, figure 

5.1. 

The change agents’ PD plan included broad topics of grading practices, assessing 

academic rigor, and instruction.  The topic of grading practices included theory and rationale— 

the why— and described the guiding practices of assessment behavior— the how.  Under the 

topic of assessing academic rigor, they included the alignment of the complexity level of 

assessments with curricula and instruction, which they abbreviated CIA (Curricula, Instruction, 

Assessment). And they planned to delve deeper into rigorous instructional practices. 
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Figure 5.1 June 2014 overview of professional development topics for district-led SBG training 

provided by change agents.  

Grouping and Time Utilization in SBG PD Sessions 

Change agents sometimes grouped PD participants together by their school affiliation and 

other times by the discipline they taught.  School teams included teachers of all 20 courses that 

were mandated to use SBG practices, but not all teachers who were assigned an SBG course 

were allowed to attend because of expense and space and substitutes available.  There was an 

expectation that those who attended would share their learning with their building PLCs.   

At other times, participants in the PD were grouped by the courses they taught.  In this 

way, Algebra I teachers at every school were able to get together to discuss SBG practices within 
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their specific discipline and still have an opportunity to discuss the implementation specifically 

at their school.  Figure 5.2 shows the percentage of PD time teachers spent in each grouping.   

 
Figure 5.2 Grouping in District SBG Professional Development in 2014-2015. 
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One exception to this grouping paradigm occurred.  In March, teachers rated themselves with the 

Teacher Development Tool and identified one area of personal success and one area in which 

they were ‘primed for success’.  Then they spent time conferencing with others who either 

shared their area of success or struggle.  Finally, teachers were cross-matched with those who 

had strength in the area they struggled and vice versa so that every teacher was both mentoring 

and receiving insights.  This activity’s content was classified as Grading Practices when 

examining time utilization. 

When grouped in school teams, the topics of discussion were generally focused on the 

how and why of SBG practices.  CIA topics were mainly discussed when PD participants were 

grouped by discipline and utilized discipline-specific standards and performance scales. 

However, this was not strictly true. The how and why of grading practices in figure 5.3 are in 

white and light gray to aid comparison with the white bars of school grouping in figure 5.2.  The 

black and dark gray bars of CIA topics also do not strictly correspond with the black bars of 

discipline grouping.  
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Figure 5.3 Time utilization of district SBG professional development topics.  

Time spent on the theory and rationale behind the decision to mandate SBG—the why— 

was greatest at the start of each semester and dropped considerably over the course of the year. 
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(Leading change segments were also classified as part of ‘the why’ because those segments 

focused on preparing teachers to explain the why of SBG practices to stakeholders.)  PD 

segments that focused on how to grade in the new system were longer at the start and end of each 

semester as teachers were either setting up their courses or finalizing semester grades. Assessing 

academic rigor and the alignment of levels of complexity occurred almost exclusively in the first 

semester.  Instructional practices and the design of rigorous learning tasks wasn’t introduced 

until November and made a modest appearance in the second semester.  The majority of PD 

time— almost 30 hours— was spent on the how and why of SBG practices.  Nearly 12 hours— 

about a quarter— of PD time was spent on CIA alignment of complexity levels. Just over 4 hours 

addressed instructional practices.   

The topic, ‘Instructional practices’, was in the change agents’ plan from the start.  But it 

did not enter the discussion until long after the topics of curricular standards and assessment 

practices had been introduced.  During the focus group with district leaders in February 2015, 

they discussed why the instructional practices topic was included in their PD plan.  Change agent 

Anwar stated, “[teachers] think it’s about grading.”   McLaren added, “It’s not about grading. It’s 

about teaching and learning…this entire transformation really has very little to do with reporting.  

It has a lot to do with how we teach and what students learn.”   Nelson commented on how this 

change in thinking was occurring with her curricular lead teams. 

That’s been one of the maybe positive results of having teacher-led curriculum design 

teams. Because those are the teachers—that kind of core that you work with to really 

align that curriculum—who seem to go beyond the grading part and understand a bigger 

picture and how things are aligned. And the more we can get—even in a large system—
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teachers to be a part of that process, I think the more we’ll see them moving beyond 

grading to: This is how we teach and this is how our students learn, (February 2015).  

District leaders indicated a need to focus on instructional practices in the second year of SBG 

implementation.   

Time for Teacher Collaboration 

MPSD created collaborative time in district-led PD for teachers implementing SBG.  

Eight of the twelve teachers participating in this study attended the district SBG PD sessions 

throughout the 2014-2015 school year.  Those who attended the PD sessions recalled most 

strongly their interactions with other teachers— especially those in their discipline. They often 

framed the experience as ‘discussion’ rather than calling it PD.  “Our discussion has mainly been 

about the topics and scales… working through [the curriculum] and the bugs that we’ve found. 

And looking at the second semester topics to see if we’re going to run into any of those [same 

problems],” (Seymour, January 2015). 

Interestingly, the teacher with the highest support score, Melville, had a milquetoast 

response to the PD provided by the district while those with moderate support scores were much 

more enthusiastic.   

[District PD is] helpful… but they take us out of our classrooms so often that it has been 

kind of hard as well… what stands out the most is being able to just have discussions 

with other people that are going through this…[but if given the choice,] I would choose 

not going… I have found information [was most helpful] when I’ve pursued it… Some of 

the information we’ve gathered there [at district SBG PD] has been helpful but I also 

maybe could have gotten it through email, (Melville, January 2015). 
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Whereas, McFadden, who did not have a strong building PLC like Melville’s, expressed a 

greater appreciation for the PD especially as compared to district PD she had received in the 

past.  “We still had [collaborative conversations] last year.  Just not quite as intensive.  Or 

routinely.  The district, I think they do a lovely job of touching on [the unstated needs of 

teachers] in professional development,” (January 2015).   

Every interviewed teacher who attended district SBG PD focused their comments about 

the experience on the collaborative conversations they had with other teachers. But those who 

had fewer opportunities within the building PLC to have similar conversations were the most 

appreciative of the time.  

Consequences of SBG Implementation 

Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are closely related to each other in teacher 

practice.  Mandating changes to assessment practices led to changes in teacher attitudes, 

curricula, and instructional practices.  As the year continued to unfold, there was speculation 

about how or if the changes in the adult behavior would actually impact the students.  

Consistency Between Teachers 

Mandating that teachers report student progress on established standards instead of 

percent correct on discrete assignments led to teacher intolerance for inconsistency in their 

practice. Traditional grading practices were rooted in the individual grading practices of each 

teacher.  Grade books were set up individually by teachers, which led to very diverse practices.  

As teachers transitioned to SBG practices, their tolerance for inconsistency between teachers 

dropped dramatically.  SBG grade books came already set up with the standards.  Teachers that 

were provided the SBG grade books had increasing expectations of teacher-to-teacher 

consistency.  
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Teachers found developing a common language for grading practices to be helpful.   

“Common Core gave us language to converse as teachers.  We were all really clear on what, 

at least, was being hinted at with each one of those standards, and really forced us to dig in.  

So I love that piece,” (McFadden, January 2015).   But a common understanding of those 

terms and practices was still elusive even after hours of PD. 

I like SBG on paper. The one complaint that I do have is the inconsistency among 

teachers even in the same building, let alone the district. And I know that's always going 

to happen because you have teachers that have different opinions about things. I'm the 

type of person that I like things to be consistent and I like to know what's going to happen 

ahead of time, and I always have a plan A, B or C. And so when I'm... at one point in the 

training, I learned that we could not do 2.5s and then there was some confusion about 

topic scores or a body of evidence, so you can give a 2.5 in a topic score but you can't in 

a body of evidence. And then I learned that you can always give a .5, and so that was a 

little hard, (Snow, January 2015). 

As individual understanding evolved over the course of the year, several teachers expressed 

worry about ‘doing it wrong’.  One veteran teacher was exasperated at the end of the first 

semester when his teaching partner had discovered his new approach still needed refinement.  

“What he was doing made sense. He thought it made sense.  It made sense to me.  But it wasn't 

the way you were supposed to do it.  And he didn't catch it until we were at an SBG district 

meeting,” (Reagan, January 2015).   

 When asked what her role was in the implementation of SBG, McFadden said 

implementing SBG with fidelity.  But she was concerned that teachers wouldn’t know if they fell 

short of that responsibility.   
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One [important role] is to implement [SBG] with fidelity, to the best of our ability; and 

where those places where our ability isn't meeting it, we need to go find resources and 

help…So I would almost say that collaboration is part of the role. So implementing it, 

figuring out what I'm not learning. Finding resources to learn it….I went to a PD to 

attend that professional development and make sure that we are honest and vulnerable in 

that space, to make sure that we're expressing to the district where we're having 

difficulty….I’m pretty good at putting what I think out there and being okay with being 

wrong, (McFadden, June 2015). 

But when she attended a District PLC meeting for her AP curriculum, she was dismayed to 

discover that teachers presenting an idea from another school were not following district SBG 

protocols, even though they thought they were.  

And what I found was the South teachers who had been practicing SBG for a long time 

really had such fantastic resources and were really ready to share with the entire group. 

And the entire group was like, yes, this is what we must do. And I was there saying this is 

not what the District is doing. This is not the way SBG is being implemented District 

wide. What you've done is fantastic. These resources will be easily adaptable. But this 

doesn't match SBG curriculum, our curriculum guide. This doesn't match the practice or 

the policies that are in the SBG Handbook. So it kind of came to a screeching halt, and 

there was a lot of tension. And then, in the elevator, even the South teacher said to me, ‘if 

what you're saying is true, I'm terrified’, (McFadden, June 2015). 

A source of anxiety was misunderstanding about how the SBG practices were intended to be 

implemented.  Where traditional grading practices varied widely in how they were implemented, 
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the tolerance for inconsistent implementation of SBG practices was very low among teachers 

who attended district SBG PD sessions.  

 Inconsistency between teachers led to implementation problems. Harris, who was not 

provided any SBG grade books and mimicked them on her own, regretted the inconsistencies 

between her practices and others but was much more tolerant of them. She was conflicted about 

district decision to let people try implementing SBG practices on their own because she liked 

being able to try it for herself, even though the resulting varied interpretations were problematic. 

[Students] get mixed signals, because [SBG is] not just in my class.  I mean, Carl 

Cotterill does it in [12th grade] government.  But [the] social studies [department] has a 

very different way of perceiving, of interpreting that four-point scale than [12th grade] 

English does…So they have tiered assessments that are different than how our tiered 

assessments are laid out…So, I think kids are getting mixed messages.  I don’t think that 

can be helped.  Because the district decided to sort of open it up to everyone, which I am 

grateful for.  But that leaves it wide open for interpretation.  And when not all of our 

leaders necessarily interpret it the same way, then inevitably all the teachers are going to 

have different ways of looking at it, (Harris, June 2015). 

Harris later commented that consistency between teachers would help students ‘develop a better 

growth mindset’.  She described her students as fatigued or reluctant to engage with her 

experimental SBG practices.  “[Students] fought work every step of the way…they didn’t 

care…There was just a lot of, ‘I’m not going to do this today’.  ‘I don’t care’.  ‘Give me an F’.  ‘I 

really don’t care’,” (Harris, June 2015). 

Nearly every teacher interviewed put forth the idea that teachers should score the same 

piece of student work the same way.  The term, ‘inter-rater reliability’ was brought up in more 



  135 

than half the interviews; but there was contention about whether it existed or was even possible 

at Kennedy that fell along the level of support. Highest level of support: “There is great inter-

rater reliability between our team members, but we’re just getting started,” (Melville, January 

2015).  Moderate level of support: “Inter-rater reliability is a concern,” (Snow, January 2015). 

Lowest level of support: When asked if a student got an A with one teacher of an SBG course, 

would the student still get an A with a different teacher of the same course?   

Oh, probably not.  I think [the grades] would be different.  But if I was teaching a 

class that did have standards, and all the teachers were teaching the same, like, 

maybe an English class…I think that, if we did all do the same evidence, [then] I 

think, yes.  It would.  Because it doesn’t come down to, ‘well, I’m taking two points 

off for this, and you’re [doing this], and then I’m doing that.  And you didn’t put 

your name in the right place on the paper’.  And some of that just trivial stuff goes 

away.  And I think that that is really important, (Malley, January 2015).   

Malley’s comment also revealed that her idea of standards based grading was that ‘all 

teachers teach the same’—which describes standardized instruction— which is different 

from inter-rater reliability.  She repeated this idea in June 2015, “THE GOAL, why we do 

SBG, is so that everyone is being taught the same thing… but the district needs to understand 

that some classes don’t fit the mold.”   Confusion about the distinction between curriculum, 

instruction and assessment was more common among teachers who had less support. 

Guidance on Curriculum Standards 

Small curricular lead teams facilitated by change agents were the first SBG training 

groups.  The first steps in preparing for SBG implementation involved prioritizing and grouping 

the standards for each course and developing a performance scale for each ‘topic standard’.  
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Topic standards were broader standards that encompassed several related standards and 

described the top learning priorities for each particular course of study.  The work of prioritizing 

and grouping standards from the common core under specific course titles was the work of the 

curricular lead teams the year before implementation.  Members of the lead teams formed a 

kernel of localized teacher leaders that were essential to the change agents.   “When you, as a 

content area, can create the language for those standards, unpack them, and create proficiency 

scales, then you’re saying, ‘This is what’s important and these are the expectations we hold 

together.’ And that changes the level of professionalism,” (McLaren, change agent, February 

2015).   

Teachers mostly welcomed “removing the fluff” (Warden, lead team member, January 

2015) from the curriculum. But some experienced grief over the loss of favorite activities or 

concepts. “I don't want to start losing that base.  I put too much time now in the [curriculum] and 

we've done so much work with it now. To do all this, then move to another [configuration]?” 

(Reagan, lead team member, January 2015).  Teachers also speculated how the lead teams would 

parse content standards.  “The lead team right now is going to have that kind of tough decision 

on where they have been and where they want [content standards] to break out,” (Starks, January 

2015). 

Many content areas did not have any standards or had standards created by national 

organizations independent of other disciplines.  The lack of common language— or no 

language— between different organizations’ lists of content standards made the work of the lead 

teams even more critical.   

The national standards are gigantic. So it’s up to the group of teachers in each area to 

bring those down into manageable standards. So that conversation where teachers are 
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around the table coming to an agreement of what those standards should be and look like 

has been just so strong. The first few times, I heard teachers say things like, ‘Oh, I don’t 

even teach that.’ ‘Oh, I spend four weeks on that.’ And we have nine-week courses. So 

we need to just come to an agreement on what those standards are, and again, it’s equity. 

Students need to have access to that information no matter what building they’re in or 

which teacher they have, (Ricci, change agent, February 2015).   

Only mathematics and English language arts had Common Core Standards, which had clearly 

articulated methodologies for organizing their standards and common language, from which to 

work.  

The narrowing of the curricula was a consequence of the lead teams’ prioritizing the 

standards.  “We’re still trying to shed some of the fluff. [We say], ‘this is awesome and it’s 

exciting and we love teaching this’, but it doesn’t really attach to a standard directly, so, we’ve 

got to get rid of [it],” (Melville, June 2015).  The standards forced teachers to focus their 

instruction.  “I think I added a lot more fluff than what I really needed.  So I think I’m a little bit 

more conscious about what the kids really need to know,” (Seymour, June 2015). 

Change in Instructional Practices 

Change agents hoped curricular standards would provide a lens for the actors’ more 

deliberate choice of instructional strategies.  “[Adopting SBG] has really pushed our teachers [to 

develop] a growth mindset about their instructional practices,” (Wong, change agent, February 

2015). Building leaders noticed stronger intentionality in instructional practices of those 

implementing SBG.   “In terms of instructional practice.  It’s more deliberate practice when 

you’re working with standards and topics because your assessments have to align with that,” 

(Ford, building leader, June 2015).  The building principal agreed.  
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I think the teachers that we’ve talked to would say their instructional practice has 

changed.  I think many would say that they had improved, as an educator, because they 

are forced to look at standards more closely, by each student, they are forced to 

differentiate, they talk more about scales than they ever have before, their tier 

assessments are larger in scope, in terms of, they have to create them more often, 

(Brooks, building leader, June 2015). 

Leaders thought increasing standardization in assessments and curricular topics opened teachers 

to greater flexibility in instructional strategies to match the needs of the students they were 

teaching. 

Teachers also said that focused and purposeful instruction followed standardization of 

assessments because of higher quality and targeted feedback to students.  

When I started implementing SBG every day, I think that switched it around. Because I 

think in my learning process with SBG, [at first] I would need to have all rubrics out, 

student work here, written feedback. But as soon as I made it into daily conferences with 

each kid, like just coaching as I am there at their table – ‘hey, in order to get this you just 

need to do those things’— then it became more of a cultural thing instead of a learning 

process. Like me not only familiarizing myself [with SBG] but living it, making it part of 

the way that I thought about assessment, (McFadden, June 2015). 

Other teachers were less self-aware of the progression from curricular standards with 

corresponding assessments to flexible, targeted instructional strategies. But they still described 

how changes in assessments resulted in changes in the instructional tasks they assigned. “In the 

past, we would focus on just knowing the names of the equipment as opposed to actually giving 
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them a recipe and asking ‘what equipment do you need?’  If they can successfully do that then 

it’s more useful [in preparing for the test],” (Warden, January 2015). 

Predictions on Student Achievement 

Teachers were concerned with developing student work habits and a growth mindset in 

the SBG system. Worries about student motivations when grades were no longer seen as 

compensation for student work were expressed by nine of the twelve teachers interviewed.  

Extrinsic motivation was viewed as necessary to motivate students. “I have ‘grade getters’ not 

learners,” (Malley, June 2015).  “I think people need motivation on a daily basis and for some 

people, whether we want to believe it or not, it's still that grade, it's that extrinsic reward, 

(Reagan, January 2016). Enthusiastic teachers for SBG were still conflicted over motivating 

students in the new system.  “I don't want to grade behavior. But then it is hard to find those 

accountability pieces for the students. And so I think that's where we're kind of creating a culture 

of apathy…[we’re] not teaching them responsibility and that I have deadlines and I have to get 

things done by a certain point in time, because that's the way the world functions,” (Cain, May 

2015).     

Delayed gratification was not seen as a particular strength of teenagers.  “Students are not 

always buying that practice improves performance,” (Seymour, June 2015).  This presented a 

challenge for teachers who wanted students to demonstrate that they did the homework before 

granting retakes of assessments.   

Kids are not receiving grades for homework, so they're not seeing it as important until 

later on. To apply for retake, one of my questions is do you have any missing 

assignments, and if it says yes and I tell my kids they will be denied. So they don’t get a 

grade in [homework], but then I think that discourages kids from retaking the assessment 
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because it looks like so much work. Even though maybe they probably could retake it 

and get a better grade. So that's where I'm kind of stumped, (Snow, January 2015).  

 Putting in the work without getting points in exchange felt like a hard sell.  But teachers noticed 

that students began to figure it out throughout the semester.   

This is a shift for the students, too, because in the beginning of the year when they have 

their failing grades, they weren't very worried because for a lot of my students, it's like 

the grade fairy comes in the last week and sprinkles some fairy dust on your grade. Your 

F turns into a D. You know what I mean? But with SBG that's not happening, 

(McCallum, January 2015). 

Teachers expressed that they had to hold the line and continue to insist on quality work. 

“Repetition between first and second semester forced kids to accept that, if they don’t meet the 

standard, they don’t get the grade.  I don’t care how many pieces of crappy writing you turn in.  

You have to get better or you don’t get a better grade,” (Harris, June 2015). 

There was speculation among the building leaders and teachers about how SBG would 

impact student grades.  There was an expectation that SBG policy would impact student 

achievement as reported by grades but there was not consensus on if grades would be higher or 

lower.  Some thought students would settle for “just enough to get by” (Harris, June 2015) or 

that “student achievement will drop because it’s our first year,” (Starks, June 2015).  Others were 

much more guarded in their prediction.  “If our grades continue to get better and if students 

become better at solving harder problems, answering level four questions better, I think that’d be 

worth it. And, seeing students internally want to learn, I think that would be nice. We’re seeing 

that already,” (Warden, June 2016). Most of the predictions were based on anecdotal evidence.  

Only the building principal mentioned data in his prediction.   
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We did that study in the first semester, and I was looking at it more from an [athletic] 

eligibility policy standpoint, but we did have 260 less failures at the end of the first 

semester.  Maybe it’s attributed to SBG, maybe it’s attributed to the eligibility policy, I 

think it’s probably a combination of that versus some other factors, but I didn’t expect 

SBG to necessarily improve student achievement, I actually thought grades would 

indicate a decline, because it’s more accurate.  Maybe that’s not the case, (Brooks, 

building leader, June 2016). 

In early June, before the results of the year could be processed, people were hesitant in their 

optimism about the actual results of SBG implementation.  

Role of Change Agents and Leaders 

Overwhelmingly the teachers expressed confidence in the change agents on Jackson’s 

team.  “[People] like Lauren Jackson [who are] really smart leaders, who know what's best for 

students, are in those positions to make that difference,” (McFadden, June 2015).  All but one of 

the participants listed curriculum coordinators as an essential resource—just behind their 

building PLC—for support during the change.  “The first person to go to is [department chair,] 

Jennifer [Garcia], then [Curriculum Coordinator,] Amelia [Anwar] if my question's still not 

answered, and then Lauren [Jackson],” (Snow, January 2015).  Change actors described the 

change agents as ‘honest’, ‘knowledgeable’, ‘available’ and ‘trustworthy’.   

[Bugg is] so personable and easy to approach, and he’s honest and he sees it from a 

teacher perspective, so he can say, on one hand this is what the district is thinking, this is 

how I know you guys are looking at it, and this is what I think needs to happen in order to 

bring you guys closer together, (Harris, January 2015). 
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Snow, new to MPSD, connected with her district curriculum coordinator right away.  “I get most 

of my SBG questions [answered] by Amelia Anwar. She definitely helps me out a lot. So 

basically, any time I have a question, I know that help is available,” (January 2015).  Even if the 

coordinator supervised a different curricular area, teachers had confidence in them.  Melville, an 

English teacher, said about the Mathematics Curriculum Coordinator, “I know I can go to 

Candace Torres,” (June, 2015).  Reagan, who seemed exhausted by his coordinator’s enthusiasm 

for change, said he would still rather go to his coordinator for important curricular conversations.  

“I’ve been an active contributor…and I like having voice” (January 2015). 

Teachers respected the curriculum coordinators when they confronted naysayers. “Anne 

[Wong] is very good about being point-blank.  You know, I think she’s done a good job.  

I’m really impressed with her.  Basically, she’ll say, ‘you know, you need to do this, and 

this is why’,” (Nunn, January 2015).   Teachers felt that they would get feedback if they 

strayed too far from SBG principles.  

I was actually really impressed with the curriculum coordinator because there were 

people who were openly explaining how their practice and their classroom met the 

philosophies that were directly opposite of standard reference grading. And our 

curriculum coordinator very quickly interceded and said ‘but that's not how we can do it 

anymore’. So I knew that I would get honest feedback right away, (McFadden, June 

2015). 

Building trust between change agents and change actors allowed the actors to take 

risks with new approaches in their classrooms.  Starks told a story of his first attempts to 

design individualized lessons based on the results of formative assessments of student 

progress on the standards.  He expected it would result in chaotic and unmanageable student 
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behavior and time off-task since he would be busy working with small groups and 

individuals and not controlling the whole class. He was surprised at student engagement 

with the activity.  

A lot of students are very self-accountable. They don’t want to cheat.  They want to 

actually learn how to do it.  And for me, even though it may have me pigeon-holed and 

I’m sitting there documenting and writing stuff down, it’s actually been a great classroom 

management tool because they will manage themselves. I can document and see ‘okay 

this kid has been up here three times [on this task], they’re really struggling, let me give 

them a little one-on-one when they come up here next time’ or ‘this kid is blazing 

through but I’ve noticed they’re stuck on number five’…I’m seeing the different levels.  

It has kind of helped us figure out what grouping is there.  I have enjoyed that because 

I’ve never done that before, never thought of doing it, I thought the kids would rebel and 

yell ‘anarchy’ but they haven’t.  They have actually enjoyed it, (Starks, January 2015). 

Starks’ eye-opening experience with the lack of anarchy resulted from his trust of his curriculum 

coordinator and building PLC.  After long discussions on how to provide individualized 

instruction following formative assessment, he was ready to try it in his classroom.  It was a big 

risk that he likely would not have tried without support.  Jackson’s team of change agents 

worked hard to establish those relationships.  “Some people are ready to go from the get-go, and 

others are only going to change their thinking through experience. So we’ve asked for [them to] 

come with an open mind. Just try it. Then we’ll hopefully change thinking over time,” (Jackson, 

change agent, February 2015). 

Jackson and her team also spent time developing building leaders’ knowledge of SBG. 

They trained principals throughout the year and included School Improvement Leaders in the 
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teacher SBG PD sessions.  “The District did a nice job of multiple trainings regarding philosophy 

and explanation early on in the process for me,” (Brooks, Building Leader, June 2015).  Building 

leaders relied on the curriculum team for additional teacher and community support.   

I’ve always gotten the impression that if more support is needed from the District, then 

more support is provided.  They are very open and willing to come out and provide 

support for staff, provide support for parents, they’ve been very supportive in regards, it’s 

a big undertaking, so there’s an understanding that at different times along the way, they 

may need to provide additional support, or specify and support, (Long, Building Leader, 

June 2015). 

