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What do you want grades to communicate? What do you want to be
sure that your grading doesn’t do? When grades are used to
teach life lessons, such as responsibility, or punctuality,
the intrinsic value of learning for its own sake can be
diminished. Does the lack of consistency among teachers’ use
of grading create a grade fog because we are asking a single
letter grade to communicate too much disparate information?

Read, “The Problem With Grading” here.

Listen to the podcast with Sarah Morris here.

Read Tom Schimmer’s article here.

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!
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Author, teacher, and education policy doctoral candidate,
Sarah Morris, explores the research around teachers’ grading
decisions. Many teachers have received little if any
professional development that produces reflection on the
impact of their grading practices. The inequity of some
grading practices cannot be decreased without teachers’
realization of the impact of their practices and exploration
of possibilities.

Read Sarah’s article, “I Used to Think T Was a Fair Grader.
Now, I Look Back and Cringe” here.

Contact Sarah: srm@4l@uark.edu

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!
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Podcast Transcript:

[00:00:01.130] — Steve [Intro]

Welcome to the Steve Barkley Ponders out loud podcast. As
instructional coaches and school leaders, you have a challenge
to guide continuous teacher growth that promotes student
success. This podcast looks to support you with strategies
from our experienced guests and insights that I’ve gathered
across many years. I'm thrilled you’re here. Thanks for
listening.

[00:00:29.250] — Steve

We need professional development around grading. Sarah Morris
is returning to our podcast to explore her research around
grading. Sarah is a third year education policy doctoral
candidate at the University of Arkansas. She previously shared
her findings around teachers’ views on best practice research.
I'm pleased to have her join me for a conversation around
grading.

[00:00:56.640] — Steve

Welcome, Sarah.

[00:00:59.290] — Sarah

Thanks for having me. It’s a pleasure to be back.

[00:01:01.690] — Steve

So I'm going to jump right in with a statement that I pulled
from your recent article in Education Week. You said, “the
traditional grade, which includes non-academic measures like
participation or effort, can inadvertently perpetuate
inequities.” You want to talk a little bit about what the
research found around that concept of inequality?

[00:01:41.290] - Sarah

Yeah, I would love to. So Joe Feldman is the great grading for



equity gquy. I'm sure your listeners have read his really great
book, “Grading For Equity” and He digs through the theory
behind why, if you included non-academic measures like
participation or effort, or did Johnny take his hat off in
class when he was directed to by his teacher? If you take
these things out of the grade, that’'s more accurately
measuring students’ abilities. My own research from the
University of Arkansas, where I used a sample of all 9th
graders in Arkansas, showed this inequity.

[00:02:16.340] — Sarah

So yes, in theory, we can say that using these non-academic
measures 1is going to harm these students that are normally
traditionally disadvantaged. But I actually found this in some
findings. We found that with 9th grade students, if you
measure students that look the same, attend similar districts,
have all of these same sorts of qualities about each other,
except there’s only one difference between them. One of them
is receiving free or reduced lunch services and the other one
is not.

[00:02:53.600] — Sarah

That student with free or reduced lunch services is twice as
likely to fail even after controlling for their prior
achievement, their prior academic abilities. So when I first
tell teachers this, they go, “well, yeah, of course that
student with a worse off socioeconomic status is going to be
more likely to fail compared to their more advantaged peer.”
But then trace it back. Trace that thought back.

[00:03:30.170] — Sarah

We are measuring students that have the same prior academic
abilities. So if these students that are on the same levels,
attend these same districts or similar districts, they should
not be twice as likely to fail. So if students that have the
same academic abilities, but just are maybe showing not



pleasing behaviors to their teachers are twice as likely to
fail, that’s telling us something is going on with our grades,
and that’s not good.

[00:03:59.570] — Steve

So can you describe some of the things that are generally
guiding teachers decisions then around grading?

[00:04:09.990] — Sarah

Yeah. So again, referring back to my own research for a
different project that we did in Arkansas, using Arkansas
teachers as our sample, we found that teachers generally use
four major things around their grading.

[00:04:28.130] — Sarah

So about a quarter of teachers actually try and think about
students and what's equitable for them. Like, this is our
“yay, great for teachers” moment. Like, good for them for
considering students. They try and think about what’s
equitable for the students. They allow students to have work
that’'s turned in late, and they don’'t take off late points
because they know that their grades should reflect their
content knowledge, not necessarily what pleasing behaviors
they’'re doing.

[00:04:55.750] — Sarah

Another theme that was a big “yay” was that teachers use
scholarly evidence or professional development to guide their
grading practices. So they’re trying to be consumers of what
they are being told or what they’'re reading, and they’re
trying to adapt their grading practices to that.

[00:05:20.900] — Sarah

On the other hand, we have two not so great themes for how
teachers kind of develop their grading practices or fall back
on is, 16% of the sample was like, I'm going to do what'’s



always been done. I think one of them directly referred back
to, “We’ve always graded this way. Why would we change it at
all?” Brooke Hart calls this hodgepodge grading, but it’s
always been this way. It’s what parents understand.

[00:05:44.790] — Sarah

And this is my punchline for anytime I'm working with teachers
— one teacher even typed in, “I grade however I want. My
administrator doesn’t care how I grade.”

[00:05:59.530] — Steve

[Llaughter] That'’s why I became a teacher.

[00:06:01.540] — Sarah

Right. I grade however I want to, which is not great to see,
but they were truthful. And then the last theme that we found
for Arkansas teachers was that about 15% of them wanted to
utilize that grade as, I hate using the word “weapon,” but
kind of a weapon that they use to control their students.

[00:06:28.720] — Sarah

They wanted to use it to focus on molding the student into
being a good citizen. So if you were late to class or if you
were turning in a super important assignment late, then I
should adjust your grade to try and grip you and make you a
better student, make you a better citizen for what’s coming.
And these teachers referenced future job markets and making
sure that that student was going to be prepared because they
had learned at some point in their life that if they mess up,
they are going to be punished for it.

[00:07:05.620] — Sarah

So those are the four major themes that we find, and I’'ll just
add this, that something that wasn’t really a theme but kept
popping up in some of our answers is, a lot of the teachers
are actually trying to implement things that are fairer, what



they believe is good for students, but they also in that same
sentence, will say something like super inequitable. Like
they’ll still not let the newest grades replace previous
grades. And this happened with about 12% of the responses. So
it's like we see progress, we see that teachers obviously are
trying, it’'s just they are still doing things that are
inequitable for our students.

[00:07:56.030] — Steve

It reminds me of the first time that I read a piece from John
Hattie on the fact that growth mindset doesn’t show up in the
research as an indicator, and it like broke my heart. I
fortunately read a little bit further to say, well, the reason
it doesn’t show up, 1s because it doesn’t get implemented. In
other words, we’re doing sessions for kids about growth
mindset. We have teachers saying to you that the speed at
which you learn this doesn’t matter. But then the way we did
the grading, by averaging in the scores from the first quiz
into the final grade for the unit, really undid everything we.

[00:08:46.050] — Sarah

Oh yeah, for sure.

[00:08:53.090] — Steve

The behaviors that many of the teachers want to focus on are
good behaviors for students to develop. They’'re good
attributes for kids to have of perseverance, effort,
collaboration. How important is it that we find a way to give
feedback to kids and to parents on those items without it
being part of the grade for a course?

[00:09:17.450] — Sarah

I insist that it’s very important. I believe that education is
about molding good citizens. I keep referring back to good
citizens with those teachers from theme four, because, yes, I
agree with them that raising kids and training kids to be good



adults and be good humans in our society 1s super important. I
disagree, though, that it needs to be utilized through the
grade, though.

[00:09:47.440] — Sarah

When I was in my fifth year of teaching and I’'ve gotten a
little flak for this since the Education Week article has been
posted, but I would have unit conferences with my students, so
I would place them in group work in the classroom and they
would be working with their partners or just one partner, and
I would call them up to my desk and communicate with them
about what were their behaviors like or what kinds of things
fid they do that was making them a better person for their
tomorrow or their high school years or their college years and
what kinds of conversations I could be having with them or
with their parents and guardians about how they were doing as
a human, because being a human and being a good human 1is
important.

[00:10:29.020] — Sarah

And the flak that I've received is, “what school did this
teacher teach in that they had time to have these conferences,
unit wise conferences.” And I'm like, I get you, but my
classroom management from the beginning of the year set it up
for me to be able to have those conferences. They refer to it
as with-itness for teachers. Like, it was a struggle to make
sure everybody was on task, but we made it work because this
was happening each unit. And it was a priority in my classroom
to have those conversations with each one of my students. Even
if there was 37 kids in my 90 minutes class period. This was a
priority for me. I also would send weekly emails to my
students’ parents at the Friday after school — at the end of
every Friday, which also sounds a little toxic to some
teachers.