Jackson’s team itemized eighteen different ways they supported SBG implementation— 

rattling off an impressive list in less than three minutes.  They pursued political support, 

designed technical supports, developed teams and PLCs, designed professional development for 

various groups within the district, discussed instructional strategies, and aligned, adjusted and 

altered assessments to match standards, as the primary categories of their work.  However, the 

biggest undertaking was curricula development.  

When we talk about the shift to an SBG system, everyone wants to talk about the politics 

or the parent communication, and that’s hugely important. The hard work is on the back 

side [however], which is the content. [It is] how you organize your standards, how you 

have common scales, and do you have aligned assessments.  All stuff that probably 

should have been happening, but it took this system to really make that intentional and 

hold us to a higher bar.  I don’t ever get questions [from other districts] about how [to] 

organize curriculum to make this work. That’s where everyone’s stuck across the 

country. But I don’t hear conversations about that. I’m hearing conversations about how 
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do you communicate to parents. So, [communicating with parents is] important, but [that 

focus is] why [SBG] is not catching on faster. I would go back to how we organize 

massive amounts of information, (Jackson, change agent, February 2015). 

Pitz, an advisor to the change agents, agreed that central focus on developing standards and 

performance scales was making a difference in the success of SBG in MPSD.  “You have created 

a vision for this work. You have created a framework, you’re following a model that it will help 

you roll out in large scale. It’s scalable over the years,” (February 2015). 

But the task was huge and multifaceted, touching the cornerstones of any education 

system: curriculum, instruction, assessment.  Some began to wonder if the toll of this workload 

would overwhelm the fair-mindedness of the fourteen change agents who were trying to alter the 

cultural practices of thousands of teachers.   

It feels like a lot [of the curriculum coordinators] are being stretched kind of thin.  

Like, that’s the sense that I get when I meet with them.  And I also think that 

teachers who say, ‘hey, wait a minute, I don’t understand why this is happening’, and 

‘I actually don’t think that this is okay’, can be perceived as troublemakers.  When 

teachers are categorized that way- like, ‘oh, he or she is just being a troublemaker 

right now’ - it’s an easy way to negate or silence those concerns, (McFadden, change 

actor, January 2015). 

McFadden explained that some teachers, when they feel like their concerns are unheard, 

would turn to parents to help subvert the change.   

Experiences of Change Agents 

When MPSD was rolling out the first year of high school SBG policy, the school board at 

nearby Suburban School District was curtailing their efforts to implement SBG.  After one year 
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implementing a similar SBG policy, Suburban’s school board reversed course and mandated the 

use of a 100-point scale and put limitations on SBG grading practices.  Harris, a parent of 

students in the Suburban School District, was active in trying to keep SBG practices in her 

children’s schools.  Serving as a parent on the teaching and learning committee, Harris met with 

Suburban’s SBG change agents to discuss implementation.  She described a vocal minority of 

parents who were deeply suspicious of SBG.  “It is an atmosphere of jumping on the bandwagon, 

caving in to some conspiracy theories…parents and some teachers are leery of the Common Core 

document… they don’t understand it,” (January 2015).    Some MPSD teachers were surprised 

there wasn’t a similar uproar as they started to implement.  “I'm surprised this wasn't major 

headline news or something.  Or news at some point because it is a huge shift and so many of us 

are learning our way,” (Reagan, January 2015).   

Jackson described her early trials to get SBG off the ground in MPSD. She had to be 

escorted to her car after one contentious parent meeting prior to rolling out voluntary SBG in the 

middle schools.   

Before we even talk to our community, or before we even talk to our first implementers, 

we’d better be able to answer almost any question that comes our way. Even if it’s not in 

place, we need to be able to have vision for how we’re going to respond to that. That’s 

how we gain confidence with our parents, and so when the parents are firing at you – and 

they did fire – I stood up in an auditorium in at Hedley Middle School with over 100 

parents and who wanted my head on a stick. But every question they asked, I had a 

response for. Doesn’t mean they agreed with it, but that’s how we build confidence. If 

you have people that are trying to have this conversation with parents and you can’t 

answer, ‘How are colleges going to view this?’ Or, you can’t answer, ‘How does this 



  147 

look on a transcript?’ Or you can’t answer, ‘What is the role of formative assessment in 

this system’, or ‘what does the grade book look like?’ That’s when they start to lose 

confidence and they say, ‘our kids are not guinea pigs’. So I think that’s where we’ve 

gained a lot of momentum.  We have a model. Our challenge is communicating that 

model to everyone, but we have one. You can’t scale up random beliefs… You have to 

have something tangible, (February 2015). 

Having a concrete plan was not easy when there was uncertainty about how the change 

would actually unfurl—none of the change agents had ever used SBG themselves, like most 

teachers, they were rooted in traditional grading practices, too.  But having a plan was essential 

to building momentum.  So Jackson and her team interviewed other districts that were 

implementing SBG, consulted with Dr. Tom Guskey, thought leader in SBG practices, and 

studied and discussed with each other until they had a basic framework to bring to the school 

board.    

Our first conversation with our school board was: Here’s our three-year plan. Here’s 

everything that we’re going to commit to and here’s how we’re going to monitor it, and 

here’s how we’re going to build teacher capacity, and here’s how we’re going to... we 

can’t go forth with an idea that is this radical without a very concrete plan, (Jackson, 

February 2015). 

The literature, however, was not always helpful to Jackson’s team.  After enduring hard-

hitting parent and school board questions, they realized the gravity of the changes they were 

proposing. Some of the recommendations for implementing change through buy-in made them 

uncomfortable.  
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Other districts say, ‘Well, we want it to happen organically and we want to dabble.’  

There is no dabbling with kids’ GPAs and that’s where I see districts falling apart. Which 

is in direct contradiction with [what you learn in] change leadership and change 

management. They always say it starts with teachers and it’s organic.  [But] it’s finding 

that middle ground of, ‘yes, it has to start organic’— and we certainly had lots of teachers 

trying things on their own— but at some point we have to take over as a system and say: 

‘Here’s how we’re going to approach it consistently.’ Because if we continue to let 

people dabble, it takes one bad experience with one parent to light the fire. So I think 

we’ve tried to maintain that balance of teacher autonomy, teacher dabbling, but also a 

very systematic roll-out, (Jackson, February 2015).  

MPSD change agents were distressed by the collapse of SBG in Suburban, but they were 

hopeful that listening to teachers would make a difference.  “I don’t know if we can anticipate 

ways we’ll see our SBG policy evolving, but I think we can look at kind of the mechanisms that 

have led to some of our changes [in the policy], which is why we’re constantly asking for teacher 

feedback,” (Nelson, change agent, February 2015).  Jackson’s team heaped verbal praise on her 

work to support and organize them to be responsive and intentional when working with teachers.  

She created a team that listened to teachers—creating fixes to implementation problems or 

pushing back on teacher thinking when needed.  Six participants in the focus group vigorously 

agreed when Wong said, “Lauren has done a great job being able to take some of that feedback 

[from teachers] that we have presented [to her] back to the table and make adjustments as we 

go,” (February 2015).  Ricci added, “Lauren’s a rock star,” (February 2015).  Jackson, however, 

described the weight of the change initiative as very risky for her personally.  
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There’s been a lot of sleepless nights for me in particular. It’s getting better, but the fall 

was horrific. Just the sense of responsibility... of you’re driving this train down this track 

and we don’t really know what’s at the end of the track, or if there is an end of the track, 

and it kind of like a high risk/high reward initiative. But this could be a career breaker at 

the end of the day.  I mean, for me specifically. [Laughter] But it comes back to why 

we’re doing this work, and is it about.  What’s this really about? It’s about students. So 

we’re all willing to take that risk because we know it’s about kids, (February 2015). 

Her work has inspired the members of her team to believe that they could build something 

lasting despite previous experiences that made them accustomed to rapidly changing priorities 

and initiatives typical in school improvement. 

I’ve learned that it’s possible... I’ve looked back over the last ten-ish years with the 

district, and we’ve launched a lot of changes. Some of them minor, some of them 

massive, and few of them have lasted as long as SBG has, and SBG’s not fully 

implemented yet. It takes a kind of weight off.  In the first year…I just kept waiting to 

find out we had to stop. Because that’s what we do. Because there’s always something 

new coming along that just seems right.  And the fact that we held to this, and that we 

continue to hold to this, and that we now have something to fire back at the teacher who’s 

been with us for 20 years and gives us the, ‘I’ve seen it all before, I’ll see it all again’… 

Knowing that we can implement such a change on a level that it impacts everyone, and 

not have it be the end of the world... we didn’t destroy public education in this city, 

believe it or not, (Bugg, February 2015). 

Role of Building Leaders 

During the first year of SBG implementation, building leaders were another constituency 
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for the change agents, and not integral to the change effort.   The building leaders did not have 

influence over which courses would be implementing SBG, the curricula that would be taught, or 

the way grades were assigned or reported.  They relied on the change agents to help them learn 

about SBG and support teachers when they struggled.   “Looking at it from my side, I think the 

District has done a fairly decent job of trying to provide as much, you know, information on the 

front end, to really implement it the right way,” (Garvin, June 2015).  

Eight of the twelve teachers interviewed expressed that they didn’t need the building 

leaders to support them in SBG. “I don’t want help with pedagogy but with curriculum 

development.  And I need my coordinator for that,” (Reagan, June 2015).  Some thought the 

building leaders could contribute the most by sending more teachers to district-led PD.  The 

building leaders also distanced themselves from the SBG work. “I wasn’t in the district when the 

district made that decision,” (Ford, June 2015).  “I wasn’t privy to the real reasons why we went 

to SBG,” (Brooks, June 2015).   

The role of the building leaders during the first year of SBG implementation was to be a 

connector that matched the district resources to teachers in need.  

I would definitely connect them with somebody, or a resource, or have somebody come 

up to them, just to let them know, you’re not alone in this, we’re all going through this 

together and we’re here to help you be as successful as you can be,  (Long, June 2015). 

They saw this connection as a support for the change agents, too.   

We also brought in curriculum coordinators periodically, especially with the grade book, 

we brought in Candace Torres on two or three instances right before grading period, and 

had her stay in the building for three or four hours, so teachers who did have those 

immediate, ‘oh my gosh, grades are due in a day and I can’t figure this out’, in terms of 
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SBG, had somebody from the District that had created that grade book and could walk 

them through that process.  That was more just, ‘let’s reduce some anxiety’ on everyone’s 

part.  But I think it also taught our curriculum coordinators a great deal about things that 

maybe they didn’t think of when they created the grade book, (Brooks, June 2015). 

During the first year of implementation, the building leaders were focused on the 

emotional needs of individual teachers and providing time for teachers to support each other.  By 

the second semester, the building leaders were already noticing a need to change their building 

professional development strategies to include time for differentiated SBG groups to work 

together. “You could just tell [teachers] were looking for time, they were looking for support, 

and, as we had open lines of communication, we realized we needed to make an adjustment,”  

(Long, June 2015).   

As they evaluated their building PD, the building leaders expressed satisfaction with their 

solution— especially considering the emotional impact of teacher collaboration— but they were 

already considering how to structure that time more effectively in the following year.  

That was part of the tweak that we did, second semester to the PD structure, where we 

actually kind of broke them up into three PLCs.  So we had our SBG PLC, which was the 

ninth grade teachers that were implementing SBG this year, we have the capacity 

builders, people that would be implementing it in the future, but then we also had our AP 

teachers, as their own PLC, to kind of do some action research, if you will, some 

investigative inquiry.  So roughly once a month, on top of the District SBG trainings, 

SBG teachers would then have a building PD day where they got together to process 

information from the District training…there was some collaboration, it probably wasn’t 
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as structured at times, to where it felt really comfortable for us.  But the teachers 

appreciated having that time, (Ford, June 2015). 

Connecting teachers to teachers was the most important contribution of the building leaders to 

the SBG effort.   

When [teachers] got stuck, having the District support for answers, or when the District 

didn’t have answers or we didn’t have answers, nobody freaked out. We found answers.  

But I think hearing from peers that have gone through this is the most powerful thing [for 

teachers].  [Hearing from teachers who] are their own, that have been through it, and felt 

the same anxieties and got through it [was the most helpful].  We went over to Harrington 

Middle School and asked them about retakes and what do they do. There’s ways to do 

retakes that will force students to think differently, (Brooks, June 2015). 

At the last building PD of the year, the leadership team assembled a panel of ninth grade SBG 

teachers to sit before the rest of the staff and talk about their implementation experiences.  

“Hearing from their peers, how they got through it, hearing the positive feedback that the panel 

provided to those teachers is much more beneficial,” (Brooks, June 2015).  It was important to 

the leadership team to get those who had grumbled the loudest to be part of the panel to 

demonstrate openness and responsiveness to the change process.  

I think it was important to see our naysayers, the guys who really put up a wall in terms 

of, ‘I’m not going to do this’, and getting very negative, you felt that that had been 

chipped away.  Those that we really struggled with at the beginning of the year, sat in 

front as a panel member and, in their own way, had positive things, for the most part, to 

say about SBG, (Brooks, June 2015). 



  153 

The building leaders’ role would become increasingly important in subsequent years as 

the conversation shifted from curriculum and assessment to instructional practices— the 

pedagogy of using standards.  As the first year of SBG implementation started changing some 

teacher’s conversations about student progress, the leadership team noticed the impact on the 

greater school community.  

I was seeing a divide that first semester… in terms of our instructional practices.  There 

really were two camps.  In the precursor to SBG…I felt like [data teams and PLCs] was a 

really weak point for us…  We saw the most momentum in terms of data team and PLC 

practices with our SBG people. The parts of the building where we really didn’t have 

high functioning PLCs or data teams were our non-SBG people.  So we thought, if we 

can kind of get people swimming towards the same direction—and there are some 

building conversations that we need to have along the way—what do we expect from our 

staff? What are we looking for?  We just really needed to kind of bring those camps 

together under an umbrella, (Ford, June 2015). 

The teacher development tool that aligned with the Guiding Practices Handbook— both 

products of the change agent team— described the necessary teacher skills to implement SBG 

effectively.  The building leaders latched on to guiding practices two (grades will be based solely 

on achievement of standards), three (grades will be based on a body of evidence), and five 

(students will have multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency) to focus their professional 

development efforts.  Interestingly, the staff reported feeling very confident in guiding practices 

two and five in August; but the leaders noticed a difference in understanding and implementation 

of the practice between those who taught mandated SBG courses and those who taught 

traditional courses.  
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As a building we needed to talk about retakes and redo's and giving kids multiple 

opportunities.  We can’t wait for [the district to address it], it’s almost negligent not to at 

this point. We just had such completely different practices going on in the building that it 

really was starting to percolate and bubble in our students, in our parents, and so we kind 

of needed to find some common ground.  We at least have every staff member in this 

building walking towards a more aligned practice across the building, for some of those 

practices, (Ford, June 2015). 

To deeply understand the implications of the SBG guiding practices, teachers had to be 

attempting to implement the SBG guiding practices. The building leaders, to help prepare 

teachers for the second year of implementation, organized the time for the next wave of 

implementers to work directly with a change agent.   

We [organized] our non SBG teachers and called them Capacity Builders to upload them 

with as much as we could…We picked guiding practices, two, three and five to really 

build capacity around those.  [McLaren from] District Office actually came and 

facilitated those PD sessions, so that those teachers had, at least for those guiding 

practices, an idea of what was coming down.  We had been doing actual implementation 

plans of what are components of those guiding practices, that they can put into play right 

now, so we don’t actually have to wait for full SBG implementation to start moving 

towards [common practices in the building], (Ford, June 2015). 

Building leaders noticed how their teachers were different in their thinking and implementation 

of SBG practices.  Their role in the first year was to connect teachers to district resources and 

create the time for the teachers to have needed conversations with each other and with the change 

agents.  
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Dealing with Push Back 

Of the 77 Kennedy teachers who had a choice to mimic SBG grade books or philosophies 

in 2014-2015, 82% of them chose to continue their typical grading practices, even if they were 

mandated to utilize SBG for some of their courses. There was a strong sense of division between 

SBG implementers and traditional graders.  Nunn classified the staff into four groups based on 

how radical they were either for or against the initiative. “You have some people - and it’s not 

necessarily older teachers, either - that are just completely dead-set against it.  Then you have 

some people at the other end that [say], ‘oh, wow, something new, just do it!’  They’re excited,” 

(January 2015).  He ranked staff attitudes from ‘dead-set against it’ to ‘this too shall pass’ to 

‘curious if SBG is good for kids’ to ‘gung-ho’.  Most of the Kennedy teachers Nunn interacted 

with he felt were curious about SBG.  But others thought the resistance ran much deeper.  

“Teachers do not talk nicely about SBG,” (Malley, January 2015).  Starks described the 

difference in his conversations with SBG implementers and traditional graders.   

But to talk to a colleague who was not in standards-referenced grading, they have a fixed 

mindset.  They don’t know what really goes into everything. It’s very confrontational in 

regards to trying to get them to understand that there’s more flexibility.  There’s 

flexibility inside of it.  But you have to get inside of it or else it’s not going to make sense 

where everything goes, (June 2015). 

Nunn and Malley made their comments in January. Starks and other SBG implementers were 

much more worried about how other teachers would react to year two of implementation as the 

year wore on.  

A sense of foreboding about the preparation for the second year of SBG implementation 

with 10th grade classes was commonly expressed.    
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I don't know [how the staff has been preparing for year two of SBG]!  I talk to my 

colleagues and I think their frustration is that the freshmen [teachers] last year got pulled 

out for PD days [for planning the year before implementation]. I know that my [10th 

grade] English partners are very concerned, because [change agents are] still just kind of 

sitting around, talking about this year. [Year two implementers] haven't had any of those 

conversations or professional development or anything yet. So [change agents are] saving 

it all for the summer. Nobody really can tell why.  It seems silly to have wasted all this 

time…[Having a voice in curriculum development was] something that I know very 

clearly it happened with the freshmen [teachers]. [But sophomore teachers] haven't been 

having those conversations, (Cain, May 2015). 

Melville agreed. “I don’t believe there’s a lot going on to get ready for year two…It’s going to 

be another tough year.  It’s a whole new group of teachers, and people are going to struggle a 

little bit,” (June 2015).  McFadden expressed the idea, too.  “And there are tons of misgivings. 

There's lots and lots of processing. What about this problem, what about this problem? And I 

know there is lots and lots of resistance to it, too,” (June 2015).  Seymour likewise worried about 

a clash between SBG’s momentum and teachers who would try to subvert or sabotage the change 

effort rather than implement it with fidelity.  

You’re still going to have those staff that are still deep-rooted within their own practices.  

They’re playing the game or doing things their old way, but doing it on a four-point scale, 

which is really kind of doing a disservice and an injustice to the students.  I don’t think 

there’s an all-aboard mentality with this for sure.  But I would hope, for the teachers that 

are going to be in this for the long haul… I mean, I don’t think it’s going away, (June 

2015). 
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McCallum, who worked with a 10th grade team, thought not grading behavior was going to be 

the biggest sticking point for that team.  

Most teachers are not liking this. It's a complete paradigm shift and, you know, in the 

beginning I didn't like it either. I saw the rationale but I thought, oh geez, how's this 

going to go down? But I'm working with my tenth grade team trying to prepare them that 

it's not bad and a lot of teachers have a hard time working beyond not grading their 

behavior, you know, because for how many years in education has that been a part of it? 

So it's hard for us to wrap our minds around, that [behavior] not part of [the grade]. That's 

out of the equation now, (January 2015). 

There were two underlying ideas in these comments.  One was that individual teacher 

attitudes were the source of resistance.  The other was the worry that the next group of 

implementers would receive less district support.  Change agents were aware of the variation of 

teachers’ readiness for change.  But they were much more confident that teachers would not 

complain needlessly. “Being able to support every teacher at every level is going to be difficult, 

but being able to have a consistent message is essential.  Making sure that if our teachers are 

struggling with something consistently across the board, we need to address it,” (Wong, change 

agent, February 2015).  Change agents expressed confidence that teachers would be able to 

change because the ideals of grading fairness and accurate reporting of achievement would 

resonate with teachers.   

It validates teachers as professionals, and the capacity for change and greatness. And I 

think sometimes when we think of change, we think of it as a negative, and truly the 

passion and the logic and the skills that teachers have... [SBG] really did align with a lot 
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of teachers’ philosophies. Maybe initially we didn’t give them enough credit for it, and 

sometimes we underestimate that, (Anwar, change agent, February 2015).   

Change agents saw opportunities for growth when teachers pushed back against the SBG 

mandate. 

You learn how to use conflict as an opportunity, and not conflict as the worst experience. 

We met with a lot of conflict, whether it’s in the building of scales or ‘do the assessments 

match?’ or ‘do I really think Level Four is possible?’ And it’s all about using those 

conflicts as an opportunity to help improve practice or for people to change. So that’s 

something I’ve learned. Conflict isn’t your enemy always. It can actually be helpful, 

(McLaren, change agent, February 2015). 

Structures that Led to Feelings of Support 

Implementing the change in grading practices was ‘scary’, ‘frustrating’, and 

‘overwhelming’ to the change actors.  The level of support change agents provided mitigated the 

negative feelings and sustained teachers to make the change.  Those teachers with less support 

continued to report negative feelings throughout the year; whereas, those with more support 

reported increasing confidence and efficacy.  

Individual Feelings During Change 

It is not a surprise to discover that teachers who were most supported had more positive 

experiences in the first year of implementation than those who had less support.  Nor is it 

surprising that every teacher expressed some level of frustration, being overwhelmed or confused 

as they attempted to implement a large change in their practices.  “[SBG] just looks and feels 

different from all of our own educational experiences and we’re asking teachers to not only 

depart from their professional practice, but their personal experiences in education. And that 
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takes some work and some struggle to move,”  (Nelson, change agent, February 2015).  Melville, 

the teacher with the highest level of support, described the emotional roller coaster she felt over 

the course of the implementation year.  

I felt like I was constantly treading water [first semester]. Second semester in April I 

thought, all right, smooth sailing, we’ve got this, you know, I’m feeling good about it.  

And then all of a sudden it was like, ‘oh, gosh, we have all these year-end standards and 

we don’t have enough bodies of evidence!’ But knowing that I knew what to do to make 

things happen, to put it all together, and to make sure I had enough evidence, I think 

that’s when I was like, ‘okay, I can do this…next year [we will] plan a little more 

accordingly’.  But that was good, to feel a little overwhelmed but yet feel, ‘okay, I can do 

this, I’ve got it. I know what we need to get done’, (Melville, June 2015). 

Change agents reported that even teachers who wanted to change— which was eleven of the 

twelve participants in this study— still struggled when their unexamined thinking kept 

resurfacing.  “Even with the people onboard with mindset, when they get into practice they start 

realizing how their old way of doing things keeps leaking into our new way of business, and they 

just have to constantly fight that until change is made,” (O’Sullivan, change agent, February 

2015).  

Teachers with the least support described their experience with far less sense of efficacy 

and security.  Both Malley and Nunn, the teachers with the low support scores, described being 

swept along in the change process.   “I think the first couple of years will just be riding the wave, 

playing the game, which I’m okay with.  Because I’m definitely not going to create waves in a 

world where they can… just not refill the position,” (Malley, June 2015).  “I don't get too excited 

one way or the other anymore. I just kind of ride the waves and hope they're all going in the right 
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direction.” (Nunn, June 2015).  Both Malley and Nunn expressed desire to learn more about 

SBG, “I wish I could take a class in SBG,” (Malley, January 2015).   

Cain and Reagan both had moderate levels of support, similar feelings of frustration and 

disappointment, but very different reasons for their perspectives.  Reagan was the only teacher 

participant that declared at the end of the first semester he would advise the district to go back to 

traditional grading practices.  Every other teacher agreed by January that they had come too far 

to go back to traditional practices.  Reagan felt SBG questioned his competence as a professional 

and was unnecessary.   

We're doing a heck of a lot of work just to replicate what we already had…I think 

sometimes we can overcomplicate…  And that's where, as a veteran, you can get 

frustrated.  You're, like, okay, I can do this, this and this to get to here or I could go this 

way.  I know how to do it but you want me to go through this system and that's when it 

gets really frustrating.  I mean, how many conversations do you have [with the 

curriculum coordinator where she says], ‘oh no, it can be done.  Just do this and you go 

here and then you show this and look at that and…’  Okay, I could do all that or I could 

do this and I'd probably get the same result, but… you want me to go through all these 

hoops, (Reagan, January 2015). 

Whereas, Cain felt SBG was absolutely necessary and improved the quality of her instruction.  

Her frustration stemmed from disillusionment when her anticipated SBG grade book did not 

materialize.  The pace of change was far too slow for her.  

I was one of the first people in the building to get on board with [SBG], and I really like 

the concepts and the way it allows you to communicate with the students.  I started out 
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more in the honeymoon phase, that this was going to change a whole lot of problems.  

And it has a lot of problems of its own, (Cain, January 2015). 

Starks, Seymour, and Warden, with higher support levels, described themselves as 

confident through the change process.  “I think [SBG] made me a better teacher…  It’s had a 

positive impact on my students.   I have my struggles with it that I didn’t have before…I’m 

confident and hopeful that those will work out with experience and time,” (Seymour, January 

2015). 