[00:11:29.460] — Sarah

So if you’re hearing me say that, just pick a different day,
pick a different day, pick a different time. It’s okay. That'’s
just what worked for me. And some of those parents were really
receptive to those emails. Like, “oh, Johnny was really
respectful in class this week. Love that for my kid Johnny,”
or “oh, Johnny slept a lot in class. Slept three out of the
five days.” I should probably talk with my kid about that and
about what'’s going on.

[00:12:02.580] — Sarah

So I think it’'s great to be intentional about communicating to
students and parents and guardians about how the child is
doing non-academically. I've answered this for a few minutes
now because I do believe it'’s super important. I just don’t
think that grade needs to be utilized as a weapon anymore for
that.

[00:12:23.530] — Steve

I worked with a district that their career and tech ed center
created a career and work readiness list of traits and values.
And in each of the kids' courses, they got a welding grade and
then they got comments on the career readiness checklist. And
what we really realized is we could use that same list in
social studies and science and math classes that they were
using at the career and tech center because they were all
traits like effort and perseverance and respect for others and
critical list.

[00:13:10.550] — Sarah

Yeah, I don’t know how you were graded in elementary school,
but hey, that’s how most of us were graded in elementary
school. We would get like, it wasn’t an A through F scale, it
was some other types of letters, but we would get our letter
for where we were on achievement and then we’'d always have
those comments like, “Sarah talks a whole lot. You need to



work on that with her. Sarah will not be quiet in class.
Please work on that with her.”

[00:13:35.340] — Steve

We must have had the same teachers there. [laughter]

[00:13:41.310] — Steve

In the article, you make a strong statement about the need for
PD around grading, and you add that changes in grading require
a deep, reflective journey that can’t be rushed. I just
thought those words were really powerful. What role do you
think instructional coaches and administrators can play in
this process of teachers taking that deep, reflective journey?

[00:14:09.120] — Sarah

Well, I think if instructional coaches and administrators are
open to the idea, for lack of a better term, I think they
might need to be punching bags, which sounds really sad, but
it’s kind of the truth. Anytime you present someone with new
information that's contradictive to their beliefs, it’s not
going to process. There’s something about the human brain
that’s just immediately going to say no. I think all of us saw
it with a whole bunch of 2020 pandemic nonsense.

[00:14:44.610] — Sarah

A whole bunch of people were just, no. Hand up right in other
people’s faces. They didn’t want to hear it. But if we keep
presenting people with the opportunity to think and reflect on
information that’s contradictory to what their beliefs are and
allow them to have a safe space to talk about it, I think
that’s going to be beneficial.

[00:15:13.600] — Sarah

At my old school in Tennessee, our principals were so
intentional to stop by our rooms to schedule meetings with us,
for us to go to their office and they would freely allow us to



complain about something we were struggling with, about
something that we were having a hard time wrapping our minds
around. And I know it’'s hard for instructional coaches or
administrators to take the burden of being a punching bag, but
I always come back to, this is for our kids, and if it helps
teachers emotionally or mentally process something that’s
different than what they’re used to, then I think we need to
become that source of letting teachers have a place to
decompress an idea.

[00:16:00.400] — Sarah

Like, I know one of the PD’s that I’'ve done in Arkansas 1is I
think, the teachers back and forth talked to each other about
the zero changing to a 50 for about 30 minutes because they
just had to talk about it, they had to release some of that. A
lot of them kept going back to I hate giving points for doing
nothing, like it was just a back and forth conversation. And
you know what? I'm so happy that they had a place to discuss
that. But how many grading policies are we shoving down
teachers throats without giving them a place to complain about
it or whine about it or let them mentally process?

[00:16:47.700] — Sarah

I think schools, it would be great if they could get started
on changing some grading practices, but I also don’t think
it's realistic for them to expect everything to be better
super quick because teachers need some time to digest.

[00:16:55.530] — Steve

Well, I think as I’'ve been listening to you, the statement
that I'd written down that I wanted to run by you has been
said. But check me on it. As I ponder this, I'm sensing that
it’s really more about getting teachers engaged 1in
understanding and exploring the possibilities of communicating
student growth, student progress than it is around policies. I
kind of got a sense any policy can be wound around and



defeated.

[00:17:42.190] — Sarah

For sure, we did not have a hard policy at my school, about a
50 being the zero, but it was something that our principals
encouraged us to think about, to reflect on. Like, I had one
assistant principal that constantly said, don’t bury a kid in
a 50, especially if this kid has always turned in their work
and knows what the content knowledge is. And just giving
teachers an opportunity to think about something that they are
doing. Like, I just hopped off a meeting with somebody,
another school who said a really great place for my teachers
to start would just to think about exploring not giving extra
credit for tissue boxes. And I'm like, we’'re still talking
about this? It'’s 2023 and we’re still talking about that. And
they were like, yes, I think that’d be a great place to start.
And I'm like, yeah, you’'re not going to find that in policies
where public schools are doing much more immediate things than
adhering to grading policies. But just taking one spark and
one teacher, just giving them a second to think and
understand. Like, hey, my grading needs to be about what my
students know and not what is academically or behaviorally
pleasing to me as their teacher.

[00:18:59.010] — Steve

Yeah, I just continue to go around that. The question I have
to ask 1is, what does the student and what does the parent
learn — I'm going to say by the grade, but actually grade is
the wrong word. In my head, it’s information. So I need
information that tells me I’'ve learned the standard, I've
mastered the standard. I haven’t learned the standard. I'm
close to the standard, but once it’'s a grade, then my finding
is that we’ve buried parents with information that wasn’t
accurate for so long that we’re assuming that it 1is.



[00:19:40.440] — Sarah
Oh, yeah. Big time.

[00:19:59.180] — Sarah

And there’s a paper that just came out about the great
inflation tha happened after Covid and how many false signals
we are sending parents because a student will get an A at the
end of a term for content knowledge on math and then yet they
go to college and they can’t even get through college algebra.
But hey, my kid got an A in their high school math class. But
because we’re sending all of these false signals like that
student who got an A, maybe they were a grade grubber and
probably more academically suited for a C or a B, but because
we include things like pleasing behaviors like oh my gosh,
susie was so quiet when she needed to be and she raises her
hand just like she’s supposed to, that’'s how we can inflate
grades.

[00:20:31.010] — Steve

I know the first time it hit me was actually studying learning
styles. And I realized that kids whose learning styles matched
mine, ended up with higher grades because I recognized their
engagement in the learning process. When kids whose styles
were different than mine, I didn’t recognize their engagement
in the learning process. And when I discovered that, it really
set me and mine was grad school. I was teaching graduate
classes and I realized it was influenced my grades going to
the graduate students by the difference in styles.

[00:21:12.590] - Sarah

Yeah. When I read Joe Feldman’s book, he referenced doodling,
like students doodling during taking. That is not my learning
preference at all, but maybe I as a teacher didn’t see that as
a teacher pleasing behavior and I thought they were not paying
attention, but students could pay attention more through
doodling. So yeah, totally agree.



[00:21:34.950] — Steve

Being a high auditory talker, those people, I always lean that
they’re stronger students because of everything they shared in
class and missed that quiet, reflective student whose learning
was there, I just missed 1it.

[00:21:58.190] — Steve

Well, I knew this was going to be good. I’'ve been in this so
long, I just figure we have to get a change. It was 40 years
ago, I was working in a non-graded school dealing with all the
struggles of sharing information and gosh, this change has
been so slow.

[00:22:24.380] — Sarah

Yeah, and I don’t know how much faster it’s going to be. I
think grading the last few months has been a very hot topic
for ed researchers and ed policy folks. But it might not be a
hot topic with schools. And that's the irony about doing
educational research is might be super buzzy to us, but what'’s
important to schools right now? So always lacing that back
through that context.

[00:22:47.950] — Steve

I'm going to ask all the coaches and administrators listening
in on this to find ways to bring this into the conversation,
and it’s going to have to be ongoing, continuous. And I'm also
thinking we got to really make sure with new teachers, that we
get into the conversation with new teachers before they pick
up the existing bad habits that perhaps they dealt with as
students themselves.

[00:23:21.030] — Sarah

Yeah, for sure.

[00:23:24.390] — Steve

Well, thanks, Sarah. I'm wondering what'’s the best way if



listeners want to check in with you, maybe raise some
questions?

[00:23:44.130] — Sarah

Yeah, of course. My email is srmd4l@uark.edu. And you can email
me. I am one of the best emailers I know, so I would
definitely reply back if I got your email.

[00:23:52.210] — Steve

I'll make sure that we post that in the lead-in to this
podcast, and we’ll also post the link to your article.

[00:24:01.160] — Sarah

Great.

[00:24:01.750] — Steve

Thanks for joining us.

[00:24:02.920] — Sarah

Yeah, thanks so much for having me.