McCallum, a teacher with little district support, described the most profound change in 

opinion on SBG because of events in both her personal and professional life.  As a special 

education teacher, McCallum was very skeptical of SBG.  She worried that her hard working 

students would not be able to meet the standards.  On a personal level, her third grade 

granddaughter was flagged in the fall semester as not meeting reading standards.   

My son's calling me all the time and he's wanting to organize a movement to get rid of 

[SBG]. He feels that there's a little too much rigor in the standards…he lives in a small 

town, Rustic, a town of 4,000, where holding a student back would be a lot more 

detrimental.  And their teacher thinks that [my granddaughter] will be where she needs to 

be by the end of the year when she has to do this.  And it is frustrating, you know, 

because when I put on my grandmother hat, I'm like, you can't do this to my grandchild. 

But I just have to remember to keep the educator hat on.  It's hard to watch someone you 

love so much struggle and then to think she might be held back. It's hard, (McCallum, 

January 2015.)  

The struggles of her granddaughter made her much more empathetic to her students on a visceral 

level.  She wept as she described the struggles of one of her favorite students, Scott.  
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Scott struggles but he's nice. But with SBG, now the focus is Scott's skills. Now we need 

to sit here as a team and decide what supports we can put in place so he can learn the 

material.  Scott, he's just so sweet. Just to watch someone work so hard and not be able to 

perform and you just wish you could break it down to the point that he's able to master 

these standards and I'm frustrated, too, that I can't get him there. Because from everything 

that you read, you know, if you break things down, if you scaffold, if you use your 

strategies, you should be able to get them there, considering that the student works so 

incredibly hard.  It is a lot scarier.  That's why I initially didn't like SBG because of the 

students like Scott. I'm not going to say that that still doesn't bother me, to have a student 

that works as hard as Scott does and he will never have an A or a B in an SBG class. You 

know, it's very... I guess I can't say that he never will. I'm going to say that it's highly 

unlikely that he will and that's hard on his self-esteem. (McCallum, January 2015). 

But as an educator, SBG has made her communication with parents of her special education 

students much clearer and honest.  “I'm no longer sitting in an IEP meeting saying to a parent, ‘I 

know that your student has [all] As and Bs but a four-year college is really not a realistic 

transition goal because of skill deficits’,” (McCallum, January 2015). 

McCallum described a frightening time partway through the first semester where it 

seemed like many of her special education students were going to fail an English class required 

for graduation.  She and Cain, her co-teacher, were panicked at the prospect of so many students 

failing a required class.  McCallum described how her thinking changed when confronted with 

this stark possibility. 

At the 12-week point I really didn't know what I was going to do. As a Special Education 

co-teacher I've co-taught for ten years. I, kind of, pioneered it in my previous school and 
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I've always thought, yes, I'm good. I'm good. My students don't fail. I'm learning that a lot 

of my students haven't failed but had I actually done what was right by them?  It goes 

beyond just making sure students are passing. Are they attaining the skill that they need? 

I think with SBG, that is our focus now.  That's what I really like about SBG. I'm more 

analytical about what's going on with this student and what are we going to do. My co-

teacher, Andrea [Cain], came to me at the beginning of the year after [our students had 

written a] second paper and it wasn't going well.  She said, ‘Olivia, I don't know what to 

do. They're not getting this and there is nothing I can do.’  Because in the past you could 

throw in a different assignment, you could assess some other skills. But with SBG it's 

[about] how are they doing [with] this standard?  I didn't know what to do.  So I 

[analyzed the standard] and I created some little mini lessons on skills that led up to that 

and we saw some improvement. I mean, it was like a wow!  The next paper showed much 

[more] improvement than we had ever seen!  I thought we were going to fail half of our 

students. But I think SBG forces teachers to go back and [ask] what are we going to do to 

get the students here? (McCallum, January 2015). 

At the end of the year, McCallum described her granddaughter’s similar profound growth in 

reading that year.  She started third grade significantly discrepant in reading, on a watch list, and 

in danger of being held back.   

She's in third grade and if you don't pass the test in third grade you're held back, and you 

just worry what's going to happen to her self-esteem. What's going to happen? And she's 

reading a book above grade level right now!  We just found this out yesterday. You 

know, we worried so much and we've worked so hard with her. But I know if it weren't 

for the standards, if we weren't making these positive changes in education she would 
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have been put in special education.  And she wouldn't have come out.  They gave her a 

medal in school for her huge improvement, and we're getting it engraved. And it's just so 

wonderful. And I'm sorry I'm crying like this.  It is a relief because, as a special education 

teacher, you know what a life sentence it can be. And I know that if they weren't putting 

all the supports in place that the state mandated, that you've put in place for students, 

there would be a much different outcome. I know that. So I will advocate for the 

standards. Very much.  It's because of the hard work that my granddaughter put in. And it 

was because the school was in a position that they had to [give her standard-specific 

support], (McCallum, June 2015).  

A deep implementation of SBG practices required a fundamental change in teachers’ 

thinking about learning.  “Teachers think the change is about grading. They come to realize it is 

about teaching and learning,” (Anwar, change agent, February 2015).  Starks agreed and felt that 

teachers who were not implementing SBG yet thought it was something teachers only did when 

assessing student work.  “[SBG is not something] we just deal with when it’s time to grade stuff, 

but it’s something that is very intentional, that we’re very focused on, and that we talk about on a 

regular basis, I think it will definitely ingrain into our culture,” (June 2015). 

Conflicted or Confused Emotions Coincide with Little Support 

Teachers with moderate and little support frequently argued both for and against SBG 

practices and expressed conflicted emotions.  District support took two main forms: the SBG 

grade book and ongoing monthly PD sessions.  Additionally, some teachers were also members 

of other highly supported small training groups such as curricular lead teams or PLCs that had 

regularly scheduled meeting time provided in the master schedule.  Malley, Nunn, McCallum, 

and Harris were not provided with any of these supports.   
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Teachers with the least support expressed ideas that directly opposed those expressed by 

change agents.  Harris, an SBG enthusiast with little support, thought the district was motivated 

to adopt SBG practices because it was trendy and nationally popular; yet, somehow resulted in 

the district inadvertently doing the right thing.  “I think it’s the right move.  But I think we do 

things that are politically motivated sometimes…I mean, the rest of the country is doing it,” 

(Harris, June 2015).  Malley agreed but was much more dismissive of the change effort.  

“Nobody believes it’s going to last very long.  They think that this is another fad…maybe 

because I was a kid that got stuck in [an educational] fad and was negatively impacted by it, 

that’s part of why I feel that way,” (Malley, January 2015).  Neither Harris nor Malley were 

invited to attend SBG PD where conversation centered on how to implement the SBG 

philosophy.  Change agent, Bugg explained how SBG principles guided the district’s work 

in those PD sessions. 

We’ve kept the philosophy at the center of the conversation. What is the purpose of these 

changes? We are not simply adopting SBG because it’s the cool new thing to do, but 

rather because it’s a method to get to what we want, which is clear and accurate 

communication to families about where students are and what students need to be doing 

next, (February 2015). 

Every teacher participant voiced some level of agreement with the basic tenet of SBG 

practices: basing grades on student achievement on specific standards.  “We should not go back 

to grades as compensation,” (Harris, January 2015).  Clear articulated goals for learning as the 

benchmark for grades felt fairer to teachers than sort and select grading. “There are larger social 

justice issues in education that can be met with SBG…  So I look at it as maybe more of an 
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opportunity to exercise a way to change our society using a different mindset for our 

kiddos,” (McFadden, January 2015).  

But sometimes participants contested SGB policy because they suspected it would 

undermine SBG philosophy.  Nunn stated progress should be valued over proficiency because 

talented students would start the semester already meeting the standards and other, hard-working 

students would have no hope to meet the standards.  “Students with natural talent are lazy. But 

students without natural talent try hard and won’t ever get to proficiency,” (Nunn, January 2015).  

However, most of his objections to SBG seemed to come from his perception that SBG policies 

did not align with SBG philosophy.  His clap-hand push up story describes how he broke down 

the skill and held the student to the standard, which resulted in the student increasing her strength 

and eventual success—classic SBG.  But he worried that SBG would lower expectations for 

students— just the opposite of McCallum’s concern and Nunn’s own success story.  He 

expressed the value of developing students’ critical thinking with the implication that SBG 

would undermine this value.  In his thinking, SBG in practice would mean every student would 

have to memorize the same answers.  “I don’t really care about your answer.  I care about how 

you got your answer,” (Nunn, January 2015).  He wondered if SBG was good for students or “is 

it another way for the district to try to promote higher graduation rates to look better?” (Nunn, 

January 2015).  He implied that if students simply made an attempt, they would pass classes 

without genuine learning.   Philosophically, Nunn was already aligned with SBG as evidenced by 

his descriptions of his practice and his values for student learning, but without support and 

professional learning for implementation, he was suspicious and skeptical. “Teachers need the 

support in how to do it once they have philosophically made the jump, no matter how far the 

jump is,” (Anwar, change agent, February 2015).  
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Eight of the nine low to moderately supported teachers were conflicted in some way 

about the SBG policy of redos, retakes, and multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency 

with the standard.  The policy resonated with their value of persistence but some worried it 

would make learning too easy.  “I love the idea of retakes.  I hate them and I love them.  I 

love the idea that kids who want to keep trying, can; that one test doesn’t kill your 

grade…[but] one thing that makes my classes very easy is the multiple opportunities to 

demonstrate proficiency,” (Malley, January 2015).  Malley expressed the idea that 

competitive, ranking grades that were difficult to obtain were of greater value.   

Moderately supported teachers—those with at least two of the three forms of 

support—were conflicted about how allowing students to redo work would impact student 

motivation and behavior.  One fear was that students would be unmotivated when deadlines 

were replaced with multiple opportunities and no compensation was given for hard work or 

homework.  Cain, who went to the district PD and scheduled PLC time, commented, “We're 

kind of creating a culture of apathy, because we have kiddos coming back and saying, I want to 

do it again now,” (May 2015).  Reagan, who went to district PD and had an SBG grade book, 

argued the opposite view that lazy students would not take advantage of a second opportunity.  “I 

can give you multiple opportunities but those kids who sometimes were not motivated in the 

beginning, do you think they're coming in for the next opportunity?” (Reagan, January 2015). 

None of the three highly supported teachers— those with both district PD and grade 

books as well as membership in at least one other fully supported small training group— 

expressed these concerns about the policy of redos, retakes, and multiple opportunities.  In 

contrast, they were disdainful of scoring any student behavior as required in the 

Employability Rubric that was embedded in every SBG grade book.  The Employability 
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Rubric to report on student behaviors such as timeliness and motivation outside of the 

course grade, was perceived by this group as “a time suck,” (Melville, January 2015).  “The 

Employability Rubric mollifies teachers who want to grade behaviors but it doesn’t mean 

much,” (Seymour, June 2015).  

Teacher Collaboration Leads to Feelings of Support 

Critical to teachers having a sense of support during the change process was their 

connection to other teachers.  Teachers who described a social network of teacher-to-teacher 

interaction around SBG implementation reported feeling more supported than those who 

were working independently.  For example, Malley reported feelings of isolation and being 

an outsider.  “The biggest issue I have is … I have no one to collaborate with on SBG…the 

most helpful thing is being able to talk to other teachers about how they are doing it…which has 

been a big roadblock [for me],” (Malley, January 2015).  She described her district mentor as 

using checklist of activities that were disconnected from her attempts to implement SBG.   “I 

would like the district to give me more time to work and do and collaborate on [SBG] 

instead of adding another rock to the bag that I carry,” (Malley, January 2015).  The one 

comment she made that expressed a sense of connection to another teacher in her attempts 

to implement SGB came when she described Cain’s SBG wall posters.  Malley, a traveling 

teacher, used Cain’s room during Cain’s planning time.   “One of my colleagues, Andrea 

Cain, has on her wall the description that has really made a big difference for me about SBG, 

which is the scale in kid-friendly terms,” (Malley, June 2015).   

Harris also reported feeling isolated trying to modify her traditional grade books to 

mimic SBG practices.  She described eavesdropping on conversations of 9th grade teachers to 

deduce how SBG might work in her classes.  “If I could find a way to sneak into those SBG 
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meetings, I would totally do it, because I’ve seen the grade book a couple of times just to look at 

it, but I’ve not gotten to get my hands on it yet,” (January 2015).  Harris reminisced about 

collaborative conversations she had the previous year in studying SBG, which she describes as 

the most helpful.  She was impatient waiting for her turn to get to attend SBG PD.    

Although Cain attended all of the SBG PD sessions, she still felt similarly isolated and 

embattled without collaborative partners in the building. She said her building PLC, who were 

provided an embedded planning time in the master schedule, didn’t feel obligated to meet. “They 

don’t meet and don’t respond to emails.  So I’ve been kind of on an island,” (January 2015). 

Teachers who described strong connections to other teachers in the building felt more 

supported regardless of their attitudes about the change.  McCallum said that her collaboration 

with others helped her change her mind about SBG.  “[SBG] went against everything I had been 

taught but I’m a team player,” (June, 2015).  Snow, who was optimistic about SBG from the 

start, opined assessments were the best part of SBG because:  

they're collaboratively created.  The teachers in this district are amazing. I came from a 

pretty small district and I was one of the golden teachers. I thought of myself as one of 

the best teachers there and then I came here and I'm like, I don't know what I'm doing 

[laughter]. But I like that. That's why I came here. And it is frustrating sometimes 

especially after a PD…So it's really cool just to see everyone work together.  I love being 

in a group atmosphere. I love collaborating. I love seeing what other people can do, just 

because I love using that in my classroom, (January 2015).  

Reagan, who thought the change was unnecessary and unnecessarily difficult, relied on his 

building teacher team to figure out SBG.  
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We all find our way through it… when I talk about it with people within my own school 

we both just know it's trial and error.  Not having gone through it before, I think 

sometimes it's the blind leading the blind…So, we're all feeling our way through, but you 

can detect frustration.  You can detect, too, who's a little bit more familiar with it.  But 

again, people like myself who taught 20 years doing it a different way, to move in this 

direction is, you know [pause] we're all taking it one day at a time and that's what our 

[building PLC] meetings look like and sound like, (January 2015). 

Teachers who felt the most supported also described the strongest building PLCs.  “What 

also helped was having someone [in the building] who was on the lead team who had created the 

assessments. To have that open dialogue made it a little bit easier to figure out where [they] were 

trying to go and why things were done one way or another,” (Starks, January 2015).   

Nunn described the team of PE teachers at Kennedy as having a ‘you go-we go’ 

mentality.  They set up each other’s grade books and worked collaboratively to create writing 

assignments and skills tests.  Even though he had a low overall support score for SBG, he took 

comfort that his team regularly discussed how they would implement SBG when it officially 

rolled out the following year.  “We go back down to the gym and try to talk about how we're 

going to set it up next year,” (June 2015).  Seymour summed up the sentiments of ten of the 

participants when he said:  

the best support we’ve had is coming from working with other teachers that are 

practicing it.  Because, from the administration standpoint, you’re going to get a lot of 

theory and ‘this is ideally what it looks like’.  But in practice, it’s working with one 

another and finding things that work [or] don’t work [that] has been the best support 

system that I’ve found, (June 2015). 
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Teams Shape Feelings about Pace of Change 

Belonging to a collaborative teacher team also tended to help teachers feel comfortable 

with the pace of change regardless of overall support scores.  Nunn and McCallum, with strong 

collaborative teams but low support scores, were satisfied that change takes time.  Despite his 

deep skepticism of SBG policy, Nunn said, “Even if the Standards-Based Grading doesn’t 

work the way the district wants it to, [we have to] try to work together on it… I think going 

back would be wrong.  I really do,” (January 2015).  Snow and Warden, both who also had 

high functioning teaching partnerships but with somewhat higher support scores, similarly 

expressed patience with the change process.  “There is no way around it.  It is difficult at 

first then it gets easier,” (Warden, January 2015).  Starks and Seymour, both with high 

support scores, were generally satisfied with the pace of change.  “There is time to learn 

new things,” (Starks, January 2015).    

Cain, Harris and McFadden thought the pace of change was much too slow.  All 

three had building PLCs that rarely met.  Cain and Harris were impatient for their turn to 

implement SBG.  But McFadden was concerned how the slower rate of implementation 

would impact the fidelity of other teachers’ SBG practices.   

[There are] teachers that are already implementing SBG [without] the district policies or 

principles.  And as a parent, I found that infuriating and frustrating to the nth degree.  

There was a lot of enthusiasm, too, at Kennedy for SBG, even if they weren't 

implementing it…God, they're just so hungry. That's the other thing – they're hungry for 

the information and want to be trained on it. And they have to wait three more years. 

[The district] should just have a quick early adopter or something. You know? Like, 
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here's some training for those of you who are already doing this even though you're not 

doing it the way the rest of the District is doing it, (June 2015). 

Interestingly, Cain also expressed the idea that the pace of change may have been too rapid.  

“We weren’t ready to make the change [as a district],” (January 2015).   

Among those who indicated the pace of change was too fast, there was consensus that 

there wasn’t time to think through the change. For example, Seymour reported regressing to old 

practices late in the second semester when he became fatigued with the pace of change. 

“This summer, when I have time to sit back and breathe, I’ll have some time to kind of go back 

and [self-reflect],” (June 2015). Neither Cain nor Seymour had strong building PLC support. 

Malley, also without a strong building PLC, said, “we went fast to be ‘cool’, to be innovators” 

(January 2015).   

Reagan was the exception.  He had a strong building PLC that met regularly outside of 

school hours but repeatedly stated that the change was too fast, that it “hit without warning and 

with limited preparation,” (January 2015).    He was frustrated that the change was not more 

thoroughly mapped out before implementation.  

I wish there was a little bit more modeling along the way.  Perhaps another year that 

would have helped us walk our way through this a little bit more.  As it is, we have been 

modifying our [curriculum] throughout the year.  As of yesterday again it was 

modified…we made so many changes at the last meeting I can't remember all the 

changes we made, (January 2015). 

Generally, teachers who were comfortable with the pace of change also had collaborative 

teaching teams in the building that met regularly.   
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Teacher Teams are Not Enough for Change 

Having a collaborative team, however, was not enough to make the transition to SBG.  

The openness to the change of the individual members of the team was also important.    

Those that really fought this paradigm shift and this philosophy struggled the most.  I 

thought that was very telling.  Teachers that were willing to try new things and jump in, 

may not have all been excited, but the more that they learned about it, the easier it 

became. It was just very telling that the teachers [who] embraced it got over that struggle 

quickly, (Brooks, building leader, June 2015).   

Some teams anticipated the SBG movement and decided to start thinking and 

experimenting with it.  “We might as well jump in with both feet now and figure it out, so that by 

the time it really does get to us, we don’t have to struggle then,” (Harris, January 2015).  Other 

teams were mandated to adopt SBG practices and came together around the challenge. “I cannot 

imagine what this year would be like if we didn’t have [the team].  We are pretty tight,” 

(Melville, January 2015).    

Others put off the transition to SBG for as long as possible. Both Starks and Seymour 

decided not to work ahead and mimic SBG grade books with their traditional classes because 

they were certain those courses would change in unexpected ways as everyone learned more 

about SBG implementation.  “For my sanity I’m just choosing not to [mimic SBG] with the other 

[traditional] course because I believe there are some other things that are going to come into the 

SBG landscape [that will change as we learn more],” (Starks, January 2015). McCallum 

described her contrasting experiences with two English data teams—one using SBG and the 

other, traditional grading.   
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I have two data teams and I have one that does SBG and I have one that does not do 

SBG. And your conversations are very different during those planning meetings. In the 

tenth grade [team] where we're not doing SBG this year, I don't think we ever look at the 

standard. I mean, we look at the district guide, but we don't actually ever look at the real 

standard. And you don't evaluate each activity in terms of how is this going to get the kid 

to meet the standard. You're still looking at how are we going to get the kid to make the 

grade as opposed to how are we going to make sure that the student [understands] this 

material, (January 2015). 

McCallum described the SBG team, by contrast, monitored when students were missing ideas 

rather than missing points. 

Change in Instructional Practices Related to Support 

The amount of professed change in instructional practices was more pronounced among 

teachers with the highest levels of support. Nunn, a teacher with a low support score, described 

using fitness testing to determine if students were making progress, but qualified the practice as 

“unfortunate” (January 2015).  Harris, who was enthusiastically implementing SBG with 

virtually no support, described providing multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate 

proficiency could be as simple as reformatting exams.  

I think that we think we’re doing really well with the multiple and varied opportunities.  I 

think that we don’t all agree on redos, retakes, and flexible time; we just need more 

conversation, we need more direction about it, about what it really means.  Because what 

I hear a lot from the naysayers is, ‘so if I just let them retake the test, don’t they already 

know the questions?’  Well, do you have to give them the same test?  Does it have to be 
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in the same format that you gave before?  Can it be a different kind of assignment on the 

same skill? (Harris, January 2015). 

By the end of her argument against the naysayers, Harris suggested using alternate assignments 

for individual students. When presented with the Grading Practices Handbook during the January 

interview, specifically how it echoed her argument for multiple opportunities, she was surprised 

that it existed and stated, “I love this!”   

Teachers with moderate support scores extolled the virtues of SBG practices on 

instruction but stated that adopting those practices did not change the way they instructed 

students. “We were taking the steps necessary to making sure we were prepping the kids for the 

[assessments], that all the stepping-stones were in place and that everything was 

matching…we’ve always worked backwards [from the assessment],” (Reagan, June 2015).    

Reagan minimized the impact of SBG on his instruction claiming, “higher levels of thinking has 

always been the goal of instruction,” (June 2015).  Snow concurred, “[SBG] hasn’t changed my 

instruction much,” (June 2015). 

Teachers with higher moderate support scores described some changes around their 

instructional practices.  Warden described changes in how she used familiar worksheets in new 

ways.  She said, “quality feedback has to be more than a number,” (January 2015).  Similarly, 

Cain described her assessments as more meaningful.  She said the literature and activities she 

used in class were the same but the daily work was completely changed for better alignment. “I 

continue trying to pare down what I’m asking each student to do—to really focus that 

instruction.  [For example,] we’ve completely changed the daily work [for the novel] so that it 

more clearly matches the [final] assessment,” (January 2015). 
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All three teachers with the highest support scores described radical changes in their 

instructional practices. When comparing her PLC’s earlier practice with their practice using 

SBG, Melville explained how even her best work had been deepened and strengthened. 

Differentiation, certainly we were doing [it before, but] I think it’s like a whole other 

level [now] because the instruction is so narrowed you really know who’s deficient [on 

each] standard.  Collaborative scoring we certainly did before, but again, I feel like this is 

a whole new level.  Collaborative scoring we do almost every time we meet, which is 

every other day.  There’s always something that we’re discussing and talking about with 

collaborative scoring.  I feel like we’ve always given feedback and it’s always been a big 

part [of our practice].  But because not everything is scored— not everything goes in the 

grade book— there’s a lot of things that [students] are turning in and we’re writing all 

over it, we’re meeting with them—that isn’t going in the grade book.  Where in the past 

they turned it in and it went in the grade book.  So that’s a little different, (Melville, 

January 2015).  

Starks portrayed the change in his thinking about instruction as “more challenging because it’s 

not just a stack of papers to grade and students get what they get. You offer different channels of 

getting information and then you just open yourself to documenting,” (January 2015).  Likewise, 

Seymour said, “probably the biggest shock to me is how much better organized my planning [for 

instruction] is,” (January 2015).  Using phrases like, ‘a whole new level’, ‘more challenging’, 

and ‘biggest shock’ to describe changes to their instructional practices set the teachers with the 

most support apart from the others.  

Shifting Focus from Teaching to Learning 

Overwhelmingly, every teacher interviewed gave positive statements about the focus on 
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learning that came with SBG implementation. But the depth of those comments aligned with the 

levels of support each teacher received.  Those with the least support described the clarity of 

teacher-to-teacher communication or diagnostics aspects of SBG.  “SBG pinpoints what students 

know and can do,” (Harris, January 2015). It was late in the year when Malley first experienced 

the benefits of common language for student achievement between teachers.  “I could say [a 

student was] making 1.5 and teachers knew exactly what I meant; I didn’t have to show them any 

work.  That was really helpful.  That’s really the only time that SBG went beyond my little 

desk,” (Malley, June 2015). 

McCallum and Reagan, who had higher support scores, both specified the ability to 

notice where student learning fell short of the goal.  “SBG allows teachers to see where student 

thinking falls apart,” (McCallum, January 2015). “SBG helps teachers hone in on where students 

are having difficulty,” (Reagan, June 2015).  

Teachers with higher support scores anticipated the next level of student learning that 

they expected to emerge in year two of their implementation. “The primary focus this year was 

on what students knew and could do.  Developing critical thinking is the next step in the 

curriculum design,” (Snow, June 2015).  Warden, who described utilizing the same worksheets 

in new ways also emphasized how she expected to change her instructional tasks in the second 

year. “Rigorous task design is the next big step… we used to use worksheets, but now instead of 

collecting points, we are measuring how well they understand,” (Warden, June 2015). 