[00:24:06.530] — Steve [Outro]

Thanks for listening, folks. I'd love to hear what you’'re
pondering. You can find me on Twitter or LinkedIn
@stevebarkley or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com
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The author of, “I Used to Think I Was a Fair Grader. Now I
look Back and Cringe,” Sarah Morris, shares the unconscious
grading decisions she made as a teacher. As she learned about
the impact of inequitable practices, she found changes she
could implement that did not need any change in system policy.
As an education policy researcher, she provides the needs for
change and the possible alternatives.

Email Sarah: srmO@4l@uark.edu

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Qut Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

Podcast Transcript:

[00:00:00.250] — Steve [Intro]

Hello, and welcome to the Teacher Edition of Steve Barkley
Ponders Out Loud. The complexity of teaching 1is both
challenging and rewarding, and my curiosity is piqued whenever
I explore with teachers, the multiple pathways for
facilitating student engagement in the exciting world of
learning. This podcast looks to serve teachers as they
motivate and support their learners. Thanks for listening. I’'m
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delighted that you’re here.

[00:00:32.690] — Steve

Is your grading equitable? Sarah Morris, experienced teacher
and current doctoral candidate in education policy, wrote an
article connecting her experiences as a teacher with the
research on grading practices. Her article titled, “I Used to
Think I Was a Fair Grader. Now I look back and Cringe,”
provides us much to reflect upon and I'm excited that she’s
joining us to share her insights.

[00:01:03.760] — Steve

Welcome, Sarah.

[00:01:06.160] — Sarah

Hi, Steve. Thanks for having me. It’s nice to be back.

[00:01:08.990] — Steve

I'm wondering if we could start with a little bit of your
teaching background and what are the issues that arose as you
look back and bring that sense of cringe to you?

[00:01:23.510] - Sarah

I hope this doesn’t feel like a confessional to you because
every time I talk about this with people, I'm like oh man, I'm
catching myself in the confessional. But I used to be a
teacher. I taught for five years eigth grade math, and I was
in a strong teacher prep program at a small private university
and my favorite class was actually assessment and evaluation.

[00:01:54.400] — Sarah

I loved that professor and he really made me reflect about
what is a grade, what’s good assessment, things like that. And
then I actually got paired with a mentor for my student
teaching placement who really made me think about the idea of
a zero and a 50 and I took that armor and I headed into my



first year of teaching job and I was like, man, I am the best
grader in this whole school. I don’t use any 0’'s, I only use
50’s. I am so fair to these students and oh my goodness. Now,
cringe is the right word because that’s how I feel about it.

[00:02:40.300] — Sarah

I used to do so not cool things that did not accurately
measure students knowledge at all at all. I think my worst
offense was that I called them summarizers — their
summarizers, which was basically their tool for if they were
engaged in the class or not. Students either got a check,
check minus or zero was 20% of the students final grade
participation for if they were paying attention in class was
20% in their final grade. And I still wore that as a badge of
honor.

[00:03:20.370] — Steve

I was like, if students behave with every single thing that I
am saying, they are going to get an A. I even had new kids
throughout the year, come into my class and my students would
look at the new kid and be like, do everything she has to say
and you’'ll make an A. That'’s what my class was. My class was
just behave and appease the teacher and listen to everything
the teacher says, and you’'ll get a good grade.

[00:03:50.270] — Sarah

Your mark of Eigth grade mathematics will be an A if you are a
good behavior or people pleaser. Like how bad was that? I hate
that for me, I hate that for my students. But that makes you
think how many other teachers across the country are maybe
having similar experiences? And I know that nowhere in my
teacher prep program was I told that 20% of a final grade
should be participation.

[00:04:21.870] — Sarah

I know I wasn’t told that, but I also know that professional



development 1is a good thing and maybe if I had experienced
some sort of professional development on any type of grading
practices, I could have took in some information and been
persuaded in a different way, but nothing. I got nothing.

[00:04:47.460] — Steve

I think back through undergraduate and Masters, and that was
never a topic, even, I don’t think, in my preparation to
teach.

[00:05:01.270] — Steve

As I was listening to you walk through your confessional
there, it dawned on me that it’'’s almost like we did the
grading to get the right environment. And if we got the right
environment, if we got the right student behaviors, then the
teacher could teach the content and it was actually more
focused on teaching than it really ended up being focused on
learning.

[00:05:30.290] — Sarah

Yeah. And it’s hard for me to give a response to that because
I still also had high marks in my growth and my achievement
for my students, even though I still utilize that grade as a
tool or as a weapon. But I also know and gosh, your listeners
are going to hear this and roll their eyes too. But I also
know that I tried really hard to build student relationships
and try and get them to see the value of learning our material
and persevering through hard things. And I always tried to
reflect back that math was not necessarily about math.

[00:06:07.380] — Sarah

It could be an opportunity to struggle through something you
did not want to struggle through. And how many times in life
did we need the opportunity to work through something that we
didn’t want to work through? And I hope that influenced some
of my students, and my scores seemed to reflect that they were



okay with that lesson.

[00:06:32.070] — Steve

I hop this is okay to say — relationships allows you to cover
up a lot of mistakes — for all of us.

[00:06:39.820] — Sarah

Yeah, I would say that times ten in my case.

[00:06:45.690] — Steve

Well, relationships go a long way for the learning, and
actually increasing effectiveness in grading probably helps me
build even stronger relationships.

[00:06:58.990] — Sarah
Yeah.

[00:07:00.590] — Sarah

And how many relationships did I burn because little Johnny
didn’t appease me as a teacher that day and I gave him a bad
grade and Johnny disconnected from learning completely.

[00:07:11.890] — Steve

We wouldn’t know it. In your article, you listed five things
that you implemented that you saw making a big impact around
grading and so I'm just going to label them one at a time and
if you’d respond on it a little bit. The first one you
mentioned was engaging your students in understanding the
overarching purpose of your math classes and seeing the
objectives and state math standards. Kind of sounds like you
laid out what was going to happen and where we were going.

[00:07:54.270] — Sarah

Yeah, and I think teachers across the vountry are already
doing a really good job of that. I don’t think I ever had my
state standard on the board. I might have always gotten marked



for that on my evaluation just because I was purposefully,
probably being spiteful, but I did have really great
conversations with my students. Like, I would read the
standard verbatim and then be like, the heck does that mean
guys? And why do we need to learn that? And I'd try and break
it down for them as much as I could for where they were going
to see it in their future.

[00:08:33.070] — Sarah

I know in 8th grade math, one of the hardest topics that we do
is something called systems of equations that not a lot of
them are going to do by hand. But honestly, we just talked
through real life examples as much as we could and just
bringing everything back down to earth and bringing it back
down digestible to them, help them be like, okay, do I get
that? No. Okay. That’s probably why I need to we called it
tokens. That’s probably why I need to spend a token and redo
this assignment.

[00:09:08.500] — Sarah

Or I probably need some time to reflect on why I don’t really
see where this is taking us, those sorts of things.

[00:09:14.490] — Steve

I think you kind of walked into the second one, which was
providing multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate
mastery.

[00:09:23.280] — Sarah

Yeah. So I listed my gradebook by standards and this is not
talked about whenever people reference my research with these
students. With this specific project. But what we specifically
did is called specifications grading, meaning something to
specifications, like if it was a pass fail type of situation
and students had tokens that they could spend to redo an
assignment, or if students didn’t even have tokens, they could



just redo the assignment. Because I wanted them to be able to
have the opportunity to meet that mastery level and it never
accounted for their prior score or it didn’t average in with
the prior score, it was just their current level of
understanding.

[00:10:09.550] — Steve

Actually, you’ve hit the third one there that you identified,
which was not averaging back to when I didn’t know it, with
the fact that I do know it now and that you took the score at
the time that the student showed mastery.

[00:10:32.130] — Sarah

Yeah, now that I'm a little older, I really have a beef with
that one because you mentioned growth mindset, that, if we
want students to have a growth mindset set, that they are
allowed to make mistakes and that they are allowed to
struggle. We should not ever average in that struggle at the
beginning versus their final landing destination. Like, that
breaks my heart. In Joe Feldman’s book, he refers to people or
students who don’t have enrichment opportunities that work
with their parents and don’t have places where they might have
learned outside contact knowledge. So then they get to the
class and they start off maybe behind and not as advanced, but
then by the end of the class, they know all the material.

[00:11:20.710] — Sarah

Why should we average in their beginning of the year
misfortunate circumstances that have nothing to do with their
learning? Why should we average that in with their final
knowledge?

[00:11:33.040] — Sarah

I have some real beef with that one.



[00:11:36.230] — Steve

Yeah. It’d be kind of like averaging the two drivers tests
that you failed with the one that you passed.

[00:11:45.450] — Sarah
Yeah.

[00:11:48.490] — Steve

The fourth item that you listed was moving from the 100 scale
to a 0-4.