Teachers with the highest levels of support were even more focused on individualized 

student instruction in the coming year. “We need to learn how to support students who need 

accommodations or modifications,” (Seymour, June 2015).   
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Teachers with the highest levels of support also described the heart-breaking situation 

when nice students did not earn top marks. “It’s those type of conversations, those type of kind 

of gut wrenching [scoring] decisions [where students say] ‘I hear it’, ‘I see it’, ‘I’ve got it’ but 

they can’t put it to these [specific] numbers,” (Starks, January 2015).  Melville told the story of 

an unpleasant parent conference with a student who earned a B for the first semester.   

[The student] had done well on everything but she was under-proficient for her SRI. [At 

parent conferences the mother said], ‘my daughter is not average! She is shining star!  All 

because of this stupid SBG, now you’re telling me she’s just average?  She is not 

average!’ And I thought, oh my God. It was crazy.  She had claimed that her daughter 

scored off-the-charts in state assessments and reading and all of this stuff.  What was 

most frustrating was the fact that she just really believed. [Her daughter] went to a 

private, religious school up until that point.  And her report card was all A-plus, all the 

way through.  When I tried to talk to her about why I thought the SBG is great—because 

it really does assess skills and standards and what you know.  I didn’t want to say that 

[her straight A’s all the way through] wasn’t true, but wouldn’t you want to know before 

your kid gets to college? (Melville, January 2015).  

Keeping the focus on learning meant that sometimes nice, hardworking students did not always 

end up with top marks, which was stressful for everyone.  “Every single person in a community 

– the parents, the board, everybody in a community – they only know what they grew up with.  

Grades are fixed in their heads. They don’t think about teaching and learning. They think about 

grades and their own experiences. It is just the biggest break with our past that I think we’ve had, 

(Pitz, change agent, February 2015). Small training groups both with course alike teachers and 

school alike teachers, helped individuals cope with the stress of change.  
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Highly Supported Teachers Describe Responsibilities to Others 

All three of the highly supported teachers in this study expressed a sense of responsibility 

for supporting and building the capacity of the next round of implementers. “Being able to give 

the advice and give the district perspective… that [is] my role [in the change process],” (Starks, 

June 2015).  Melville thought her efforts calling attention to the problems in the SBG system 

during the first year would pave the way for teachers in subsequent years. “I think the teachers 

that are going to be doing this next year and the year after, and the year after— the sophomore, 

junior, and senior teachers— it’s going to go much smoother,” (January, 2015).  She saw herself 

as a teacher leader and building resource in the coming years.  “My role is to be a leader, to help 

answer questions, be positive.  Because I think there’s still some grumbling.  You know, be 

positive about this change moving forward and just try to support [others]” (June 2015). 

McCallum thought the grumbling was natural and had a place in the change process.  

Even though [SBG is] hard to grasp, just to have the freedom to sit in our meetings and 

say, oh, I don't think this is going to work. You know? Without fear of being in trouble. 

And as long as you're trying it and you're working towards it [it will be okay], because 

then, I think, as people try it, they're going to see that it does work better, (June 2015). 

Supporting the second-year implementers was viewed as important because inclusion, it was 

inferred, led to less reluctance.  

Communicating Student Progress 

One of the main stated reasons to implement SBG policy was to develop clear 

communication about student progress before high-stakes external assessments were given. 

There were mixed feelings about progress towards this goal after year one of the implementation.  

The main constituencies participants named for this communication were other teachers, students 
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and parents.  “One of the amazing things that has popped up to me regarding using SBG for this 

first year is how much communication is needed to the students, to the families, but definitely to 

our staffs within different buildings,” (Starks, January 2015).  Infinite Campus, the data 

warehouse for recording student achievement, was reconfigured to provide structure for grading 

based on priority standards identified by the curricular lead teams for each course.  Report cards 

and transcripts were changed to include student progress on each topic of study within a course.  

But the need for teachers to track student progress for themselves sometimes conflicted with 

Infinite Campus’ function as a communication tool for other stakeholders. At the end of the year, 

teachers felt grades were defensible and reflected what students knew and were able to do.  But 

during the semester there was discomfort with the uncertainty and inability for teachers, students 

and parents to predict a student’s semester grade.  

The Purpose of Grades 

MPSD established a purpose for grading when it began implementing SBG policy: “It is 

a method to get to clear and accurate communication to families about where students are and 

what students need to be doing next [in their learning],” (Bugg, change agent, February 2015).  

In January 2015 each teacher interviewed was asked what the purpose of grades were.  Almost 

every teacher identified the purpose of grades as some sort of communication about student 

achievement instead of compensation for the quantity of work a student completed.  Table 5.1 

shows their replies in order of increasing support score.  

Table 5.1  

Responses to the question, “What is the purpose of grades?” 
 

Teacher Reply 

 
Malley 

 

[We give grades now] because they have to know whether or not they did 
enough work.  Why should we give grades?  What should grades mean?  It 
should be evidence that shows how much more work students need to do. 



  181 

Responses to the question, “What is the purpose of grades?” (Continued) 
 

Teacher Reply 

 
Harris 

 
As some kind of indicator of how successful a kid can be in real life. 

 
Nunn 

 

[Grades] should be used to see where a student is at.  Not to see if they’re 
smart or not. 

 
McCallum 

 
We give grades so we see how a student is performing in a class. 

 
Cain 

 

So that they have a clear understanding of what they’re really able to do.  What 
do they really know? 

 
McFadden 

 
This measures where students are with a particular skill. 

 
Reagan 

 

[Giving grades is] the most nationally recognized way of assessing. People 
want to know where they're at.  We should want to know where they're at, what 
their status is. 

 
Snow 

 
[Grades] keep them on track of what are we doing in this class. 

 
Warden 

 

Grades are more specific and measuring skill and knowledge only. I think that’s 
more accurate. 

 
Seymour 

 

[The purpose of grades] should be a communication on what students are able 
to do. 

 
Starks 

 

I can tell the student this is where you’re at and this is how you can progress; 
there are no mysteries. 

 
Melville 

 
[Grades should] show what students know and are able to do. 

 
In January, when Malley still had not received any support for implementing SBG, she 

was the only person interviewed still thinking of grades as compensation for work completion.  

By June her thinking had changed somewhat; she identified one of the benefits of SBG was to 

remove trivial considerations like where students placed their names on the page and pointed to 
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grade books as a form of communication.  Harris was better aligned with SBG philosophy in 

January when she stated grades should be a predictor of future success, but she did not explicitly 

indicate it as a measure of current success. Although later she stated, “It’s not about amount of 

work, but on the quality and skill of the work,” (Harris, January 2015).  Likewise, Nunn thought 

grades were a way to know student progress, rejecting the idea that grades spoke to some 

inherent quality in the student— ‘smartness’.    

Starting with McCallum, and the other teachers who had at least moderate support, there 

was an immediate connection between grades and student performance in a particular class.  But 

even teachers with high support held onto previous thinking about how semester grades came 

into being.  At the end of the first semester, Starks, a mathematics teacher, still expected he’d be 

calculating student grades instead of classifying achievement on a performance scale. “I didn’t 

have too many concerns about all the [grade] calculations,” (January 2015).  

There were still deep concerns with the system’s ability achieve clear communication 

about student achievement. Those who worked with older students began to worry about 

eventual student transcripts for college admission.  “We need to look at these transcripts. I was 

looking at freshman, all [the topic scores in each of] their SBG classes [are listed]. Wait until 

they have four years of that, then [try] finding their credits in all of that,” (Garvin, building 

leader, June 2015).  Reagan agreed that the length of the transcripts would be problematic.  

“They're sending out those transcripts, I mean, by the time they get to junior/senior year, that 

would be an interesting experiment,” (January 2015).  Other concerns surrounded the inclusion 

of the Employability Rubric that recorded student behavior but did not influence student grades 

and the interpretation of the A with honors grade.  “Is A(H) something that colleges actually get 
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to see? And that’s, I guess, more my confusion on the transcripts, like with the behavior thing. 

Does a college really even look at the behavior part of what we send them?” (Cain, May 2015). 

There were rampant complaints from teachers at all levels of support on communicating 

students’ grades throughout the semester.  Semester grades were not determined until the 

semester was concluded.  In the traditional grading system, a student’s grade on the first 

assignment was a good indicator of the eventual semester grade (Guskey, 2011b).  The SBG 

policy stipulated that students would have multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency 

throughout the semester.  Teachers were instructed to ‘score’ students, not ‘grade’ them.  Scores 

could change as students learned more.   

When a student asks, ‘What's my grade?’  Well, I'm not really certain all the time.  And 

for a teacher—especially a 20-year veteran teacher— that's unusual. I can, kind of, tell 

you an idea but, everything's in flux. It's progressive and I'm looking at multiple pages of 

this saying this, this saying that…I had a student with a zero because he didn't even make 

it to the first bar.  All I could tell [the parents] is that he didn't make it to the first 

whatever it was I was measuring, whether it was content or skill.  As a parent, you know, 

that's, kind of, confusing to them. They were unused it.  [They wonder if] he got 10 out of 

20, right—he still failed, but he had 10 out of 20— or did he have nothing?  And, you 

know, honestly I couldn't tell.  And, again, you feel kind of stupid.  Well, it's a legitimate 

question.  All I can tell you is he didn't even meet the first threshold, (Reagan, January 

2015). 

Being asked, ‘what’s my grade?’ is a common occurrence that teachers are expected to be able 

answer throughout the semester.  SBG policy made answering that question much more difficult.   
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Several teachers wanted tracking systems to record student progress outside of the one 

provided in Infinite Campus to stave off feelings of incompetence when grades were requested 

before the conclusion of the semester. “I have come up with some kind of form where [students] 

can track their own grading,” (Warden, June 2015).  The biggest nugget of wisdom Harris took 

away from the ninth grade English teachers was a way to track students’ progress on paper. “I’d 

say the biggest tool is the progress-monitoring sheet,” (Harris, June 2015).  Others were just 

overwhelmed with the level of organization they perceived was necessary to answer the ‘what’s 

my grade’ question.  

The evidence piece is probably my biggest struggle right now… As far as record keeping, 

I’m just not there yet, I’m not that organized to be able to do something like that.  I’m 

really trying to push myself and to not have to wait until I get towards the end of a unit, 

till I get to the level three before I give the assessment, (Seymour, June 2015). 

Despite being provided an electronic method for tracking student progress on each of the 

standards in Infinite Campus, teachers still struggled with using it effectively.  

Electronic SBG Grade Books 

Having an SBG grade book was essential for changing to SBG practices.  Teachers who 

wanted to try SBG in the past but didn’t, cited the lack of a standard-centric grade book. “The 

run-in was always with Infinite Campus and the grade book structure that we had.  So when 

the district said, we are going to change the grade book, [sings].  I mean, yes, clouds parted 

and sunlight,” (McFadden, January 2015).  Those teachers who mimicked SBG grade books or 

philosophies without district support struggled to implement SBG policy with fidelity and 

demonstrated misunderstandings about what the policy meant in practice.   



  185 

But building SBG grade books in a data warehouse designed for traditional grading was 

complex.  Change agents attempted to contain the technical difficulties by mandating only 20 

courses for the transition— 8% of the high school course catalog. It was still problematic.  

Building leaders— often the complaint department in a school— said that the Infinite 

Campus grade books were the biggest problem with SBG. “I’ve heard a lot of complaining about 

the Grade Books for SBG, and how cumbersome they were,” (Ford, building leader, June 2015).  

Cain, Malley and Melville all reported that they kept paper grade books because of 

complications with Infinite Campus.  “I live, eat, sleep, and breathe technology.  I’m a 

Millennial, for goodness sakes!” (Malley, January 2015).  Eight-year veteran, Melville also 

found herself in unfamiliar territory.  “Infinite Campus is what makes SBG hard…It’s the 

Infinite Campus piece, hands down, that has been the most frustrating part…I’ve been keeping a 

paper grade book and an Infinite Campus grade book which I have never done,” (Melville, 

January 2015).   

Starks, who also considered himself technologically savvy, described his experience with 

Infinite Campus as ‘tedious’.  “This is one of the things of backlash of multiple 

opportunities…going back and forth, finding this row, find that row, knowing which row 

actually works and then just posting so the parents could see it,” (January 2015).  The SBG grade 

book had each topic on a separate page so, as teachers went back to update student scores as they 

improved over the semester, they had to flip back to early pages in the grade book.   But learning 

how to make his work ‘visible’ to parents was also a challenge.  To make the evidence show up 

on the parent portal, teachers had to do an extra step of ‘posting’ grades.   

I would say that was the most confusing part was understanding what I had to do on my 

end so the student could see the most updated grade and not something that is three 
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weeks old. I have put stuff in, but they could not see its effect.  It’s hard to get an email 

from a parent or even when a student comes in and says ‘why haven’t you updated my 

grade?’  You’re looking at him like, ‘I did! You saw me put the assessment. So what’s 

going on?!’  I haven’t had anyone heckle me or been upset that grades are not updated.  

They’ve understood if I come back and say I apologize, I have the assessment. I just 

forgot to press a couple of buttons here.  So it’s minor things but it’s just a reminder of 

how to do that. But I think that just comes down to the way Infinite Campus is structured 

with the multiple pages and remembering which one does what, (Starks, January 2015).   

Getting all of the student’s scores on one page was a common request.  “Last year: Boom here’s 

your grade.  This year: Well, he’s here and here and here, so…” (Melville, January 2015).  

Traditional grade books were able to print a one-page document that summarized all of a 

student’s work and a grade summary throughout the semester.  SBG teachers sorely missed the 

one-page summary.  “Four pages of evidence is cumbersome.  Infinite Campus is unnecessarily 

difficult.  The content of the Body of Evidence is too spread out,” (Reagan, January 2015). 

Teachers who were expecting to get SBG grade books over the subsequent years were 

bracing themselves for the difficulties they heard about from those who had them in the first 

year. “I’m going to have the same struggles with the grade book, and I know that.  But at least 

I’m familiar with the struggles now,” (Harris, June 2015).   

Student Understanding of the System 

Students also had to learn how to read their SBG scores to estimate their semester grades 

in Infinite Campus.  Some of the struggle came from understanding the new look in Infinite 

Campus.  “Students don’t know how to read Infinite Campus,” (Seymour, January 2015). 

Sometimes this confusion led to students redoing work unnecessarily. “Students have a hard time 
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finding their grades in Infinite Campus.  Sometimes they redid work they had already done well 

instead of working on problem areas.  I didn’t understand it well enough at first to explain it 

well,” (Snow, January 2015).  

Another difficulty came from the shift in grading by standard instead of by assignment.  

“Students were confused about how one assignment could be entered for multiple standards,” 

(Cain, January 2015).  A complex assignment could provide students with an opportunity to 

demonstrate skills related to more than one standard.  So, instead of getting one score for the 

assignment, the assignment could result in one score on one standard and a different score on 

another standard. Being able to clearly explain how the score was determined helped students 

make the transition to SBG.   

I have some interesting cases where kids who never would have argued their grade 

before, might come up and say, ‘why didn’t I get a three?’ Or they’ll bring up their 

friend’s paper and say, ‘why did I get a 2.5 and she got a two?  What’s the difference?’  

Well, that comes back to me being able to defend myself, which I think is really 

important for a teacher to own that and say, ‘well, look at your word choice, look at his 

word choice.  What’s the difference?’  And right there I can point out to them in their 

writing.  You know, it’s no longer a grey area, (Harris, January 2015). 

The clearer the teacher was in her understanding about the grading system, the better she felt 

about explaining it to her students.  Starks agreed, “you have to help student understand where 

they are without discouraging them… students had to adjust their thinking to the connectedness 

of ideas and not point getting,” (January 2015).  

Internal and External Assessments 

The external assessments— standardized state tests— are difficult to use to improve 
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student achievement since they typically come at the end of the year—the equivalent of an 

autopsy on student achievement instead of a medical check-up. However, districts are required to 

publicly share the results of those external assessments.  Student performance on these tests 

determines prestige of each district and, in some states, funding level.  Under the No Child Left 

Behind Act, districts that did not keep pace with the ever-increasing levels of expected student 

proficiency are labeled “Districts In Need of Assistance” (DINA).  Thus the tests have become 

‘high stakes’. Metropolis Public School District was labeled DINA in 2012.   

The MPSD change initiative was focused on how teachers conducted internal 

assessments of student progress and achievement in the form of course grades to provide more 

timely information when students struggled.  Standards Based Grading practices were mandated 

for the first time in some ninth grade courses in 2014-2015.  One of the key questions of this 

study was to what extent did the implementation of SBG practices result in increased alignment 

between internal and external assessments of student achievement? 

There was heavy speculation how changing teacher assessment practices would impact 

the distribution of student grades and whether those grades would better align with the external 

assessment scores. With the DINA designation caused, in part, by low test scores, some 

wondered if better alignment between internal and external assessments would hurt graduation 

rates as student grades fell.  Others argued that alignment would not happen because the state 

assessments did not fully align with the Common Core State Standards that were the basis for 

SBG classroom practices. Further, the argument asserted that grades would inflate because it 

would be harder for students to fail when the range for failing grades was the equivalent size as 

each of the other grading ranges.  

Building-wide comparisons of course grade point averages were made before and after 
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SBG grade books were introduced.  Courses that converted to SBG, as well as those that were 

not converted were compared to each other and to themselves to determine the effect of 

introducing SBG grade books.  Comparing course grade point averages for courses that retained 

traditional grade books before and after SBG practices were introduced, served as a baseline.  

However, by also tracking which grades were assigned by teachers who were attempting to 

implement SBG practices (either through mandates for some of their other courses or 

voluntarily), suggested how the implementation shifted practices within the entire organization at 

the school; thus, gave further insights on how individual change impacted organizational change. 

State tests used by the school district did not change during the period of study. 

The school district, in its argument for adopting SBG practices, cited the disconnect 

between eleventh grade students’ English III and Algebra II grades and their performance on the 

reading and mathematics sections of the ACT (Grinstead, 2014).  This was the model for similar 

correlations in this study between the state assessment scores and English I and Algebra I grades. 

Science grades were not used because there were two different science classes that converted to 

SBG from which ninth grade students could choose. No other course had standardized test scores 

with which to compare.   

Grade Distributions 

Grade point average (GPA) typically refers to a single student’s calculated score of 

accumulated semester grades by converting the letter grades to points and then averaging.  For 

this study, GPAs were instead calculated for groups of students that earned grades in a particular 

course, group of courses, levels or departments.  A four-point scale was used to calculate the 

GPAs (A = 4 points, B = 3 points, C = 2 points, D = 1 point, F = 0 points). Figure 5.4 displays 

the comparison of course GPAs before and after the introduction of SBG courses. 
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Figure 5.4 Course GPA’s before and after the introduction of SBG implementation.   

 Courses are grouped by the type of grade book provided in 2014-2015, the year SBG was 

introduced in the school.  Non-SBG courses had traditional grade books both years.  Pre-SBG 

courses in 2013-2014 were converted to SBG grade books the following year. Course GPAs 

were calculated by converting all the semester letter grades assigned from the specified grade 

books into points and averaged.   

The building-wide GPA for all courses over both years was 2.60.  Courses with 

traditional grade books had a consistent GPA of 2.63 both years.  Courses that were converted to 

SBG had a lower GPA overall, with a slight and possibly random, increase from 2.51 pre-SBG to 

2.54 after the conversion.  Comparing mean grades from traditional and SBG grade books in the 

first implementation year when the means were closer determined there was a small but 

significant difference.  Independent-samples t-tests were conducted and determined a statistically 

significant higher course GPAs for those classes with traditional grade books (M = 2.63, SD = 
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1.299) and those with SBG grade books (M = 2.54, SD = 1.285) in 2014-2015, t(20261) = 4.22, p 

< .001.  The effect size of type of grade book on course GPA was smaller than typical, d = 0.069.   

The type of subjects converted to SBG accounts for the lower in GPA of those courses.  

Ninth grade courses in the four core subjects of study (English, Mathematics, Science, and Social 

Studies) were all converted to SBG.  Whereas, only some courses from non-core subjects of 

study were converted.  In 2014-2015, non-core subjects (M = 2.97, SD = 1.210) had statistically 

significantly higher GPAs than core subjects (M = 2.35, SD = 1.294), t(18887) = -34.74, p < 

.001. Fifty-eight percent of all assigned grades came from core subjects.  The effect size, d, of 

non-core subjects on course GPA was typical, 0.492.  This pattern held steady for the two-year 

period.  Figure 5.5 compares GPAs of core and non-core subjects to the building average over 

the two-year period 2013-2015.  

 

Figure 5.5 A comparison of GPAs for core and non-core subjects during the period of study.   
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 All courses, regardless of type of grade book during the period of study were included in 

the GPA calculation.  The GPA of all courses during this period was 2.60 as indicated by the 

reference line.  Non-core subjects had significantly higher assigned grades than core subjects.  

Students in the SBG courses were typically younger than the students in traditional 

classes because the courses selected for conversion were typical ninth grade courses. However, 

some ninth grade students took classes with traditional grade books (for example a ninth grade 

student in Geometry) and some older students took classes with SBG grade books (for example a 

tenth grade student in Band).  Student age did not contribute to lower GPAs, however.  

Regardless of the type of grade book used, ninth grade students scored at or above the overall 

building GPA.  Table 5.2 reveals that younger students did not necessarily have lower GPAs.  

Twice as many semester grades were assigned to ninth grade students as compared to twelfth 

grade students, so they were weighted more heavily in the building average of 2.60. 

Table 5.2  

Grade Level GPAs 
 

Grade Level Year Number of grades 
assigned GPA 

9 
2013-2014   Pre-SBG 6061 2.60 

2014-2015 Intro-SBG 7384 2.66 

10 
2013-2014   Pre-SBG 5142 2.77 

2014-2015 Intro-SBG 5703 2.56 

11 
2013-2014   Pre-SBG 4170 2.48 

2014-2015 Intro-SBG 4084 2.56 

12 
2013-2014   Pre-SBG 2928 2.49 

2014-2015 Intro-SBG 3090 2.61 

 It is conventional knowledge that younger students generally are less practiced in 
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scholarly skills, have higher rates of suspension due to class disruption, and may not feel the 

same pressure of graduation— therefore, are less motivated— than older students. Figure 5.6 

compares GPAs of students at each grade level in courses that were converted to SBG grade 

books.  Pre-SBG, these courses had traditional grade books in which behavioral factors such as 

turning work in on time were commonly included.   After converting to SBG, teachers could no 

longer include behavior in student grades.   

 
Figure 5.6 Comparisons of GPAs in SBG courses by student grade level before and after the 

conversion.  Before converting these courses to SBG, older students earned increasingly higher 

grades.  However, when students were assessed in relation to clearly stated standards, ninth and 

tenth grade students scored about the same. There was no longer a step increase in GPA between 

eleventh and twelfth grade students either, but the older students had higher GPAs than the 

younger students.  

The difference between the GPAs of upperclassmen and underclassman in SBG courses 
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may be attributed to the types of SBG courses the students took.   Tenth grade students taking 

Algebra I, for example, usually were repeating the class.  But upperclassmen who took ninth 

grade core courses such as Algebra I, usually did so in an online course with a traditional grade 

book, instead of SBG.  Upperclassmen in SBG courses were almost exclusively from non-core 

subjects such as band and Introduction to 2D and 3D Art, and therefore likely benefited in this 

comparison from the typically higher course GPAs in non-core subjects.  

The leveling of GPAs between ninth and tenth grade students and eleventh and twelfth 

grade students indicate how traditional classroom assessment policies may bias in favor of 

student age, maturity, and effort.  When teachers were compelled to report student progress by 

particular curricular standards, the behavioral advantages of older students were likely reduced.  

The ninth grade students who were newer to the building and less familiar to the staff scored 

about the same before and after SBG implementation.  Eleventh grade students experienced a 

slight change in GPA when the courses were converted to SBG.  The drop in GPAs when the 

courses converted to SBG was most dramatic for the tenth and twelfth grade students— the 

older, more familiar half of the underclassmen and the upperclassmen, respectively.   

Significant changes were observed in course GPAs before and after SBG 

implementation.  The data were checked for normality.  Discrete variables, such as semester 

grades, can be used as continuous variables in analysis.  “The property of variables that is crucial 

to the application of multivariate procedures is not type of measurement so much as the shape of 

the distribution,” (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013, p. 6).  The shape of the distribution can be defined 

by the curve’s skew and kurtosis values.  Skew is the symmetry of the distribution of scores 

around the mean and kurtosis is the peakedness of the curve.  Skew values for all variables were 

between +/- 1, which is acceptable according to Morgan et al. (2012).  Kurtosis values were 
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close to 1.0, which is also considered acceptable. Table 5.3 lists descriptive statistics for the 

variables. 