[00:11:56.590] — Sarah

Yeah, and I'm always back and forth on this one. I know in my
classroom I did that zero to four and the proficiency levels
of whatever translates to zero to four properly but whenever
I'm speaking to schools and teachers, I'm like, honestly,
readjust that zero to 100 fairly for what makes sense to you.
I know in some schools that means capping it at a 50 and then
just doing ten points per letter grade for that.

[00:12:27.020] — Sarah

And people who are purists and only believe in the zero to
four are like, no, you can’t do that because of how many
levels of variability allowed. And yeah, I can see that. But
at the same time, we’'re talking about super traditional
schools that have always used the zero to 100.

[00:12:45.870] — Sarah

I think rethinking beyond the 59 or 60 points allowed for an F
is just a great place to start. Like, if you could just move
past that thinking, that is a better place to start.

[00:12:57.970] — Steve

And the last item you mentioned was that you had one on one
sessions with your students to talk about personal growth.



[00:13:07.970] — Sarah

So my last one is something that I’'ve received a little bit of
flack for because teachers do not see how I conducted these
monthly meetings with my students at my desk and I totally get
that. But the expectation and classroom management in my
classroom was that we were going to have these and we were
going to have good, intense conversations about where you were
not only academically, but also behaviorally. Like, how were
you being a good student? How are you contributing to your
school? What kinds of things were you doing in your life that
prepped you to be a better human for your coming years?

[00:13:56.150] — Sarah

Those types of things without pointing to a C and being like,
hey, you got a C because you didn’t turn in any of your
homework, even though I know that you know what’s going on,
Johnny, but, man, you didn’t please me this unit so this 1is
why you’re going to get a C and you’'re going to keep getting a
C until you learn the rules of school and you learn to act how
I want you to act. So those types of things.

[00:14:17.370] — Steve

I'm wondering if you could give some questions that teachers
could ask themselves about their grading practices. I think
change is going to come about from teachers reflecting, and
I’'m wondering if you can pose that to us as some questions.

[00:14:37.950] — Sarah

Well, the most uncomfortable conversation or question you
could have with yourself is starting with the big kahuna. How
many times do you think in your head when you’'re looking at
your grade book, “well, I know this student tried.” How many
times does that go through your head? And when I was in this
fifth year, I had to do some major reflecting. I had to be
like, ooh, that 87..that’s kind of a long way. But this is a
straight A student and I know that they tried really hard, but



it’s coming across as an 87. That’'’s how I had always thought
in those first four years before that fifth year of
transforming my grading practices. And it’s a comment that I
hear a lot in professional developments with these teachers,
is they'’re like, well, I mean, I know that student tried, but
the nore that we put in subjective thoughts like that and
subjective measures of what we believe is trying, the more we
allow for inequitable final measures of students.

[00:15:37.650] — Sarah

Because that student who maybe has an F, because they are
super out of order in my classroom, they could know way more
than that student that has a B but because they’re super all
over the place and not great for my classroom management, I
might not think things about them like, oh, I know they tried,
even though showing up to school for them every day could be
them trying.

[00:16:18.600] — Sarah

Like, I just have that bias. And whenever we start introducing
that bias and start spiraling down those subjective thoughts,
that’s not a great place to be. So I know you wanted a list of
questions, but honestly, just thinking how many times you sit
in front of your grades and think, well, I know they tried.
How many times do you think that that’s a good place to start?

[00:16:40.890] — Steve
Or I know they didn’t try.

[00:16:42.840] — Sarah

Yeah, oh, this person didn’'t pick up their pencil at all.
Well, hang on, that’s a different conversation.

[00:16:51.290] — Sarah

People, when they find out that I'm a grading reform
researcher, they’re like, oh, you want everyone to get an A?



I'm like, oh, there’s going to be kids that always get F
because they refuse to pick up their pencil to show
demonstration of content knowledge. Yes, that kid is probably
going to get an F because they’'re not showing any content
knowledge at all. I get that.

[00:17:11.830] — Sarah

But there are kids who are going to display that they know the
content and they are also going to display that they are pains
in our tuchuses at the same time, but that doesn’t mean that
they should be graded any lower because of that reason.

[00:17:28.790] — Steve

Got you. It sounds, from what you’re saying, that while
there’s a lot of problems in the policies and structures that
exist in grading in a school, it sounds, from what you're
saying, that there are things that a teacher can do on his or
her own to move their grading into a more equitable alignment
without having to bring major change to what’s happening in
the system.

[00:18:00.290] — Steve

Am I correct on that?