Table 5.3 

Descriptive statistics for variables in core subjects 
 
Department Course Type N Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis 

ALL 

SBG: Pre 4237 0 4 2.51 1.338 -.506 -.926 

SBG: Post 5223 0 4 2.54 1.285 -.518 -.796 

Traditional: Pre 14068 0 4 2.63 1.263 -.602 -.683 

Traditional: Post 15040 0 4 2.63 1.299 -.636 -.701 

English 

SBG: Pre 597 0 4 1.98 1.292 -.162 -1.106 

SBG: Post 746 0 4 2.43 1.227 -.516 -.618 

Traditional: Pre 2366 0 4 2.23 1.271 -.296 -.922 

Traditional: Post 2406 0 4 2.37 1.334 -.435 -.949 

Mathematics 

SBG: Pre 680 0 4 1.62 1.233 .205 -.979 

SBG: Post 721 0 4 1.91 1.371 .041 -1.213 

Traditional: Pre 2137 0 4 2.25 1.263 -.234 -.957 

Traditional: Post 2246 0 4 2.13 1.378 -.184 -1.185 

Science 

SBG: Pre 704 0 4 2.51 1.172 -.617 -.437 

SBG: Post 832 0 4 2.30 1.147 -.218 -.691 

Traditional: Pre 1841 0 4 2.44 1.298 -.378 -.973 

Traditional: Post 1892 0 4 2.48 1.295 -.491 -.847 

Social 
Studies 

SBG: Pre 659 0 4 2.72 1.169 -.562 -.664 

SBG: Post 826 0 4 2.52 1.245 -.495 -.720 

Traditional: Pre 2085 0 4 2.51 1.184 -.463 -.629 

Traditional: Post 2078 0 4 2.52 1.147 -.469 -.499 
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Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to determine if there was a statistically 

significant difference in course GPAs before and after SBG implementation.  The overall 

building-wide course GPA stayed nearly the same, 2.60 to 2.61, both before and after 

implementation of SBG grade books in selected courses.  Courses that were assigned SBG grade 

books in 2014-2015 generated 24% of all of the grades assigned during the period of study. The 

independent-samples t-test was not significant for either the courses that were converted to SBG, 

t(8901) = -1.251, or the traditional courses, t(29062) = 0.292.  Table 5.4 displays the results of 

the independent-samples t-tests for all subjects and core subjects, specifically.  

Table 5.4 

Comparisons of mean grades in core subjects by department 

Department Course Type M SD t df p d 

ALL 

SBG: Pre 2.51 1.338 
-1.251a 8901a .211 - 

SBG: Post 2.54 1.285 

Traditional: Pre 2.63 1.263 
0.292a 29062a .770 - 

Traditional: Post 2.63 1.299 

English 

SBG: Pre 1.98 1.292 
-6.486 1341 <.001 0.358 

SBG: Post 2.43 1.227 

Traditional: Pre 2.23 1.271 
-3.542a 4834a <.001 0.107 

Traditional: Post 2.37 1.334 

Mathematics 

SBG: Pre 1.62 1.233 
-4.238a 1396a <.001 0.222 

SBG: Post 1.91 1.371 

Traditional: Pre 2.25 1.263 
2.866a 4375a .004 0.087 

Traditional: Post 2.13 1.378 
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Comparisons of mean grades in core subjects by department (Continued). 

Department Course Type M SD t df p d 

Science 

SBG: Pre 2.51 1.172 
3.490 1534 <.001 0.181 

SBG: Post 2.30 1.147 

Traditional: Pre 2.44 1.298 
-0.981 3731 .326 - 

Traditional: Post 2.48 1.295 

Social 
Studies 

SBG: Pre 2.72 1.169 
3.123a 1444a .002 0.165 

SBG: Post 2.52 1.245 

Traditional: Pre 2.51 1.184 
-0.075a 4158a .941 - 

Traditional: Post 2.52 1.147 
a = The t and df were adjusted because variances were not equal 
 

Core subjects that were converted to SBG grade books had significant changes in course 

GPAs, however.  English and Mathematics courses had significant increases in course GPAs.  

The independent-samples t-test for English courses converted to SBG was statistically 

significant, t(1341) = -6.486, p < .001, indicating that the mean GPA for these courses was 

significantly higher after SBG implementation (M = 2.43, SD = 1.227) than when the courses 

had traditional grade books the year before (M = 1.98, SD = 1.292).  The effect size, d, was 

0.358.  Mathematics courses converted to SBG also had statistically significant gains in mean 

course GPA, t(1396) = -4.328, p < .001.  The effect size, d, was not as great, 0.222.   

Science and Social Studies courses converted to SBG had significant decreases in course 

GPAs.  The independent t-test for Science courses converted to SBG was statistically significant, 

t(1534) = 3.490, p <.001, indicating that the mean GPA for these courses was significantly lower 

after SBG implementation (M = 2.30, SD = 1.147) than when the courses had traditional grade 

books the previous year (M = 2.51, SD = 1.172).  The effect size, d, was 0.181.  Social studies 
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courses converted to SBG also has statistically significant losses in mean GPA, t(1444) = 3.123, 

p = .002.  The effect size, d, was similarly smaller than typical, 0.165. 

Independent-samples t-tests determined that traditional core subjects either had 

insignificant changes to course GPAs or much smaller than typical effect sizes. English courses 

with traditional grade books, however, had a statistically significant gain in course GPAs after 

SBG implementation, t(4834) = -3.542, p <.001.  The effect size, d, was 0.107.  Mathematics 

courses with traditional grade books had a statistically significant loss in course GPAs after SBG 

implementation, t(4375) = 2.866, p = .004.  The effect size, d, was similarly tinier than typical, 

0.087.  Both science and social studies courses with traditional grade books before and after SBG 

implementation had statistically insignificant changes to mean course GPAs.  

The gains in Mathematics and English courses may be easier to visualize graphically.  

The figure 5.7 below consists of histograms of ninth grade students enrolled in both semesters of 

Algebra I and English I before and after those courses were converted to SBG grade books.  

Students’ first and second semester grades were averaged so that a student earning a “A” both 

semesters had a 4.0 for the year, but a student earning an “A” one semester and a “B” the other 

had a 3.5 for the year. The histograms show a marked increase in the number of students’ grades 

earning higher grades and decrease in the number of student failures in both Algebra I and 

English I.   
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Figure 5.7   Histograms of ninth grade students’ grades in Algebra I and English I before and 

after SBG implementation.   

 Before plotting, Student GPAs were calculated for the year-long course, by averaging their 

first and second semester grades.  Students with a 4.0 GPA earned “A”s in both semesters.  

Students with 0.0 GPA earned “F”s in both semesters.  The number of students within each 

category of GPA were then plotted in the histogram. The overlaying normal curve shows the 

distribution of students by their GPAs in these courses before and after SBG implementation.  

Similar histograms were created for science and social studies classes to depict lower 

grades with SBG grade books, shown in figure 5.8.  Science grades are for all students who took 
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the ninth grade science courses, Earth Science and Conceptual Physics, first and/or second 

semester.  World History grades are for all students who took the course in first and/or second 

semester. 

 

  

  
Figure 5.8 Histograms of semester grades in ninth grade science and World History courses 

before and after SBG implementation. 
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 In the science courses there was a shift from the greatest number of students earning Bs to 

earning Cs accounting for the lower overall course GPA when teachers used SBG grade books. 

In World History courses fewer students earned As and more earned Fs when teachers used SBG 

grade books.   

Course GPAs for non-core subjects that converted to SBG were also analyzed.  The data 

were checked for normality.  Skew values should be between +/- 1 to be acceptable according to 

Morgan et al. (2012).  Kurtosis values should also be close to 1.0 to be considered acceptable. 

Descriptive statistics for the variables are listed in Table 5.5.  However, in some courses, so 

many students earned As, the distribution was skewed too much for a reliable analysis. The 

distribution was populated so heavily towards the high end that the tails were too thick for 

reliable analysis as indicated by extreme kurtosis values.  

Table 5.5 

Descriptive statistics for variables in non-core subjects 
 
Department Course Type N Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Visual Arts 

SBG: Pre 271 0 4 3.38 1.125 -1.827 2.323 

SBG: Post 419 0 4 3.30 1.003 -1.480 1.536 

Traditional: Pre 358 0 4 3.73 0.715 -3.170 10.606 

Traditional: Post 275 0 4 3.81 0.578 -3.966 18.198 

Performing 
Arts 

SBG: Pre 314 0 4 3.86 0.499 -4.159 18.290 

SBG: Post 303 0 4 3.60 0.851 -2.365 5.393 

Traditional: Pre 1234 0 4 3.32 1.094 -1.681 1.937 

Traditional: Post 1283 0 4 3.28 1.117 -1.599 1.663 
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Descriptive statistics for variables in non-core subjects (continued) 
 
Department Course Type N Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Career & 
Technical 

SBG: Pre 666 0 4 2.50 1.376 -.584 -.906 

SBG: Post 970 0 4 2.71 1.288 -.734 -.556 

Traditional: Pre 1460 0 4 2.99 1.205 -1.062 .152 

Traditional: Post 1925 0 4 2.72 1.274 -.722 -.592 

World 
Languages 

SBG: Pre 346 0 4 2.85 1.160 -.702 -.479 

SBG: Post 406 0 4 2.40 1.185 -.449 -.632 

Traditional: Pre 1026 0 4 2.74 0.989 -.584 -.054 

Traditional: Post 1192 0 4 2.80 1.159 -.800 -.148 

Physical 
Education 

Traditional: Pre 1423 0 4 2.92 1.217 -1.006 .065 

Traditional: Post 1560 0 4 3.09 1.157 -1.193 .491 

 
Independent-samples t-tests were conducted for non-core subjects before and after SBG 

implementation that had normal distribution patterns.  Table 5.6 shows the results of those tests.  

Table 5.6 

Comparisons of mean grades in non-core subjects by department 

Department Course Type M SD t df p d 

Visual Arts 

SBG: Pre 3.38 1.125 
- - - - 

SBG: Post 3.30 1.003 

Traditional: Pre 3.73 0.715 
- - - - 

Traditional: Post 3.81 0.578 

Performing 
Arts 

SBG: Pre 3.86 0.499 
- - - - 

SBG: Post 3.60 0.851 

Traditional: Pre 3.32 1.094 
0.881 2515 .379 - 

Traditional: Post 3.28 1.117 
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Comparisons of mean grades in non-core subjects by department (continued) 
 
Department Course Type M SD t df p d 

Career & 
Technical 

SGB: Pre 2.50 1.376 
-3.170a 1366a .002 0.159 

SBG: Post 2.71 1.288 

Traditional: Pre 2.99 1.205 
6.139a 3223a <.001 0.216 

Traditional: Post 2.72 1.274 

World 
Languages 

SBG: Pre 2.85 1.160 
5.286 736 <.001 0.383 

SBG: Post 2.40 1.185 

Traditional: Pre 2.74 0.989 
-1.307a 2216a .191 - 

Traditional: Post 2.80 1.159 

Physical 
Education 

Traditional: Pre 2.92 1.217 
-3.973 2981 <.001 0.051 

Traditional: Post 3.09 1.157 
a = The t and df were adjusted because variances were not equal 
 

SBG courses with normal grade distributions all had statistically significant changes to 

course GPAs.  The independent-samples t-test for Career and Technical courses converted to 

SBG had statistically significant gains in course GPA, t(1366) = -3.170, p = .002.  The mean 

course GPA increased after SBG implementation (M = 2.71, SD = 1.288) as compared to the 

same courses with traditional grade books the year before (M = 2.50, SD = 1.376). The effect 

size, d, was smaller than typical, 0.159. 

World Language courses that were converted to SBG saw statistically significant 

decreases in course GPAs after converting with some of the biggest effect sizes of all tests. The 

independent-samples t-test for converted World Language courses had statistically significantly 

lower course GPAs, t(736) = 5.286, p < .001.  The effect size, d, was 0.383.  The mean course 

GPA after implementation (M = 2.40, SD = 1.185) was lower than the same courses with 

traditional grade books the previous year (M = 2.85, SD = 1.160).   
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Interestingly, career and technical and physical education subjects, similar to English and 

mathematics subjects that had traditional grade books both years, showed statistically significant 

changes in course GPAs.  Career and technical courses had statistically significantly lower 

course GPAs, t(3223) = 6.139, p < .001.  The effect size, d, was 0.216.  The mean course GPA 

after implementation of SBG in the school (M = 2.72, SD = 1.274) was lower than the same 

courses with same types of traditional grade books the previous year (M = 2.99, SD = 1.205).  

Whereas physical education subjects with the same type of traditional grade books both years 

showed statistically significant gains in course GPAs when SBG was partially implemented in 

the school, t(2981) = -3.973, p < .001.  The effect size, d, was 0.051.  The effect size was smaller 

than typical with a mean course GPA in the SBG implementation year  of 3.09 (M = 3.09, SD 

=1.157) and mean course GPA of 2.92 the previous year (M = 2.92, SD = 1.217).   

Possible reasons for significant changes in course GPAs.  The more teachers who were 

mandated to switch to SBG practices were attempting to use SBG practices—either by having all 

SBG courses or mimicking SBG with their other traditional grade books—the bigger the effect 

size of the gains in SBG course GPAs.  SBG teachers who chose to use traditional grading 

practices in their non-SBG courses had smaller gains in SBG course GPAs.   Table 5.7 

summarizes the practices of teachers assigning grades in SBG courses that had significant gains 

in course GPAs. All the teachers assigning grades in these courses had SBG grade books.  The 

labels “Pseudo SBG teachers” and “Traditional teachers” in the table indicate SBG course grades 

assigned by teachers who chose to either modify their other traditional grade books to mimic 

SBG or use traditional practices when given the option.  Both English and Mathematics courses 

had pre-SBG GPAs that were less than the building average of 2.60. 
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Table 5.7 

SBG courses with significant increases in student grades 
 
      Percentage of grades assigned by 

Department Year N of 
grades 

M 
GPA p d All SBG 

teachers 

Pseudo 
SBG 

teachers 

Traditional 
teachers 

English 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
597 1.98 

<.001 0.358 78% 22% 0%  
SBG 

 
746 2.43 

Mathematics 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
680 1.62 

<.001 0.222 48% 0% 52%  
SBG 

 
721 1.91 

Career & 
Technical 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
666 2.50 

.002 0.159 0% 0% 100%  
SBG 

 
970 2.71 

 
Among those SBG courses that experienced a decrease in course GPAs, the influence of 

teachers attempting to utilize SBG practices was more complex.  Those teachers that chose to 

attempt SBG practices in their other courses that had traditional grade books had smaller effect 

sizes on the decline in their SBG courses.  Those teachers that used traditional grading practices 

in their other courses had some of the largest effect sizes on the decline in the SBG courses. In 

other words, attempting to use SBG practices in traditional courses had a mitigating effect on 

how sharply course GPAs declined in SBG courses.  

Another factor that may have contributed to the different effect sizes of the change may 

have been amount of deviation from the mean building-wide GPA the of 2.60.  World Languages 
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courses that converted to SBG had higher than average GPAs the year before SBG 

implementation and had the largest effect sizes.  Science and Social Studies courses that were 

converted to SBG were close to or slightly above the average GPA pre-SBG implementation.  

Their effect sizes were smaller than typical.  Table 5.8 summarizes the practices of teachers 

assigning grades in SBG courses that had a decrease in course GPAs.  All the teachers assigning 

grades in these courses had SBG grade books.  The labels “Pseudo SBG teachers” and 

“Traditional teachers” in the table indicate SBG course grades assigned by teachers who chose to 

either modify their other traditional grade books to mimic SBG or use traditional practices when 

given the option.  

Table 5.8   

SBG courses with significant decreases in student grades 
 

      Percentage of grades assigned by  

Department Year N of 
grades 

M 
GPA p d All SBG 

teachers 

Pseudo 
SBG 

teachers 

Traditional 
teachers 

World 
Languages 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
346 2.85 

<.001 0.383 0% 0% 100%  
SBG 

 
406 2.40 

Science 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
704 2.51 

<.001 0.181 86% 0% 14%  
SBG 

 
832 2.30 

Social Studies 

 
Pre-SBG 

 
659 2.72 

.002 0.165 40% 0% 60%  
SBG 

 
826 2.52 
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Figure 5.9 summarizes the changes in course GPAs before and after SBG 

implementation. Core subjects had course GPAs below the building average of 2.60. Non-core 

subjects had course GPAs above the building average.  The courses converted to SBG were 

largely introductory courses designed for ninth grade students and precursory to the non-SBG 

courses that retained traditional grade books during the period of study.  

 

Figure 5.9 Summary of course GPAs by department before and after SBG implementation.   

 The building average of 2.60 is indicated with a reference line. Black and dark gray bars 

represent course GPAs in 2013-2014 before SBG implementation.  Light gray and white bars 

represent course GPAs in 2014-2015 after SBG implementation.   
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English courses experienced course GPAs increases for both traditional and SBG courses 

and became more similar after implementation of the new grading practices.  Mathematics 

courses likewise had a remarkable increase in course GPAs after implementing SBG, but the 

narrowing of the difference between Algebra I and more advanced mathematics courses was also 

partially accomplished by a decrease in course GPAs in the advanced courses.  Science and 

Social Studies SBG courses had higher course GPAs before the conversion.  After implementing 

SBG grade books, those courses’ GPAs were in better alignment with the grades assigned in 

traditional grade books used with older students.  In Visual Arts, course GPAs did not change 

much after SBG implementation.  The dramatic difference between the grades assigned in 

introductory Visual Arts courses and more advanced courses was preserved even after SBG 

implementation. Grades assigned in Performing Arts courses had always skewed in favor of the 

introductory courses.  After SBG implementation, traditional Performing Arts courses stayed 

about the same and the gap with introductory courses was reduced. Courses from the Career and 

Technical department had much more even course GPAs after the implementation of SBG grade 

books in the introductory courses. There were no SBG courses in the Physical Education 

department. The gap between introductory and advanced World Language course GPAs widened 

after SBG was implemented.   

Correlations Between Grades and Scores 

 Correlations were run to determine the strength of association between internal 

assessments of student performance (course grades) and external assessments of student 

performance (Iowa Assessment).  Four separate correlations were completed.  Two of the 

correlations compared ninth grade students’ Algebra I grades and scores on the Iowa Assessment 

Mathematics sub-test in the years immediately preceding and immediately after implementing 
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SBG practices in Algebra I courses.   The other two correlations compared ninth grade students’ 

English I grades and scores on the Iowa Assessment Reading sub-test in the same years 

surrounding SBG implementation in English I courses.   

Ninth grade students who received semester grades for Algebra I in both the fall and 

spring semesters of the 2013-14 school year and took the Iowa Assessment Mathematics subtest 

in the spring of 2014 were included in the data set for Mathematics 2014. Similarly, ninth grade 

students who received semester grades for Algebra I in the both the fall and spring semesters of 

the 2014-15 school year and took the Iowa Assessment Mathematics subtest in the spring of 

2015 were included in the data set for Mathematics 2015.  The same discriminators were used 

for English I semester grades and Iowa Assessment Reading subtest scores to determine the data 

set for Reading 2014 and Reading 2015.  Non-ninth grade students, and those who did not have a 

grade for both semesters of a course and an Iowa Assessment score for the related sub-test were 

excluded. 

Semester grades for individual students were converted into one score by assigning a 

numerical value to the grades and averaging both semesters.  For example, a student earning an 

“A” (four points) in the fall semester and a “B” (three points) in the spring semester of Algebra I 

would have an Algebra I GPA of 3.5.  

The data were checked for normality.  Skew values for all eight variables were between 

+/- 1, which is acceptable according to Morgan et al. (2012).  Kurtosis values were close to 1.0, 

which is also considered acceptable. Descriptive statistics for the variables are listed in Table 

5.9.  
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Table 5.9 

Descriptive Statistics for variables comparing grades and scores 
 

Variables N Min Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Algebra I Grade 2014a 289 0 4 1.73 1.2 .173 -.861 

Mathematics Score 2014 289 194 329 264 28.1 -.159 -.613 

Algebra I Grade 2015a 308 0 4 2.08 1.3 -.067 -1.09 

Mathematics Score 2015 308 189 329 264 30.3 -.240 -.535 

English I Grade 2014a 293 0 4 2.07 1.2 -.213 -1.04 

Reading Score 2014 293 204 346 282 31.5 .028 -.803 

English I Grade 2015a 346 0 4 2.51 1.1 -.424 -.622 

Reading Score 2015 346 210 346 284 34.4 -.132 -.936 
aGPA, average of grades for both semesters: 0 = F; 1 =D; 2 = C; 3 = B; 4 =A 
 
 Pearson correlation coefficients were computed among the variables of Algebra I Grade 

2014 and Mathematics Score 2014, Algebra I Grade 2015 and Mathematics Score 2015, English 

I grade 2014 and Reading Score 2014, and English Grade 2015 and Reading Score 2015 

resulting in 4 correlation coefficients represented in Table 5.10. All of the correlations were 

statistically significant (p < .001). 

 Before the implementation of SBG practices in Algebra I and English I courses, the 

association between the internal and external assessments had typical effect sizes according to 

Morgan et al. (2013, p. 102).  The association between Algebra I grades and Mathematics scores 

on the Iowa Assessment was stronger, r = .477, p < .001, than English I grades and Reading 

scores on the Iowa Assessment, r = .327, p < .001.   
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 After the implementation of SBG practices in Algebra I and English I courses, the 

association between internal and external assessments had larger than typical effect sizes.  The 

association between Algebra I grades and Mathematics scores on the Iowa Assessment was 

stronger, r = .621, p < .001, than English I grades and Reading scores on the Iowa Assessment,   

r = .594, p < .001.    

Table 5.10 

Correlation Results 
 

 Before SBG 
implementation 

After SBG 
implementation 

Algebra I Grades & IAA Mathematics Scores .477 .621 

English I Grades & IAA Reading Scores .327 .594 

 
 One of the limitations of this study is that teachers and students were not the same both 

years.  Different students were ninth graders each year.  While 83% of the teaching staff at the 

school was the same before and after SBG implementation, three of the four English I teachers 

were the same both years and only one of the three Algebra I teachers were the same both years.   

In English, 89% of all English I grades assigned in 2015 were assigned by teachers who taught 

the course both before and after SBG implementation.  However, in Algebra I,  the teacher who 

taught the course both years assigned only 23% of the grades assigned in 2015.   Curriculum 

materials for both courses were the same both years.  

There was variation among teachers in how many of their grade books were supported by 

SBG.  Some teachers only taught SBG supported classes that came with SBG grade books.  

Other teachers had to decide if they would simulate SBG practices with a traditional grade book 

or continue using traditional grading practices in unsupported courses.  Two of the four teachers 
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who taught English I in 2015 and assigned 78% of the grades for English I only taught classes 

that were supported with SBG grade books.  One English I teacher who assigned 11% of English 

I grades in 2015 simulated SBG grade books in her classes that were not supported.  And one 

English I teacher who assigned 11% of English I grades in 2015, used a traditional grading 

system in her other classes.  One of the three Algebra I teachers, who assigned 48% of the 

Algebra I grades in 2015 only taught classes with SBG grade books.  The other two Algebra I 

teachers who assigned 52% of the Algebra I grades in 2015 used traditional grade books in the 

other courses they taught.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence of district support on individual 

teachers’ experiences with changing grading practices and the effectiveness of district initiated 

school reform as indicated by alignment of internal and external measures in student 

achievement in a midwestern urban school district. The described growth and setbacks in teacher 

grading practices in this mixed methods case study may provide useful insight to leaders in other 

districts undertaking implementation of a standards based grading system. 

Chapter five presented an analysis of data from teacher interviews, leader focus groups, 

and student grades and scores as measures of achievement.  This chapter includes a summary of 

the results regarding the study’s research questions followed by discussion of the meaning of the 

results and their implications for high schools transitioning to SBG practices.  This chapter 

concludes with recommendations for future research.  

Discussion of Research Questions 

Connections between the original research questions, the data analysis and the literature 

are explored in this section.  The important components of district support to facilitate 

fundamental change in teacher grading practices, and the impact of those changes on student 

achievement in this specific case are summarized. In order to describe the teachers’ transition in 

practice while implementing the district’s standards-based grading system, this mixed methods 

study focused on the following research questions: 

1) How was district vision for SBG articulated and communicated through small training 

groups and relationships among and between teachers and leaders?         

2) How did district support influence participants’ descriptions of their feelings and 

experiences implementing standards based grading system?     
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3)  To what extent did the implementation of SBG practices result in alignment between 

internal and external assessments of student achievement? 

Alignment of District SBG Vision and Teacher Practices 

The first research question asked how the change agents were able to communicate their 

vision for SBG to change actors through the organization and composition of small training 

groups and relationship building.  Clark (2013) described how the Transtheoretical Model for 

Organizational Change required a champion of change to build a coalition of change agents to 

trigger the change.  MPSD’s champion was Lauren Jackson.  She organized her small team of 14 

change agents— district curriculum coordinators— to use three powerful motors of change 

described by Poole and Van de Ven (2004). 

Jackson and the change agents articulated a rationale for change to standards-based 

grading practices as a method to bring internal and external assessments into alignment so that 

teacher assigned grades could be used to boost student achievement and reduce the achievement 

gap.  Using district data, the change agent team pointed out to the first SBG implementers the 

variety of grading systems used in the district by individual teachers and the resulting weak 

correlation between student grades and scores.  By using the arguments against traditional 

grading practices put forth by Guskey, O’Connor, Reeves, and Wormeli, and comparing 

traditional grading practices they found among MPSD teachers, Jackson’s team used the dialect 

motor of change described by Poole and Van de Ven (2004).  They underscored the need for 

change by explicitly drawing attention to the discrepancy between teacher beliefs about grades as 

a mark of achievement (espoused beliefs) and the reality of the results of traditional grading 

practices (resulting action).  Then they provided an alternate schema for grading practices— 

SBG.  The deliberate questioning of existing practices, with reflection on individual 
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contributions to the mismatch between values and action, was identified as a powerful motivator 

of change by Argyris and Schon (1996). Kezar & Elrod (2012) classified developing awareness 

within an organization of the need for change as ‘mobilization’. Prochaska and DiClemente 

(1992) gave greater resolution to the shift in individual thinking by describing the movement 

from pre-contemplation stage to the contemplation stage.  In this case, the summer SBG PD, 

with its emphasis on the weak alignment of ACT scores with 11th grade students’ grades in 11th 

grade English and Mathematics courses, attempted to bring awareness of the need for change in 

grading practices to teachers who were about to change their grading practices either by mandate 

or voluntarily.    

Critical to the change agents’ plan, they did not simply rely on trying to persuade teachers 

to change.  Often school reform relies entirely on verbal persuasion of teachers (Noell & Gansle, 

2009).  MPSD’s change agent team also decided to mandate SBG practices in some courses; 

thereby creating an external force on teachers to change their behavior.  Poole and Van de Ven 

(2004) described this type of coercive force as a trigger in the evolutionary motor for change.  

Ginsberg and Tregunno (2005) noted that successful organizational change required both 

intrinsic (voluntary) forces and extrinsic (forced) mechanisms.  

Finally, the change agent team elevated teachers from change recipients to change actors 

by including them in curricular lead teams to sort and prioritize the standards for each course 

mandated for change. These first small teams that relied on the expertise of teachers who would 

later be called on to enact the change were an example of Poole and Van de Ven’s (2004) 

teleologic motor of strategic change.  Participation theory, under the umbrella of the teleologic 

motor specifies that the contributions of change actors are important to success of the change 

initiative (Bartunek et al, 1996). Adding additional motors to their change effort was a savvy 
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decision. “Behavior change strategies that rely entirely on verbal influence are less likely to be 

successful than those that incorporate systematic relevant environmental supports for the 

change,” (Noell & Gansle, 2009, p. 81). 

Beneficial Characteristics of Small Training Groups 

Establishing new teacher behaviors requires sufficient implementation time especially if 

the change is effortful or has high entry costs (Kurki, Boyle, & Aladjem, 2006).  Implementing 

SBG practices is a radical change in teacher behavior affecting deeply ingrained and unexamined 

beliefs and habits (Guskey, 2011a).  MPSD allotted 46 hours of district led SBG PD over the 

course of the first implementation year.   

How the change agents utilized that time is of particular note.  They used grouping 

strategies— purposefully grouping and regrouping people at least twice every time they met. 

Teachers were grouped in both interdisciplinary ‘school’ teams and disciplinary ‘content’ teams 

during each PD session.  Clark (2013) strongly recommended this approach in his study of 

university reform.  “Rather than be forced to choose between disciplinary and interdisciplinary 

discourse, the reality in the long term is that we need both, brought into balance between rigor 

[of disciplinary teams] and innovation [of interdisciplinary teams],” (p. 48).  MPSD change 

agents structured conversations about the how and why of SBG practice to share innovative ideas 

across disciplines and reserved topics of curricular alignment, rigor, and instructional practices 

for the content teams.   

Change agents were also cognizant of when to emphasize each topic of their PD plan 

during the implementation year.  The transtheoretical model (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982) 

described how individuals changed deeply rooted habits by matching smoking cessation 

strategies with particular stages of ‘readiness to quit’.  The change agents in this study 
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emphasized the ‘why’ of SBG most strongly in June— when teachers were likely in pre-

contemplation stages of readiness— and February— when relapses of previous grading behavior 

were likely.  The ‘how’ of SBG was the dominant topic at the start and end of each semester 

when teachers were likely in the preparation stage of readiness when individuals consider 

specifically how they will change their behaviors.  In September, October, and December, during 

the action stage of readiness, after teachers had their grade books set up and classes running, the 

topic of PD was ‘assessing academic rigor’ to allow teachers to actively delve into the depths of 

SBG as a solution to the inequities and problems of traditional grading.  The topic was eclipsed 

by the topic of instructional practices in February and March as teachers resumed delving into 

SBG practices and the implications for differentiated instruction.  For teachers who progressed 

through the stages of readiness at different rates from the majority, the strategies used in district 

SBG PD were less convincing.  Reagan did not attend the summer PD where the ‘why’ of SBG 

implementation was explored and he voiced concerns about why the SBG practices were even 

necessary.  Cain’s SBG grade books were never provided and she reported becoming 

increasingly disillusioned with the change at the same time SBG PD began using action 

strategies. 

  The pervasive use of discourse during the SBG PD was another important feature of the 

small group training.  Change agents structured conversations within these groups and gave 

precious PD time to discourse— so much so, that participants referred to PD synonymously as 

‘discussions’.  OD literature emphasized the importance of change agent facilitated discourse 

between enactors of change. Lewin (1951), a founding OD thinker, defined a successful change 

as ‘unfreezing’ the group life, moving to a new level through the commitment by direct 

involvement of individuals as new frameworks were developed, and then ‘refreezing’ the group 
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at the new level.  Burke (2006) emphasized the nature of those small group conversations had to 

assist individuals to collectively examine underlying values, beliefs or assumptions to facilitate 

efficacious change. Related specifically teacher professional development Joyce et al., (1989) 

said, “It is the bond of shared understandings and common language that sustains innovations 

and reduces the stress of change,” (p.71).  Not all teachers who were attempting to implement 

SBG, either voluntarily or by mandate, were included in these discussions.  Comparing their 

responses to those that did attend, there were some distinct differences in their ability to align 

their thinking to the change agents’ stated vision for SBG.  

Teachers who attended the SBG PD had a much lower tolerance for inconsistencies 

between individual teachers in their grading practices.  One of the largest criticisms of traditional 

grading practices is the corresponding ‘hodgepodge’ nature of them (Brookhart, 1991; Tierney et 

al., 2011; Wormeli, 2006).  As typical in MPSD, teachers with traditional grade books were 

allowed to use any grading methodology they chose, including attempting to mimic SBG 

practices.  Harris, who had traditional grade books and did not attend SBG PD, explicitly 

described and shrugged off the inconsistency between her interpretation of SBG implementation 

and another teacher who was likewise mimicking SBG practices without district PD support.   

But McFadden, who attended district SBG PD, was outraged with this behavior, not as a teacher, 

but as a parent. “[There are] teachers that are already implementing SBG [without] the district 

policies or principles.  And as a parent, I found that infuriating and frustrating,” (June, 2015).  

Jackson cited this reason for mandating the change instead of allowing it to develop ‘organically’ 

through persuasion alone.  “There is no dabbling with kids’ GPAs,” (February 2015).   

OD literature stresses the value of small training groups to organizational reform.  

However, other forms of support were necessary in addition to small training groups to combat 
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the pervasive and deeply rooted idea of grades as compensation for student work— a common 

reason for assigning grades in traditional grading practices but antithetical to SBG practices.  A 

hallmark of the philosophy of grades as compensation was using grades to motivate students to 

complete classwork (Brookhart, 1993).  Change agents listed providing multiple opportunities 

for student to demonstrate proficiency—emphasizing redos, retakes and flexible timelines—as 

one of the main skill areas of SBG teachers.  Among the eight teachers interviewed who attended 

SGB PD, only the three with the highest support did not discuss concerns about providing 

multiple opportunities affecting student motivation.  Strikingly, these three teachers all dismissed 

the need to report student behavior at all, preferring to grade strictly on student attainment of the 

curricular standards.  Other, less-supported teachers, bemoaned that the employability rubric—

the district tool to report student behaviors, such as effort, separate from the grade—was 

inconsequential and would not motivate students to complete classwork.   

This study also revealed that small team collaboration and discourse did not have to be 

facilitated by change agents in formalized training groups to be of value.  Belonging to a 

collaborative teacher team even without change agent involvement usually improved optimistic 

feelings about the change.  Interviewed teachers described building PLCs as the most important 

support they received.  Building leaders agreed as demonstrated by their decision to rearrange 

the building PD schedule to create more collaborative time for in SBG groups.  “You could just 

tell teachers were looking for time, they were looking for support, and, as we had open lines of 

communication, we realized we needed to make an adjustment,” (Ford, June 2015).   Seymour, 

one of the most highly supported teachers interviewed for this study, who participated in the 

SBG PD and was a member of a curricular lead team, did not have regularly scheduled, 

embedded time with a building PLC.  He described his implementation efforts flagging in the 
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second semester as he became fatigued with the effort of changing even while expressing a 

desire to implement with fidelity. McCallum, on the other hand, who did not attend any agent 

facilitated training groups, described a radical shift in her thinking from deep skepticism and 

breathtaking fear that her students would fail to full-throated, tearful support of SBG grading 

practices.  She cited ‘being a team player’ as her reason for sticking with it and working to 

resolve implementation problems. 

However, having influential members of the team promote or at least keep an open mind 

about change, also seemed important.  McCallum contrasted her experiences working with Cain 

and Harris—self-proclaimed SBG enthusiasts—with her experiences on the 10th grade team—a 

team whom four of the teacher participants and the building leadership focus group 

spontaneously identified as reluctant to change to SBG.  Both groups McCallum participated in 

had minimal support of agent-facilitated training groups. McCallum praised her SBG team for 

monitoring when students were missing ideas rather than missing points and openly worried 

about how difficult the change would be for the 10th grade team in the second year of 

implementation given their attitude towards it.   

Small training groups facilitated by change agents were important but did not, on their 

own, fully align teacher descriptions of SBG practices to the district vision. Characteristics of the 

SBG PD that were most helpful were purposeful grouping strategies, consideration of the actors’ 

stages of readiness for change in developing the content, and discourse-centric delivery.  Those 

that attended SBG PD stated an expectation of greater teacher-to-teacher consistency in grading 

practices and increasing alignment between different measures of student achievement. 

However, just attending SBG PD did not change teacher adhesion to the idea of grades as 

compensation.  Also, agent facilitation was not always necessary.  Having a building PLC was 
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the support the teachers valued most as they wrestled with the change.  But some of the 

influential group members had to open to exploring SBG for the PLC members to attempt the 

shift in practices.  

Relationships Among Teachers and Leaders 

The OD literature underscores the necessary skills of agents to notice implied, emotion-

filled messages at root in actors’ conversations during the mobilization and implementation 

stages of change (Argyris & Schon, 1996) and reframe the conversation when emotional 

responses threaten to derail the group (Dewulf & Bouwen, 2012; Vermaack, 2012).  Agents 

engender trust from actors when they honestly and inclusively listen, refute, and encourage the 

attitudes and beliefs of those enacting the change (Clark, 2013; Ginsberg & Tregunno, 2005; 

Holley, 2009).  Masterful demonstration of these skills was attributed to agents best able to 

leverage change to the most sensitive and important elements of the organizational structure 

(Guskey, 2009).   

In MSPD’s first year implementing SBG policy, teachers who had to enact the change 

described feelings of respect and trust in the change agents.  They described the agents as willing 

to share power and support the work of the teachers in the change process.  School principal, 

Brooks, described change agents as having a positive attitude and being patient with frustrated 

teachers during implementation efforts.  

Collaborative leadership that empowers multiple groups within in the organization 

through involvement of individuals to shape the mental models of change was touted as an 

essential element of organizational reform (Clark, 2003; Ginsberg & Tregunno, 2005; Holley, 

2009; Levine & Marcus, 2007; Thornburg & Mungai, 2011). Clark (2013) added the idea of 

altruism, or shared sacrifice, to collaborative leadership.  Long, another building leader, praised 
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the change agents’ availability to teachers and flexibility in helping teachers overcome 

difficulties sometimes by adjusting the change effort.  For example, during SBG PD, change 

agents empowered teachers to collectively modify the language of topic standards and the 

common formative assessments teachers were required to use.   

The actors’ confidence in the agents promoted a willingness to try new approaches.  

Starks described trying a differentiated lesson that he was certain was going to result in 

classroom ‘anarchy’.  He expressed surprise that the approach worked so well.  But it was the 

result of careful planning he did with his building PLC as a consequence of an encouraging 

conversation with his curriculum coordinator during SBG PD. Warden, too, expressed a dramatic 

shift in her daily instructional practices that grew out of her confidence in her curriculum 

coordinator.  Snow readily identified her support network when her implementation efforts 

became turbulent and included not only her curriculum coordinator but also Jackson herself.  

Every teacher interviewed voiced some level of faith in the change agents except the one 

with the lowest support score.  Change actors who expressed any reluctance or skepticism about 

the change to SBG also described feeling threatened, felt there was a lack of direction, or that 

change agents sometimes did not listen to them.  Reagan, the only teacher interviewed who felt 

the district should return to traditional grading practices after the first semester, stated:  

I remember another higher up telling us to get on board or find another school—find 

another district.  There was never a forum [where the decision to adopt SBG] was to be 

addressed. And if there had been a forum like this, you would have had all the gurus right 

there who can sell ice to an Eskimo and show you how everything is new and innovative 

and the best, (June 2015). 
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Still, Reagan stated he preferred to go to his curriculum coordinator for help with SBG 

implementation problems and expressed gratitude for having a voice in the reform effort.  Other 

participants in the study did not directly echo Reagan’s sentiments of being threatened into SBG 

implementation.  But they did report that they heard similar statements from other teachers (who 

were not interviewed) who would be implementing in the second or third years of the change. 

Malley, who was very open to the change to SBG stated, “they don’t have to convert me, I’m 

ready to go,” (June 2015) also described the district change agents as “adding another rock to 

the bag that I carry,” (January 2015).  She also explained, “I just feel like the district is not 

listening…[but] I’m definitely not going to create waves in a world where they can get rid of 

[teachers and] just not refill the position,” (June 2015). 

There was an underlying belief among the teachers interviewed that resistance to ongoing 

grading reform efforts would come from individual teachers.  There was a pervasive implication 

that ‘those teachers’ would sabotage the effort.  Seymour described dissenters as “playing the 

game” which he described as a “disservice and an injustice to students” (June, 2015).  Many of 

the teachers interviewed remarked on the negative attitudes towards SBG among teaching staff 

still using traditional grading practices.  Teachers and building leaders noticed a sharp divide in 

the attitudes of SBG implementers and non-SBG implementers toward the reform effort.   

Change agents, however, were unconcerned by the perceived divide.  They reciprocated 

the trust and faith that the teachers had for them into the next group teachers who would 

implement SBG.  They remained confident that all teachers would eventually be able to 

implement SBG with fidelity.  They were convinced that the same strategies of honestly and 

inclusively listening, refuting, and encouraging the attitudes and beliefs of those enacting the 
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change would work in the subsequent implementation years.  Change agents described teachers 

as professionals with a capacity for greatness.    

Change agents also said that long-term district commitment to this reform effort was 

another aspect that gave them the confidence in the eventuality of genuine implementation 

among all MPSD teachers. Typically school reform embodies rapidly changing priorities and 

initiatives.  (Banilower et al., 2006; Buchanan et al., 2005).  MPSD’s change agents were 

emboldened in their efforts as they started to notice policies were being recognized and 

supported by senior district administrators.  Jackson was consistently promoted to greater levels 

of authority within the district as SBG started to roll out. District goals built upon the SBG 

foundation. In the summer of 2015 after the first year of high school implementation MPSD’s 

superintendent stated, “Personalized learning is our next big step forward to improve results for 

students.  Our work on Standards-[Based] Grading has laid that foundation; we now need to 

dramatically improve our use of data, our utilization of technology, and transform our libraries 

and curriculum resources in service of personalized learning for our more than 32,000 students”.  

OD literature is replete with ideas for institutionalizing reform efforts.  Lewin (1951) described 

‘refreezing’ the organization at the new level as an essential component of organizational 

development.  DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) institutional theory described the balance of the 

normative and coercive forces that stabilized an organization’s culture into the new ways of 

doing business.  

The marginal inclusion of building leaders, then, in the SBG effort, was surprising.  

Interviewed teachers were dismissive of building leaders’ role in supporting their effort to 

change. Many stated outright that they didn’t need the support of the building leaders.  In the 

building leader focus group, when asked about their role in the SBG reform effort, the first 



  225 

responses were to distance themselves from it before they described their role as connecting 

teachers to curriculum coordinators.  Jackson’s team trained building leaders alongside the 

teachers and held no expectation that the building leaders would lead any part of the effort except 

to call the change agent team members when problems arose.  

A formal, recognized role within the reform effort for building leaders was conspicuously 

missing, so they worked to create a niche for themselves.  Building leaders created time and 

space for teachers to have collaborative conversations, adding more time in the second semester 

by repurposing the building directed PD.   But they were dissatisfied with their efforts to affect 

change.  Brooks, principal, said, “That was a big frustration for us in the first semester…we 

walked away deflated after [building directed] PD… We just didn’t see the growth [in teacher 

skill],” (June 2015).  However, the building leaders began to taste some success by the end of the 

second semester when they organized a panel of SBG implementers to speak before the entire 

staff and field questions from those who would be implementing in the future.  Brooks was 

pleased that some of the ‘naysayers’ who were mandated to implement SBG told the rest of the 

staff “mostly positive things about SBG” (June, 2015). 

Building leaders also saw a bigger role for themselves in the reform effort going forward.  

If the curriculum coordinators were analogous to the legislative branch of SBG reform, writing 

the rules and policies for the reform; and the teachers were the executive branch charged with 

implementing and enforcing the reform; then the building leaders saw themselves as the judicial 

branch evaluating the fidelity of implementation.  “I feel like we still need to look over 

[teachers’] shoulders to make sure they’re doing [SBG] right, even those that believe they are 

doing it right, aren’t,” (Brooks, June 2015). Ford, another building leader, also described her role 

as evaluating teachers’ implementation efforts.  “I made sure that the mindset of the teachers 
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doing [SBG] was right. [For example, that they] weren’t just averaging [scores in the] body of 

evidence to get to topic scores [but scoring on the performance scale],” (June, 2015).  Agents 

emphasized curricula development. But the building leaders wondered about some teachers’ 

ability to instruct at the expected level of rigor set by the standards.  “What does it say about 

course rigor if students can miss all the [class] time and [still] ace the class?” (Garvin, building 

leader, June 2015).   

Relationships between and among teachers and leaders involved in the SBG 

implementation were described as based in trust.  Agents and actors respected each other and 

built a shared commitment to SBG reform.  Actors were included in important decisions 

regarding curricular design and redesign.  Agents remained confident that even teachers who 

were described as reluctant to implement would be successful implementing SBG because of the 

teachers’ professionalism and capacity for greatness. Teachers also had confidence in other 

teachers implementing alongside themselves, but were much more skeptical of those who would 

be implementing later.  Building leaders appreciated the change agents’ responsiveness and 

support of the teachers enacting the change.  But neither the teachers nor the building leaders 

themselves saw much of a role for the building leaders in the reform effort.  Building leaders 

created a niche for themselves by repurposing resources to support teachers with additional 

collaborative time, and eventually, as evaluators of teacher practices.   

Variations in Intended District Support 

 Ginsburg and Tregunno (2005) identified both individual and collective learning as 

essential to effective professional development among health care workers.  Teachers 

interviewed for this study described their own personal learning and growth.  They were aided by 

varying degrees of collective learning experiences.  Teachers were invited to participate in this 
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study to create a cross section of support levels that occurred within the building at large. Some 

participants were provided SBG grade books, attended SBG PD, or were members of various 

PLCs including curricular lead teams, building PLC, or district SBG PLCs.  The result was that 

some of the teachers interviewed had much more support than others during the implementation 

year.  There were distinct gradations in the teachers’ ability to implement the change agents’ 

stated vision that corresponded to their levels of support.   

It is important to note the change agents did not exclusively decide the levels of support 

for individual teachers.   This fact may explain why increased levels of support did not strictly go 

to those mandated to change. Malley, who had the lowest support score, was mandated to 

change.  And Cain, whose promised SBG grade book never materialized, was still allowed to 

attend the SBG PD even though she was using traditional grade books.  Change agents decided 

which courses would be mandated to utilize SBG grade books, which in turn, determined which 

teachers would be required to implement SBG practices.  Building leaders identified which 

teachers would attend the district SBG PD and how the master schedule was organized to 

provide (or not) embedded building PLC planning time.  The teachers themselves chose whether 

to participate in the summer SBG training, which monthly district PLC they would attend, and 

how much they would invest in the development of social networks among teachers.  English, 

mathematics, and physical education teachers had embedded time provided during the school 

day (common planning time in the master schedule) for building PLCs.  Science, social studies 

and all other electives had to find time, if they met at all, outside of the normal schools hours. 

But some teachers with provided time used it and others did not. And some of those who were 

not provided time, found time to meet with their PLCs anyway but others in a similar situation 

did not. Many of the participants also had a choice about which district PLC they would attend.  
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The choices and attitudes of teachers made them more than mere recipients of change.  They 

were change actors that influenced the organization’s change efforts through their day-to-day 

decisions during implementation.   

MPSD change agents, most of whom just recently left the classroom, began to set up 

structures and anticipated needed supports for teachers the year before implementation of SBG 

practices would be mandated.  They wrote the Grading Practices Handbook to describe the 

desired expected grading behavior and the corresponding Teacher Development Tool with 

performance scales so that teachers could evaluate their skill development. They assembled 

teachers into curricular lead teams with representatives from each comprehensive school to set 

the topic standards and performance scales for each mandated course.  They spoke to parent 

groups and the school board armed with 3-year implementation plans and prepared answers to 

anticipated questions.  They reconfigured the data warehouse, Infinite Campus, to support 

reporting student progress by standard instead of by discrete assignments.  They secured the 

resources and outlined a plan for of 46 hours of SBG PD.  They examined district data to help 

convince teachers of the need for change.  Kezar and Elrod’s (2012) model for organizational 

change classifies this type of preparation for change as mobilization— the first stage of the 

model.  The purpose of mobilization is to prime collective action by raising awareness of the 

need for change within the organization, creating a vision, and galvanizing support. Once 

collective action was primed for SBG reform in MPSD, the teachers began to utilize the supports 

that were put in place as part of the implementation stage.   

Some intended supports that undergirded the entire effort were scarcely noticed by the 

teachers.  For example, teachers interviewed did not recognize or were unaware of the Grading 

Practices Handbook.  A few were dimly aware of it and thought that they perhaps had a copy in a 
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file somewhere. Likewise, the Teacher Development Tool was not recognized by teachers when 

interviewed despite being the basis of the Teacher Self-Assessment Survey that every teacher 

participant took at the start of the school year.  It was as though teachers were learning their way 

around a new house by walking around within it but would not necessarily recognize the 

blueprints.  Simply making resources available to teachers did not encourage teachers to use 

them.  For example, even though there was an entire website with many pages to house the 

resources the change agents developed to support implementers, teachers were largely unaware 

of it and only knew about those resources that had been printed off and handed to them during 

SBG PD.  

In educational organizations, persuasion is the strongest and often only form support for 

teachers to reform their practices (Noelle & Gansle, 2009).  The idea of ‘buy-in’ is essential to 

most educational reforms.  MPSD change agents were convincing in their argument for change. 

Eleven of the twelve teachers interviewed wanted to change their grading practices. But they still 

struggled as they ran up against their unexamined thinking from their experiences with 

traditional grading practices.  At the end of the first semester amid the fatigue of change, teachers 

were asked if they would go back to traditional grading practices if they could.  All but one 

teacher interviewed said the district should continue the implementation of SBG. Despite this 

near uniformity in the results of executing the classic support for reformation of teacher 

practices, the variation in implementation aligned with the net effect of a variety of supports that 

were or were not provided.  

Levels of Support Impacted Implementation 

Teachers who were most supported had more positive experiences in the first year of 

implementation than those who had less support.  There were several ways teachers described 
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feeling supported.  Supported teachers had a sense of efficacy during the change. They had 

clarity and consistency in their thinking about SBG. Supported teachers reported having an 

active social network of other teachers going through the change with them and felt comfortable 

with the pace of change.  Supported teachers described changes in their instructional practices as 

a consequence of SBG implementation as they shifted their thinking from a focus on teaching to 

a focus on learning. The most supported teachers felt a responsibility to support others as they 

attempted to implement SBG.  

In this study, teachers were grouped by level of support.  Table 6.1 reviews the main 

components of teacher participants’ support scores.  (See table 4.5 for a more comprehensive list 

behind the support scores.)  The teachers are listed in ascending order of support.  Support level 

groupings were determined by natural breaks in the support scores and individual teacher 

descriptions of support they experienced.  Whether the teacher received SBG grade books and 

participated in SBG PD was also recorded.  The classification of Building PLCs was determined 

by the descriptions provided by the participants.  Building PLCs that had scheduled meeting time 

in the master schedule that also met regularly were classified as Formal. Informal PLCs did not 

have an embedded meeting time in the master schedule but still met regularly.  Those that had 

embedded common time but used it infrequently or not at all were classified as Inactive PLCs.  

Those participants that never or rarely met in building PLCs and had no scheduled time to meet 

were classified as having Rare PLCs.   
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Table 6.1 

Interview Participants Support Levels 
 

 
Teacher Name 

 

 
Support 
Level 

Support 
Score  

(out of 16) 

 
SBG grade 
book(s)? 

SBG PD? Building PLC Activity 

Malley Low 3 In January 
for one class 

No Rare 

Harris Low 4 None No Informal 

Nunn Low 5 None No Formal 

McCallum Low 5 None No Informal 

Cain Moderate 6 None Yes Inconsistent 

McFadden Moderate 10 Yes, some Yes Rare 

Reagan Moderate 12 Yes, some Yes Informal 

Snow Moderate 12 Yes, some Yes Informal 

Warden Moderate 12 Yes, some Yes Informal 

Seymour High 13 Yes, some Yes Inconsistent 

Starks High 13 Yes, some Yes Formal 

Melville High 14 Yes, all Yes Formal 

 
Teachers with low support scores reported a lower sense of efficacy in the change and 

occasionally expressed ideas that directly opposed those expressed by change agents.  They 

described the change as being done to them even if they were voluntarily implementing SBG by 

mimicking SBG philosophies.  Each of these teachers stated at some point that the district 

mandated SBG as a way to ‘look good’.  Moderately supported teachers expressed frustration 

and disappointment that they were not able to influence the direction of change and tended to be 

conflicted in their feelings about the policy of multiple opportunities.  Reagan was gobsmacked 

that there wasn’t a public uproar and felt the change questioned his competence.  Cain was 
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disappointed that the change did not unfurl as she had anticipated when her SBG grade book fell 

through.  There was a common idea that SBG would lower student motivation when students had 

multiple opportunities to demonstrate proficiency.  All of the highly supported teachers, 

however, expressed confidence and were largely free of intellectual conflict throughout the 

change process.  They did not get stuck in their thinking when traditional grading philosophies 

resurfaced in their practices.  They navigated the logical problems— usually with the help of 

their building PLCs— and corrected their thinking.  

There was a tendency among teachers with low support to feel isolated.  Malley and 

Harris both professed feeling alone. However, Nunn and McCallum viewed their teaching teams 

as a lifeline.  Cain felt isolated even though she teamed with McCallum probably because she 

was grieving the loss of embedded time with Harris that she had the previous year. McFadden 

seemed happy to have a relatively inactive building PLC and be left to work on her own. But 

those with support scores of 12 or higher described the rich social networks with other teachers 

they had cultivated during implementation.  Actors with high support described departmental or 

building discourse as most helpful to implementing SBG change.  Teachers with intermittent 

building PLCs described their time at district-led SBG PD as more valuable than those who had 

formal building PLCs.  

There was confusion about the stated rationale for adopting SBG policies among those 

that did not attend SBG PD.  Malley thought the effort was a ‘fad’ and was mandated so that the 

district would ‘look cool’.  Harris also thought there was an aspect of projecting a certain 

innovative district image behind the decision to implement SBG.  Change agent, Bugg, explicitly 

countered these types of comments with his description of the longevity and purpose of moving 

to SBG policy.  “We are not simply adopting SBG because it’s the cool new thing to do, but 
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rather because it’s a method to get…clear and accurate communication [of student 

achievement],” (February, 2015).  Teachers and building leaders who attended SBG PD 

facilitated by change agents pointed to the goal of better alignment of grades and scores to 

accurately describe student achievement as the rationale for the change. 

Teachers with high support scores felt more comfortable with overall pace of change.  

Teachers with moderate to low support scores only were comfortable with the pace of change if 

they also described being a part of a collaborative teacher team. Teachers with moderate to low 

support who described scarcer collaboration time thought the pace of change was either too fast 

or too slow and sometimes both.  

The amount of professed change in instructional practices was more pronounced among 

teachers with the highest levels of support.  Those with the highest levels of support described 

shifting their instructional focus from teaching to learning which sometimes was accompanied by 

‘gut-wrenching’ grading decisions when nice students did not earn top marks. They anticipated 

that the next area for improving their practice was further individualizing student instruction.  

Unique among the most highly supported teachers was a sense of responsibility to lead the 

change effort for the next wave of implementers.   

Moderately supported teachers stated that their instructional practices had not changed 

very much.  But SBG allowed them to notice when groups of students fell short of the goal.  

They identified differentiating instruction for groups of students as the next step in their 

development of instructional skill.  Teachers with the lowest support tended to see no change in 

their instructional practices (with the notable exception of McCallum) but were able to more 

clearly communicate with other educators about student achievement when they used SBG.  
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There were three types of support that were most influential to teachers feeling supported 

during implementation: having a collaborative team of teacher implementing SBG together, 

attending SBG PD, and being provided an SBG-configured grade book. Teachers who described 

having more or more effective types of support also reported more positive feelings during the 

implementation process.  Some supports for the change that provided the framework for all of 

the change agents’ support efforts were invisible to the enactors of change.  How much those 

invisible supports influenced overall feelings of support among teachers is an interesting but 

unexplored question. 

Communicating Student Progress with SBG Grade Books 

Prochaska and DiClemente (1982) stressed the importance of modifying the environment 

to prevent old behavior among those who recently stopped smoking.  Changing the grading 

environment by reprogramming the grade book was similarly important to teachers trying to 

adopt new grading behaviors.  Implementing SBG was prohibitive or difficult without grade 

book support.  Only Cain, Harris and McCallum among the interviewed teachers were able to 

mimic SBG grade books with the traditional grade book.  They cited their intense collaboration 

the year before as the reason they were able to do so.  For most, adopting SBG practices was 

related to mandated grade books.  Among the entire staff, only 18% of those with traditional 

grade books tried to mimic SBG philosophies or grade books, even if they were using mandated 

SBG grade books in another course they taught.  Using Infinite Campus to report how students 

progressed on course standards was technically difficult because the data warehouse was 

designed for traditional grading that tracked student progress by assignments.     

One of the main stated reasons to implement SBG policy was to develop clear 

communication about student progress before high-stakes external assessments were given.  
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Every teacher interviewed indicated communication of student progress was the purpose of 

grades when asked in January 2015.  But the depth of understanding represented by their replies 

was proportional to their levels of support. Those with the most support were most able to 

divorce themselves from the insidious traditional idea of grades as compensation.  

There were rampant complaints from teachers at all levels of support on the SBG grade 

books as a tool to actually communicate students’ grades throughout the semester. Teachers 

complained that the SBG grade books were cumbersome to the use. The teacher view of the 

grade book was very different from student or parent views.  Teachers had to remember several 

unfamiliar steps to update grade books from their view to the parent view. Additionally, each 

scoring topic was on a separate page which was convenient when thinking about each student’s 

progress on a particular standard, but was much more tedious and unhelpful when trying to 

estimate an overall semester grade mid-way through the semester.  

Most worrisome to nearly every teacher was the difficulty they experienced in answering 

the routine student question, “what’s my grade?”  Teachers were instructed to score students 

during the semester, not grade them.  SBG grades were not determined until the semester closed, 

which was nerve-wracking for students, parents and teachers. Some teachers— from the most 

highly supported to the least supported— abandoned Infinite Campus and kept paper grade 

books.  Tracking student progress by hand on paper became a popular practice.  

A single, complex assignment could provide students with an opportunity to demonstrate 

skills related to more than one standard, further complicating the data entry into the multi-page 

SBG grade book.  It also was confusing for students accustomed to getting one grade per 

assignment.  Teachers reported that as their understanding improved, it led to better student 

understanding of the new system.   
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Overall, teachers described having greater clarity about the purpose of grades.  They felt 

they could clearly defend the grades they assigned.  But they disliked using the SBG grade books 

in Infinite Campus.  Many resorted to eschewing the Infinite Campus grade book in favor of 

paper records, which limited the amount of communication with parents about student progress.  

The inherent idea in SBG practices of allowing students to have multiple opportunities 

manifested as an inability to answer the routine question, “What’s my grade?”  So, while no SBG 

grade book was prohibitive to implementation, the SBG grade book that was provided in the first 

year of implementation was also seen as the main barrier to the goal to clear communication of 

student progress.   

Alignment of Student Achievement Reports 

Customarily internal assessments (grades) are distinct from external assessments (scores) 

in that internal assessments often include teacher judgment of students’ work ethic, 

responsibility, and participation (O’Connor & Wormeli, 2011).  This can be confusing and 

misleading for parents and students about individual levels of achievement.  The misalignment 

between grades and scores make it difficult for schools to diagnose and provide timely 

instructional interventions (Welsh & D’Agostino, 2009). For these reasons, MPSD decided to 

implement SBG practices in high school courses to better align grades and scores and make the 

grades have a clearer meaning. 

But better alignment between internal and external assessments first means that teachers 

have to develop consistency in evaluating student work, which means having clear, consistent 

standards (McElligott & Brookhart, 2009; Reeves, 2016).  As teachers began to adopt standards-

based grading practices in MPSD a natural question arose about the implications of improved 

teacher consistency and clarity for students. Some, like Kennedy’s principal, Brooks, thought 
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perhaps grades would fall because, with traditional grading practices, grades can be cushioned by 

the inclusion of student behavior and likability, masking the reality of genuine student 

achievement.  Others, such as teachers, Nunn and Malley, speculated that grades would be 

higher— at the cost of achievement on external assessments— because clear standards would 

make it much easier for students to earn top grades without necessarily learning any more.  This 

study explored how implementing SBG policy changed student grades and the alignment of 

those grades to external scores.  

Course GPAs Moderated by SBG Practices 

Adopting SBG practices led to moderated grades— generally higher course GPAs for 

core subjects, lower for non-core subjects.  Before converting to SBG, most core subjects had 

course GPAs below the building average of 2.60. Most non-core subjects had course GPAs 

above the building average.  Figure 6.1 displays course GPAs for SBG courses before and after 

implementation of SBG policy.  English and mathematics subjects were well below the building 

grade point average of 2.60  (1.98 and 1.62 respectively) while science and social studies courses 

were closer to the building average (2.51 and 2.72 respectively).  Before SBG implementation, 

some non-core subjects, such as world language (2.85) and visual (3.38) and performing arts 

(3.86), were much higher than the building GPA.  Other elective subjects, such as career and 

technical courses, were much closer to the building average (2.50).  Subjects close to the 

building average saw small changes to their course GPAs after implementing SBG practices.  

But those subjects that were much more divergent from the building average saw larger, 

statistically significant differences in course GPAs, moving them closer to the building mean. In 

visual and performing arts subjects, statistical analysis could not be performed because the 
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distributions were so heavy with As that they did not meet assumptions of normality.  But there 

was a shift in the mean of the course GPAs toward the lower building mean.  

  

 
 

Figure 6.1 Change in course GPAs for SBG subjects before and after SBG implementation.   

This is a modification of figure 5.9 to show only those courses that converted to SBG.  

Most SBG course GPAs moved towards the building average after SBG was implemented.  

Semester grades from traditional grade books were either not significantly different after 

the implementation of SBG or, if there were differences, had tiny effect sizes.  Figure 6.2 
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displays course GPAs for courses that retained traditional grade books after SBG was introduced 

to the school.  Grades originating from traditional grade books held steady overall after SBG was 

implemented.  This may not seem surprising that the same courses with the same grade books 

resulted in the same grade distribution.  But one-quarter of teachers with traditional grade books 

were also mandated to use SBG in at least one of the other classes they taught. Only eight 

teachers out of the 85 on staff had been assigned exclusively SBG grade books.  

 
Figure 6.2 Change in traditional course GPAs before and after SBG implementation.   

One-quarter of teachers assigning these grades were also mandated to use SBG grade 

books in other courses they taught.  This is a modification of figure 5.9 to show only those 

courses that had traditional grade books both years.  
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  Interestingly, even though having SBG grade books in some classes had little effect on 

the resulting grades from traditional grade books, the more SBG teachers were attempting to use 

SBG practices—either by having all SBG courses or mimicking SBG with their other traditional 

grade books—the bigger the effect size of the gains in SBG course GPAs.  SBG teachers who 

chose to use traditional grading practices in their non-SBG courses had smaller gains in SBG 

course GPAs.  Some SBG courses had significant decreases in course GPAs after implementing 

SBG, however.  For teachers of those courses, attempting to use SBG practices in traditional 

courses had a mitigating effect on how sharply course GPAs declined in SBG courses.  The more 

teachers involved themselves in implementing SBG practices, the closer their resulting course 

GPAs came to the building average.  The more invested they were in the change, the greater the 

effect on SBG course GPAs.  Several teachers in this study stated they decided not to work ahead 

and mimic SBG grade books with their traditional classes because they were certain those 

courses would change in unexpected ways as everyone learned more about SBG implementation.  

They kept the change effort focused on their SBG courses. 

The courses converted to SBG were largely introductory courses designed for ninth grade 

students and precursory to the non-SBG courses that retained traditional grade books during the 

period of study.  There is a common presumption in high schools that younger students are less 

motivated and have fewer skills, therefore will get lower grades.  At first glance this common 

wisdom seemed to hold as those courses that converted to SBG had lower course GPAs (2.51 

before implementation) than the traditional courses typically serving older students (2.63 before 

and after implementation).  As teachers were mandated to remove evaluation of student 

behaviors and motivation from their grading practices, the SBG course GPAs rose to 2.54.   It is 

interesting to note however, even though ninth grade students had the lowest GPAs for SBG 
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courses, when GPAs were broadened to include all course work, they had some of the highest 

GPAs overall (see table 5.2).   

Examining just the sub-set of courses that were converted to SBG, before the conversion 

GPAs steadily improved as students aged as illustrated in figure 6.3.  Once SBG practices were 

implemented and student behavior removed from consideration, freshmen and sophomore GPAs 

were indistinguishable from each other, as were junior and senior GPAs as illustrated in figure 

6.4.  

 

Figure 6.3 Grade level GPAs in SBG courses before implementation.   

 This is a modification of Figure 5.6 to only include data from 2013-2014 for those 

courses that were converted to SBG in 2014-2015.  
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Figure 6.4 Grade level GPAs in SBG courses after implementation.   

 This is a modification of Figure 5.6 to only include data from 2014-2015 for those courses 

that were converted to SBG. 

 There was a step-change between the younger underclassmen and the older upperclassmen.  

This may be accounted for because of the type of SBG courses upperclassmen tended to take.  

Upperclassmen who took SBG courses almost exclusively took non-core courses that had higher 

course GPAs.  Underclassmen took more SBG core classes, which may have accounted for the 

step change between the two groups.  Comparing student GPAs before and after full 

implementation of SBG may better reveal how the removal of evaluation of student behavior 

from course grades impacts the youngest students only implied in this study. 

Alignment Between Grades and Scores 
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SBG policies prescribe removing student behaviors from grades to strictly evaluate 

student skill development against standards (Brookhart, 2011; Carifio & Carey, 2009; Guskey & 

Bailey, 2001; Erickson, 2011; Magno, 2010; O’Connor, 2010; Reeves, 2011; Wormeli, 2006).  

Better alignment between different measures of student achievement is thought to indicate 

greater accuracy (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006; Guskey, 2013; Reeves, 2008a; Welsh & 

D’Agostino, 2009; Wormeli, 2006). MPSD leaders stated a major goal of the SBG change 

initiative was greater alignment between internal and external assessments (Grinstead, 2014).   

This study is non-experimental in its design.  However, considering the consistency 

between the other factors that may have influenced student grades is worthwhile.  Ninth grade 

students enrolled in both semesters of English I or Algebra I and took the corresponding state test 

in either reading or mathematics were included.  Correlations between grades and scores in these 

courses were examined before and after the implementation of SBG.  Curriculum materials for 

both Algebra I and English I stayed the same both years of the study.   Curriculum standards in 

MPSD were explicitly narrowed, prioritized, and reported on under SBG, but the state standards 

for English and mathematics in which they were based were unchanged.  The English I teachers 

at Kennedy were largely the same before and after SBG implementation.  One new teacher was 

added to the team because of increased enrollment. Algebra I teachers at Kennedy turned over 

almost completely before the SBG implementation.  Only one Algebra I teacher taught the 

course before and after SBG implementation.   

In Algebra I and English I, grades were more predictive of student scores in reading and 

mathematics sub-tests of the state standardized exam after SBG policy was mandated for those 

courses.  Before SBG implementation, grades and scores in these courses were correlated with 
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typical effect sizes.  But after implementing SBG practices the effect sizes of those correlations 

were much larger than typical.   

The data indicated strong results of SBG policy to achieve its main goal. Despite this 

effect, the result was not lauded in the school.  Teachers and building leaders were tepid about 

the impact of SBG policy in June after state test results were reported.  For schools, the bottom 

line is improved student achievement on standardized tests (Ryan, 2007).  At Kennedy, grades 

and scores were better aligned but mean scores were largely unchanged.  For students taking 

Algebra I under SBG policies, the mean mathematics score on end-of-year state assessments was 

the same, 264, as the year before. The cut score for ninth grade students to be considered 

proficient on the mathematics sub-test was 249.  English I students demonstrated small 

improvement on the reading sub-test from a mean of 282 to 284.  The cut score for students to be 

considered proficient on the reading subtest was 246. Alignment between grades and and scores 

improved, but the bottom line for the school— the number of students reaching proficiency— 

was essentially unchanged. Yet, because the correlation between grades and scores increased 

with SBG, teachers, students, and parents are working with what seems to be more accurate 

formative data about student achievement.  

Implications for Practices 

The intention of this research was to learn how district support influenced individual 

teachers’ ability to implement school reform policies. The first year of partially mandated 

standards-based grading reform in a midwestern urban high school was used as the vehicle for 

this study. Analysis of in-depth interviews and surveys with twelve teachers, who had various 

levels of support as they implemented SBG practices, and focus groups of district and building 

leaders who supported them, produced findings that suggest greater support positively influenced 
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individual implementation.  Analysis of student grade distributions and scores on state exams 

before and after the partially mandated grading reform effort found better alignment between 

external and internal assessments of student achievement.  The suggestions of these findings are 

anchored in the work of OD researchers, Bartunek, Balogun, and Do (2010; 2011), Clark (2013), 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Ginsburg and Tregunno (2005), Holley (2009), Kezar and Elrod 

(2012), Lewin (1951), Poole and Van de Ven (2004), Stevenson (2003), and Vardaman et al. 

(2012), which centers on the relationships between organizational change and stability, 

organization members’ habits, and organizational supports for change or stability.  Many of these 

researchers have drawn connections to the work of Prochaska and DiClemente (1982) who 

examined the supports that helped individuals to change deeply formed personal habits such as 

smoking.  The work of researchers Noell and Gansle (2009; 2014) and Joyce and Showers 

(2002), who examined the effects of teacher professional development on student achievement, 

helped connect the recommendations of OD researchers specifically to K-12 school 

organizations.  SBG researchers, Brookhart (1993; 1994; 2011), Guskey (2001; 2007a; 2007b; 

2007c; 2008; 2011a; 2011b; 2013; 2014a; 2014b), O’Connor (2007) and Reeves (2003; 2004; 

2008a; 2008b; 2011; 2016), were also heavily influential in framing the findings in this case 

study. Multiple implications arise from data collected for this study.  

The paramount implication is the realization that teachers must have an active role as 

enactors of school reform policies.  They are not mere recipients of the change efforts that have 

to be sold on the need for change.  Effective support for school reform must include teachers in 

the decision making.  Supported teachers feel empowered and understand the rationale for the 

proposed changes.  They shape the progression of change throughout its implementation through 

conversations with each other and the agents of change.  In this case, trust between agents and 
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actors was based in respect for each other, a shared commitment to SBG reform, and 

collaborative leadership that emphasized ‘power with’ rather ‘power over’ teachers.  A critical 

form of this type of support was small training groups of teachers working actively to implement 

the new policy by discussing their experiences, difficulties, and feelings during implementation.  

Without connection to other teachers, change actors floundered.  These training groups were 

often, but not necessarily, facilitated by change agents so that negative feelings of frustration did 

not derail the efforts of the entire group.  Some connection or regular conference with change 

agents allowed small training groups to proceed somewhat independently.  What was essential 

was that teachers had regular, scheduled time to work alongside other teachers who were also 

implementing the change. Teachers who were simply persuaded to enthusiastically embrace the 

rationale for change without the connectivity to other teachers or change agents translated that 

rationale into inconsistent, conflicted applications of the ideals they championed or they became 

disillusioned.  The effects of a strong rationale for change were undermined without strong 

relationships between and among change agents and actors.  

Secondly, using multiple motors of change to implement school reform increases its 

effectiveness.  Persuading teachers to adopt the reform is important but is more powerful when 

change is also mandated. Not every teacher is going to embrace the rationale for change. As long 

as the change is optional, those who do not buy-in will find away to continue their previous 

practices.  However, more often the resistance to change is unconscious and comes from both 

actors and agents. Even if agents are convincing and actors want to change, without a mandate, 

unexamined thinking of previous habits will continue to infiltrate and dilute the results of the 

change process.  Mandating the use of SBG grade books forced change agents to specify and 

narrow the curriculum teachers were expected to teach.  Agents had to be explicit about their 
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expectations in order to craft the mandate.  It also forced teachers to think differently about how 

they assessed student progress.  Teachers reported struggling to explain student progress when it 

was recorded by standard. As an intermediary step they resorted to paper grade books that 

mapped discrete assignments to the standards they were required to report on.  Those who 

merely mimicked SBG philosophies were often muddled about the change they were trying to 

enact.  Those who mimicked SBG grade books were clearer but still struggled to comprehend the 

full breadth of the change they were attempting to implement.  Mandating SBG grade books 

changed the grading environment, which greatly influenced teachers to deeply examine and 

reform their practices.  

Providing teachers with feedback about their individual implementation efforts is a third 

motor of change that was intended but under-utilized in this case. There were too many teachers 

district-wide to be fully supported with individual observation and feedback by the relatively 

small team of change agents.  Change agents seemed to realize this problem before 

implementation occurred.  They developed the Handbook of Grading Practices to set the 

standards of teacher grading skills they expected and the Teacher Development Tool as 

performance scales to diagnose where teacher skills were in comparison to expectations. But 

these tools, which undergirded the entire effort and clarified the change process for the change 

agents, were largely invisible to the teachers.  Building leaders’ contributions to the change 

process were also strangely muted during the first year of implementation.  None of the 

participants in this study— including the building leaders— could clearly articulate the building 

leaders’ role in the reform effort.  However, when they began to examine the Grading Practices 

Handbook in the second semester, building leaders started to see a role for themselves by 

enforcing and reinforcing the proper use of the SBG grade books.  Building leaders have a role in 
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the change process helping teachers to critically examine their grading practices.  This missing 

piece created an obvious hole in the support network for teachers in this study. 

Fourthly, technological aspects of SBG must be recognized.  A consequence of the multi-

year implementation plan was that both SBG and traditional grade books had to operate within 

the same data warehouse for tracking and reporting student progress. In this case, the technical 

difficulties of creating the SBG grade books in a data warehouse designed for traditional grading 

increased the frustration with the change effort and may have undercut the advantages it was 

intended to provide.  Teachers described posting grades less often and with less confidence when 

using the SBG grade book.  Perhaps developing a method in the electronic grade book for 

teachers to record which assignments aligned with each standard would have aided the clarity of 

communication between teachers, students, and parents accustomed to grading by assignment.  

 Finally, SBG change may likely be enhanced if it is part of a larger change effort.  

Examination of student achievement data revealed grades were moderated by SBG practices.  

There was less variation between core and non-core course GPAs after SBG was implemented.  

There was greater alignment between mathematics and reading grades and scores after SBG 

implementation.  But there was virtually no change in net student achievement on state exams.  

Grades better predicted scores.  But for that to be of value, instruction must respond when grades 

indicate that students are struggling.  Building leaders were largely absent from the SBG 

implementation effort in this case.  Perhaps another aspect of the building leaders’ role is to 

develop teachers’ ability to use grade data to change instructional practices. OD researchers 

indicate that all sub-groups within an organization must be involved for large-scale second order 

organizational change to be institutionalized.  Changing to SBG did not reward the school with 



  249 

higher test scores.  But it gave teachers a powerful tool for predicting which students would need 

additional instruction before annual state assessments are given.  

Supports necessary to implement effective organization change in schools, specifically 

those that require change to deeply embedded teacher practices such as grading, include a clear 

vision for change, trusting relationships between and among actors and agents that are developed 

through collaborative discussions and recognize the emotional journey teachers must go through 

to change.  The working environment of teachers must also support the change.  Having a 

functional SBG grade book is essential to successful implementation and cannot be optional.  

Building leaders, who were in the best position to utilize the tools that were designed to provide 

teachers with individualized feedback as they attempted to reform their grading practices, may 

have been better positioned to aid the reform effort. Situating SBG policy within a larger reform 

effort further clarifies the role of building leaders by helping utilize the effects of SBG practices 

to improve student achievement.  

Future Research 

Continuing inquiry is needed to understand the supports needed by teachers attempting to 

implement a large cultural organizational shift. Several recommendations emerged for future 

research. Some recommendations, mentioned earlier, may remedy some of the limitations of this 

study.  They include expanding the study to other schools or increasing the longitude of the study 

until the school had fully implemented SBG courses, or developing a survey to determine 

individual attitudes towards change and the resulting effects of implementation efforts.   

The features of PLCs that helped or hindered implementation of new practices is one area 

of further exploration invited by this study.  This study suggests that having one or more 

advocates for the reform as a member of the group is required to keep the group productive.  But 
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how do the ideas and necessary skills for SBG practices actually spread through the 

organization?  Hägerstrand (1965) first noticed the contagion of techniques and ideas through 

“networks of social contacts” (p. 43).  And in today’s era of social networking, the 

“neighborhood effect” Hägerstrand described has become increasing popular under the theory of 

diffusion of innovations. Indeed, recent smoking cessation studies examined how social 

networking applications could assist smokers who are trying to quit (Cobb, Jacobs, Wileyto, 

Valente, & Graham, 2016).  An extension of the research presented here could include how 

social networks of teachers influence individuals to decide to adopt new innovations as part of 

ongoing school reform.   

Another area for further research might include the order of major school reforms.  

MPSD decided to begin its reform effort by mandating SBG policy.  Marzano, Warrick, and 

Simms suggested in their book on school reform (2014) that improving student achievement had 

to begin by developing teacher PLCs, then developing effective instructional strategies system-

wide, then developing curriculum standards for each course before implementing a standards 

based reporting system. Then, after all of those pieces are in place, Marzano et al. (2014), 

suggest that competency based education can be fully implemented.  MPSD appears to be 

implementing their school reform in a different order. Given the importance of mandating some 

aspect of change, SBG and its corresponding grade books and report cards may prove to be a 

more effective way of getting to effective instructional practices than Marzano may suggest.  It is 

difficult to mandate certain instructional practices— an early step in Marzano’s sequence of 

school reform— because there are so many ways teachers decide when and how to use 

instructional techniques.  But every teacher has a grade book.  There is a common expectation 

that grades will be posted electronically.  Mandating the use of SBG grade books forced teachers 
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to think differently about how they assessed student progress.  This study did not examine how 

PLCs were formed, the nature of the discussion on the curricular lead team developing and 

prioritizing the standards in each course, nor did it collect data that would triangulate teacher 

claims of changes to instructional practices.  Is the sequence of school reform suggested by 

Marzano inviolate?  Alternately, what happens in a school district that mandates SBG policy but 

never follows it with purposeful reforms to instructional practices?  Marzano claims that the 

reform effort must consist of all four aspects— PLCs, instructional practices, consistent 

curricula, and standards reporting— to have school reform that will consistently improve student 

achievement. As a variety of school districts work to implement SBG and other reforms 

suggested comprehensively by Marzano, it would be interesting to study how best these changes 

unfurl in school organizations.   

Finally, although it was not a focus of this research, change agents commented on how 

their thinking changed during the implementation—the moments when they realized the 

magnitude of the reforms they were implementing.  Much of the research in OD centers on 

change agents but focuses on what they do—not how their thinking is changed.  Resistance to 

change is nearly always pinned on the change actors (sometimes called change recipients).  It 

would be interesting to study how unexamined thinking in change agents also inhibits the change 

process and what strategies help them overcome the mental barriers to genuine reform. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Documents 
Teachers 

Title of Study:  The Influence of District Support during Implementation of High School 
Standards Based Grading Practices 
 
Investigator: Jessica Gogerty 
 
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to describe the influence of district professional development on 
teacher implementation of a standards based grading (SBG) system in a midwestern urban school 
district.  You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a high school teacher 
in a midwestern urban school district undergoing partial implementation of a standards based 
grading system.  

Procedures 

If you agree to participate, you will be interviewed twice about your SBG experiences—once at 
the end of each semester in 2014-15.  Topics for these interviews include your conceptualization 
of SBG practices promoted by the district, your experience with technical support provided by 
the district (if any), changes to your instructional practices that you attribute to your assessment 
practices (if any), and your perceptions of the benefits and setbacks of implementing SBG in 
your school.   Both interviews will take about an hour and will be audiotaped and transcripted.  
 
Additionally, you’ll be asked to complete an online self-assessment survey of your grading 
practices at the end of the school year similar to the one you completed at the start of the school 
year. The survey takes about 15 minutes to complete.  
 
Risks 

While participating in this study you may experience the following risks: You may feel 
uncomfortable discussing your learning and revealing any difficulties you may encounter as you 
work to implement new skills.  There is a minor risk that others could become aware of your 
participation if you chose to do the interviews at the school where they teach.  Choosing to be 
interviewed in another location can mitigate this risk.   If you are negatively impacted at any time 
during or after this study, please contact Jessica Gogerty at 515-988-3112 or Drake IRB at 
irb@drake.edu or 515-271-3472. 

Benefits 

If you decide to participate in this study there may be no direct benefit to you. You will be 
valued as an expert and you may develop explicit insights into your own thinking about 
standards referenced grading and your evolving practices.  It is hoped that the information gained 
in this study will benefit society by the describing growth and setbacks in teacher grading 
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practices to serve as an example for other districts undertaking implementation of a standards 
referenced grading system. 

Compensation 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.  However, light refreshments will be provided during the interviews as 
a token of appreciation for your participation.   
 
Participant Rights 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 
skip any interview or survey questions that you do not wish to answer. 
 
Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this research study that can be identified with you 
will be disclosed only with your permission; your results will be kept confidential. In any written 
reports or publications, no one will be identified or identifiable.  Whenever possible, only group 
data will be presented.  When not possible, pseudonyms will be used to protect your identity.  
However, federal government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, 
and the Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject 
research studies) may inspect and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. 
These records may contain private information.  
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
You will choose the location of the interviews and your pseudonym.  A list of potential 
pseudonyms will be provided to select from if you choose.  You will be able to read and review 
the transcripts of your interviews as well as the final paper.  Digital audio recordings will be kept 
on password protected storage devices to which only the researcher has access.  To meet federal 
regulations, transcripts and the audio recordings will be retained for at least 3 years.  
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Contacts and Questions 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   

• For further information about the study contact Jessica Gogerty at 515-988-3112, 
Jessica.gogerty@drake.edu, or her dissertation chair, Dr. Jerrid Kruse at 515-271-3912, 
jerrid.kruse@drake.edu.    

• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 
You may keep a copy of this form for your records 
 
****************************************************************************** 
 
Statement of Consent: 
Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 
Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
I consent to participate in the study and be audiotaped.  
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
    
             
(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  
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INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
Leaders 

Title of Study:  The Influence of District Support during Implementation of High School 
Standards Referenced Grading Practices 
 
Investigator: Jessica Gogerty 
 
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to describe the influence of individual support on organizational 
change during implementation of standards based grading practices in a midwestern urban school 
district.  You are being invited to participate in this study because you are a high school teacher 
in a midwestern urban school district undergoing partial implementation of a standards 
referenced grading system.  

Procedures 

If you agree to participate, you will be interviewed twice about your SBG experiences—once at 
the end of each semester in 2014-15.  Topics for these interviews include your conceptualization 
of SBG practices promoted by the district, your experience with technical support provided by 
the district (if any), changes to your instructional practices that you attribute to your assessment 
practices (if any), and your perceptions of the benefits and setbacks of implementing SBG in 
your school.   Both interviews will take about an hour and will be audiotaped and transcripted.  
 
Additionally, you’ll be asked to complete an online self-assessment survey of your grading 
practices at the end of the school year similar to the one you completed at the start of the school 
year. The survey takes about 15 minutes to complete.  
 
Risks 

While participating in this study you may experience the following risks: You may feel 
uncomfortable discussing your learning and revealing any difficulties you may encounter as you 
work to implement new skills.  There is a minor risk that others could become aware of your 
participation if you chose to do the interviews at the school where they teach.  Choosing to be 
interviewed in another location can mitigate this risk.   If you are negatively impacted at any time 
during or after this study, please contact Jessica Gogerty at 515-988-3112 or Drake IRB at 
irb@drake.edu or 515-271-3472. 

Benefits 

If you decide to participate in this study there may be no direct benefit to you. You will be 
valued as an expert and you may develop explicit insights into your own thinking about 
standards referenced grading and your evolving practices.  It is hoped that the information gained 
in this study will benefit society by the describing growth and setbacks in teacher grading 
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practices to serve as an example for other districts undertaking implementation of a standards 
referenced grading system. 

Compensation 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.  However, light refreshments will be provided during the interviews as 
a token of appreciation for your participation.   
 
Participant Rights 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 
skip any interview or survey questions that you do not wish to answer. 
 
Confidentiality 

Any information obtained in connection with this research study that can be identified with you 
will be disclosed only with your permission; your results will be kept confidential. In any written 
reports or publications, no one will be identified or identifiable.  Whenever possible, only group 
data will be presented.  When not possible, pseudonyms will be used to protect your identity.  
However, federal government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, 
and the Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject 
research studies) may inspect and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. 
These records may contain private information.  
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
You will choose the location of the interviews and your pseudonym.  A list of potential 
pseudonyms will be provided to select from if you choose.  You will be able to read and review 
the transcripts of your interviews as well as the final paper.  Digital audio recordings will be kept 
on password protected storage devices to which only the researcher has access.  To meet federal 
regulations, transcripts and the audio recordings will be retained for at least 3 years.  
 

Contacts and Questions 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   

• For further information about the study contact Jessica Gogerty at 515-988-3112, 
Jessica.gogerty@drake.edu, or her dissertation chair, Dr. Jerrid Kruse at 515-271-3912, 
jerrid.kruse@drake.edu.    

• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 
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You may keep a copy of this form for your records 
 
****************************************************************************** 
 
Statement of Consent: 
Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 
Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
 
I consent to participate in the study and be audiotaped.  
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
    
             
(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  
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Appendix B: List of Potential Pseudonyms 
 To protect your anonymity, pseudonyms will be used in this research project.  However, 
many people have trouble coming up with pseudonyms that do not reveal their identity.  For 
example, people often use the names of their children or a favorite storybook character.   To help 
you decide upon a pseudonym that protects your identity and is appropriate for an academic 
thesis, the following list of names is provided.  You may choose one of these or you may 
combine, invent or create one of your own.  
 This list is provided to aid your inspiration.   
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

Demographics: Pseudonym: 
How many years in teaching: ________ District: _______ School: ________ 
Subject area(s): 
Do you have any SBG grade books? None, Some, All 
Are you implementing SBG practices without SBG grade books? _______ 
Do you attend monthly SBG training? ________ 
Did you attend the summer SBG training? ______ 
Have you been part of a curricular lead team? _____ 
Do you ever use any SBG materials or resources provided by the district? _________ 
         How did you find/locate/learn about them? 
Do you have a PLC at your school you discuss SBG with? ________ 
Do you have a District PLC you discuss SBG with? ________ 
  
Discussion:   
How did you feel about the district’s decision to move to SBG practices when you first learned 
that you would have to be implementing? Have your feelings changed? OR Why do you choose 
to implement SBG practices if you don’t have to? 
 
What has been your experience using the district-provided SBG grade books? And/OR how do 
you change your grade book to reflect SBG values? 
 
How has utilizing SBG impacted your assessment of student learning? What is the most 
important or valuable evidence of student learning? (Body of Evidence) 
 
What do you think about the five guiding SBG practices? Where do you go to get help with 
developing your skills with any of these practices? 
 
Tell me about your experiences talking with other teachers about the process of implementing 
SBG at school, at District SBG PD, or District PLC’s. 
 
Has changing the way you grade, changed the way you teach? Why do you think so? 
 
How does SBG affect student achievement in your content area? Have SBG practices changed 
the accuracy of grades? 
 
Tell me about some of the unintended or unanticipated consequences (to teaching, to students) of 
adopting SBG practices? 
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How have your students responded to SBG practices?  How about parent reaction? 
 
If you could go back right now to the way it was or continue with SBG, which would you do? 
 
Interview 2 
The first year of SBG in high schools is wrapping up. What stands out most to you about your 
experience with SBG this year? 
 
How did your approach to SBG differ second semester from first semester?  Is there anything 
you’ll do differently next fall? 
 
Has student academic behavior changed as a result of SBG?   
 
What have you had to rethink about your practice to implement SBG successfully?   
 
Describe an event that may have been a turning point for you when SBG started to become easier 
to do.   
 
What is your role in the change process of adopting a new grading policy? 
 
How has SBG changed your conversations with your colleagues? 
 
How has building administration supported you during this transition? 
 
What are some reasons that you believe DMPS went to SBG policy? 
 
How do you see the SBG policy evolving next year? 
 
How has the staff been preparing for year two of SBG?  Have you been part of that process? 
 
How will you know if the effort of going through this change process has been worth it? 
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Appendix D: SBG Skill Descriptors  
												 

Guiding	Practice	1:		A	consistent	4	point	grading	scale	will	be	used.	
1.1 Feedback	
1.2 Collaborative	Scoring	
1.3 Differentiation	
1.4 Rigorous	Task	Design	
	
1.1	Feedback	

Applying	(3)	
	
Formative	feedback	communicates	where	a	student	
is	in	relation	to	the	standard	and	what	he/she	needs	
to	do	to	reach	the	standard,	while	there’s	still	time.		
Students	are	using	feedback	to	improve	learning.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	students	are	taking	ownership	
of	learning	to	set	their	own	goals	based	on	formative	
assessment	and	teacher	feedback.	

Beginning	(1)	
	

Teacher	communicates	scores	using	the	4	point	
scale.		There	is	no	feedback	beyond	a	score.	
	

Developing	(2)	
	
Feedback	addresses	standard	and	contains	
identification	of	errors	and/or	strengths	but	does	not	
include	how	to	improve.	

	
1.2	Collaborative	Scoring	

Applying	(3)	
	

Teachers	work	together	to	score	student	work	
against	standards.		Teachers	can	define	attributes	
of	student	performance	for	each	level	(1-4)	and	
provide	agreed	upon	examples.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	collaborative	scoring	is	part	of	
the	routine	process	for	determining	student	
progress,	either	at	the	building	or	district	level.	

Beginning	(1)	
	

Teachers	work	together	to	develop	common	tasks	
and	measure	students	against	common	standards.	
	

Developing	(2)	
	
Teachers	compare	student	scores	based	on	common	
tasks	and	discuss	examples	of	student	work	at	each	
level.		Common	proficiency	expectations	have	not	
been	established.	

	
1.3	Differentiation	

Applying	(3)	
	

Students	demonstrate	proficiency	at	various	times	
and	in	a	variety	of	ways.		Teacher	provides	targeted	
interventions	for	all	performance	levels	(ie	flexible	
grouping).			

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	teachers	can	document	and	
share	interventions	for	all	performance	levels,	as	
well	as	the	impact	of	interventions	on	students.			

Beginning	(1)	
	

Students	can	demonstrate	proficiency	in	a	variety	of	
ways.			
	

Developing	(2)	
	

Students	can	reach	mastery	at	various	times	and	in	a	
variety	of	ways.		Teacher	provides	a	“menu”	of	
options	for	students	that	are	not	necessarily	aligned	
with	specific	student	needs.	

	
	
1.4	Rigorous	Task	Design	
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Applying	(3)	
	

The	teacher	works	collaboratively	to	design	level	3	
instructional	tasks	that	reflect	the	rigor	of	the	
standard.		Level	4	tasks	are	more	cognitively	
demanding	than	level	3,	have	real-world	
connections,	and	have	an	authentic	purpose.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	teachers	allow	students	to	
create	aligned	tasks	to	demonstrate	their	learning	at	
the	different	proficiency	levels.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Instructional	tasks	align	to	standards	but	do	not	
align	to	levels	of	proficiency	in	academic	scales.	

Developing	(2)	
	

The	teacher	works	collaboratively	to	design	level	3	
and	4	tasks	that	align	to	curriculum	scales.	

	
	

Guiding	Practice	2:		Letter	grades,	derived	from	the	4-point	scale,	will	be	based	solely	on	achievement	
of	course/grade	level	standards.		Student	participation,	work	completion,	and	ability	to	work	with	
others	will	be	reported	separately	using	the	‘DMPS	Citizenship	and	Employability	Skills	Rubric’.	

2.1	Alignment	of	Student	Performance	to	Academic	Scales	
2.2		Separating	Academic	and	Non-academic	Performance	
	
2.1	Alignment	of	Student	Performance	to	Academic	Scales	

Applying	(3)	
	
Each	piece	of	student	evidence	is	directly	aligned	to	
component(s)	for	both	content	and	level	of	student	
performance	expected	in	the	scales.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	student	performance	
expectations	include	application	and	transfer	to	
authentic	situations	applicable	beyond	the	
classroom.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Alignment	of	student	evidence	and	the	
corresponding	academic	standard(s)	is	loose	(i.e.	
student	evidence	is	in	the	subject	of	the	standard,	
but	does	not	meet	the	defined	intention	of	the	
standard).	

Developing	(2)	
	
Student	evidence	is	directly	aligned	to	component(s)	
in	the	scales	inconsistently.	

	
2.2	Separating	Academic	and	Non-academic	Performance	

Applying	(3)	
	
All	topic	scores	and	grades	are	based	on	student	
performance	on	academic	standards	only.		
Behaviors	are	captured	on	the	DMPS	Citizenship	
and	Employability	Skills	Rubric	and	communicated	
accordingly.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	a	system	using	concrete	data	
points	is	utilized	to	assign	scores	and	give	feedback	
based	on	the	skills	rubric.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Academic	grades	are	significantly	impacted	by	data	
based	on	student	behaviors.	
	

Developing	(2)	
	
Academic	grades	are	somewhat	impacted	by	data	
based	on	student	behaviors.			

	
	



  280 

Guiding	Practice	3:		Grades	will	be	based	on	a	body	of	evidence.	
3.1	Celebrating	Growth	
3.2	Professional	Judgment	
3.3	Homework	as	Practice	
	
3.1	Celebrating	Growth*	

Applying	(3)	
	
Teacher	informs	students	of	their	current	status	and	
their	knowledge	gain	relative	to	the	learning	goal	
and	connects	students	with	opportunities	to	
demonstrate	learning	at	the	next	level.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	teacher	creates	an	
environment	where	students	actively	seek	
opportunities	to	demonstrate	their	learning	at	
higher	levels.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Teacher	feedback	is	not	connected	to	the	learning	
goal.	
	

Developing	(2)	
	
Teacher	informs	students	of	their	current	status	and	
their	knowledge	gain	relative	to	the	learning	goal.	

	
3.2	Professional	Judgment	

Applying	(3)	
	
Body	of	evidence	is	viewed	holistically,	considering	
student	growth	as	demonstrated	by	their	
performance.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	teacher	creates	an	
environment	where	students	participate	in	
determining	final	topic	scores	based	on	evidence.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Teacher	bases	final	topic	score	on	a	few	pieces	of	
evidence	(such	as	a	final	exam).	

Developing	(2)	
	
Teacher	bases	final	topic	score	based	solely	on	most	
recent	evidence	of	learning.	

	
3.3	Homework	as	Practice*	

Applying	(3)	
	
When	appropriate,	the	teacher	assigns	homework	
that	is	designed	to	deepen	knowledge	of	
information	or	practice	a	skill,	strategy,	or	process	
and	the	teacher	monitors	the	extent	to	which	
students	understand	the	homework.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	teacher	differentiates	the	
homework	based	on	unique	student	needs	and	
situations.	

Beginning	(1)	
	
Homework	is	assigned	with	little	to	no	alignment	to	
standards	and/or	homework	is	assigned	
prematurely	with	respect	to	instruction	provided.	
	

Developing	(2)	
	
When	appropriate,	the	teacher	assigns	homework	
that	is	designed	to	deepen	knowledge	of	information	
or	practice	a	skill,	strategy,	or	process.	
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Guiding	Practice	4:		Achievement	will	be	organized	and	reported	by	standard/learner	objective,	
which	will	be	converted	to	a	grade.	
4.1	Tracking	Progress	
4.2	Communicating	Progress	
	
4.1	Tracking	Progress*	

Applying	(3)	
	
Teacher	facilitates	documenting	of	student	progress	
in	IC	and	monitors	the	extent	to	which	students	
understand	their	level	of	performance	within	a	
standard/learner	objective.	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	the	teacher	adapts	and	creates	
new	strategies	for	unique	student	needs	and	
situations,	including	students	monitoring	and	
understanding	their	own	progress.	

Beginning	(1)	
	

Teacher	facilitates	documenting	of	student	progress	
by	standard/learner	objective.	

Developing	(2)	
	

Teacher	facilitates	documenting	of	student	progress	
by	standard/learner	objective	and	uses	IC	to	
communicate	with	students	and	parents.	

 
4.2	Communicating	Progress	

Applying	(3)	
	

In	addition	to	level	2,	Infinite	Campus	is	updated	in	
a	timely	manner	(and	according	to	building	
expectations).	
	

Innovating	(4)	
	
In	addition	to	level	3,	the	teacher	communicates	with	
stakeholders	in	a	variety	of	ways	and	on	a	more	
frequent	basis.		The	teacher	communicates	through	
a	variety	of	tools,	including	features	in	IC	to	increase	
understanding	of	student	progress.				

Beginning	(1)	
	

Teacher	uses	IC	incorrectly	or	with	missing	
evidence.		

Developing	(2)	
	

Teacher	organizes	and	reports	to	all	stakeholders	
evidence	of	student	learning	using	pre-established	
learning	topics	aligned	to	the	course	standards	and	
using	a	four-point	scale.			

 

Guiding	Practice	5:		Students	will	have	multiple	opportunities	to	demonstrate	proficiency.	
5.1	Multiple	and	Varied	Ways	to	Demonstrate	Proficiency	
5.2	Redos/Retakes	and	Flexible	Timelines	

	
5.1	Multiple	and	Varied	Opportunities	to	Demonstrate	Proficiency	

Applying	(3)	
	

Students	have	multiple	opportunities	to	demonstrate	
proficiency	through	a	variety	of	tasks.		Students	
submit	a	minimum	of	two	pieces	of	evidence	per	
topic.		Teachers	use	multiple	pieces	of	evidence	to	
make	an	informed	decision	regarding	a	student’s	level	
of	proficiency.			

Innovating	(4)	
	

In	addition	to	level	3,	students	demonstrate	proficiency	
through	a	variety	of	student	designed	tasks.		Students	have	
voice	and	choice	in	the	task.	Students	are	advocating	for	
themselves—finding	real-world	connections	and	
applications.				

Beginning	(1)	
	

Students	submit	evidence	for	each	topic.		A	variety	of	
opportunities	is	not	offered.			

Developing	(2)	
Students	submit	evidence	for	each	topic.		Multiple	
opportunities	to	demonstrate	proficiency	are	offered	
inconsistently.	
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5.2	Redos/Retakes	and	Flexible	Timelines		
Applying	(3)	

	
Using	teacher	feedback	to	improve	learning,	
students	resubmit	evidence	to	demonstrate	new	
learning	and	proficiency	until	the	established	
deadline	for	posting	grades.			

Innovating	(4)	
	

In	addition	to	level	3,	teachers	require	students	to	
retake/redo	assessments	and	evidence	to	reach	or	
exceed	proficiency.			

Beginning	(1)	
	
A	limited	number	of	opportunities	are	provided	for	
students	to	demonstrate	proficiency.		

Developing	(2)	
	

Students	resubmit	evidence	to	demonstrate	new	
learning	and	proficiency	until	the	established	
deadline	for	posting	grades.			
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Appendix E: Focus Group Questions 

Focus Group Question Outline 

District Leaders (February) 

OVERVIEW: 

• Signed Consent forms. 

• Name tags 

• Reminder that the views shared are confidential 

• Follow up demographic survey 

NORMS: 

1.  No right or wrong answers. 

2.  You don’t have to agree with the group if that is not how you really feel.  

3.  Feel comfortable making complimentary or critical comments. 

4.  Talk one at a time and project so I can be sure to hear everyone’s view on tape.  

5.             Conversation between Participants is Good! 

Opening Question: 

State your pseudonym and your job title and one way you have supported teachers implementing 

SBG. 

Transfer Question: 

What was the reason MPSD decided to change to SBG practices? 

What are the characteristics of effective professional development? 

Key Questions: 
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• When teachers first try to implement SBG practices, where do they struggle the 

most?  How do you accommodate teachers who cannot attend the monthly SBG 

PD sessions? 

• Some subjects don’t have Common Core Standards. How do you address the 

need for standards in a Standards-Based Grading system? 

• Suburban Community School District Expectations for Standards-Based Practices 

2014-15 School Year seem like a reversal of their SBG policy.  How is 

Metropolis’ implementation process similar or different from Suburban’s? 

• What have you learned about the implementation of massive change in teacher 

practices? If you could implement SBG in high schools again, what would you do 

differently knowing what you know now? 

Final Question: 

Is there something we should have discussed but didn’t? 

Closing Activity: 

Demographic Survey 
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Building Leaders (June) 

OVERVIEW: 

• Signed Consent forms. 

• Name tags 

• Reminder that the views shared are confidential 

• Follow up demographic survey 

NORMS: 

1.  No right or wrong answers. 

2.  You don’t have to agree with the group if that is not how you really feel.  

3.  Feel comfortable making complimentary or critical comments. 

4.  Talk one at a time and project so I can be sure to hear everyone’s view on tape.  

5.             Conversation between Participants is Good! 

Opening Question: 

State your pseudonym and your job title and the biggest complaint you heard about SBG this 

year?  

Transfer Question:  

What was the reason DMPS decided to change to SBG practices? 

In what ways were you supported by the district in your learning about the SBG policy? 

Key Questions: 

• How well did teachers implement SBG practices this year?  When teachers first 

tried to implement SBG practices, where did they struggle the most?  What 

helped them when they were stuck? 
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• How do you, as a building team, support teachers as they adopt SBG practices 

for the first time or as they prepare to adopt SBG practices? 

• Has changing the way teachers grade, changed their instructional practices?  Has 

it changed the way teachers interact with each other? 

• How have SBG practices affected student achievement?  Grading accuracy? 

• Tell me about some of the unintended or unanticipated consequences (to teaching, 

to students, to parents) of adopting SBG practices? 

• How will you know if the effort of going through this change process has been 

worth it? 

Final Question: 

Is there something we should have discussed but didn’t? 