[00:18:02.050] — Sarah

Yeah, you’'re definitely correct. We did not have major grading
policies across my old school building, and everyone handled
things a little bit differently because everyone had that own
autonomy in their classroom. I know that one teacher took off.
20 points late every single day for an assignment, and then a
teacher right across the hall only took off five points a day
for late assignments. There’s not a policy on that. So I
believe, and better believe, that a teacher can also decide to
not. Take off late points for assignments that are late. Like,
we all have our own personal decisions and autonomy and how we
teach and how we conduct things.



[00:18:47.940] — Sarah

So I do believe that teachers have some power and they don't
have to sit around and wait for a grading policy to trickle
down the line. But if a teacher is ever hesitant I had really
great conversations with my principals at the beginning of the
year. I'd be like, hey, this is what I’'m doing. This is what I
believe pedagogically at the moment, and this is how I want to
grade my kids. And it was always fine.

[00:19:12.570] — Steve

So I'm laughing to myself. While you started defining going to
confession about the grading process, I think I’'ll switch it
to reflection, and it strikes me as an area where a teacher
can be in continuous opportunities to look back and reflect
and those changes can emerge rather slowly as I'm learning
from my reflection.

[00:19:46.840] — Sarah

Yeah, and that’s the best part about being a teacher and
reflecting is you’'re always learning and grading reform
researchers aren’t insisting that teachers need to change
everything all at once. Like, take a gulp, change a little
something here and then take a breath. And then when you're
ready, take a gulp, change a little something here and then
take a breath. This is going to be an ongoing process for
teachers and something that in the up policy world, we need to
extend more grace to teachers on because they already have a
thousand things thrown at them at once.

[00:20:25.400] — Sarah

But just one little small thought I'll be remissed if I don’t
say it — something that I get teachers to reflect on when
they’'re utilizing that zero as a weapon is okay, think about
Johnny, who had to take care of his sister the night before
because sister is sick and both of his parents work a second
job. Johnny didn’t get the opportunity to do his homework.



Johnny comes in, he makes a zero. The next night, Johnny can
do his homework and he knows all of the content, so he makes a
100. A zero and a 100 average together is a 50.

[00:20:58.960] — Sarah

But if you were to make letter grades out of the zero and the
100, that would be an F and an A. An F, and an A average
together is a C, and a C is not a 50. And if you were with me
and had a pulse through any of that explanation, you should
think like, oh, that’s not right. Yeah, there are years of not
rightness about our traditional grading scale and just taking
a second to be like, oh, that’s why I bottom out my grading at
a 50 and not a zero.

[00:21:38.420] — Sarah

And it’s really hard for teachers to. Hear that because they
see it as, oh, I'm giving them points for nothing and it’s
really hard for them to get around it but if you just think
about it as addressing a mismatch in a scale, the 50 is still
truly a zero. And that'’s why Douglas Reeves, who, he wrote
that big using zero as a weapon article a long time ago. He
was Llike even after conversations with teachers and
principals, I got tired of listening to people whine about 50
points for nothing. So that’s why I suggest using zero to
four, because you still get to use your zero points for zero
work. I hope that makes you happy, but it’s more standardized.

[00:22:25.430] — Steve

Yeah. Well, thank you so much for getting me into a reflective
mode. I’'ll put the link to your article into the lead-in to
the podcast and want to share with folks how they can follow
up with you.

[00:22:42.170] - Sarah

Yeah, I'm a really great emailer. If you shoot me an email at
srm@4l@uark.edu, I'll be sure to shoot you an email back.



[00:22:59.520] — Steve

Thank you. I'll put that in the podcast, lead-in too, so those
folks who are out walking and couldn’t write it down will be
able to get back to you. Thanks so much for joining us.

[00:23:12.340] — Sarah

Yeah, thanks so much for having me.

[00:23:17.810] — Steve [Outro]

Thanks for listening, folks. I'd love to hear what you’'re
pondering. You can find me on Twitter or LinkedIn
@stevebarkley or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com.
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PODCAST TRANSCRIPT
Steve [Intro]: 00:00 Hello and welcome to the Teacher edition

of Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud. The complexity of teaching
is both challenging and rewarding and my curiosity is peaked
whenever I explore with teachers, the multiple pathways for
facilitating student engagement in the exciting world of
learning. This podcast looks to serve teachers as they
motivate and support their learners. Thanks for listening. I’'m
delighted that you’re here.

Steve: 00:34 Switching students’ focus from grades to
learning. Joining us today is Crystal Frommert, a secondary
math instructor who had joined me earlier, a few years back on
a podcast. More recently I read a piece that she had written
in Edutopia and I wanted to invite her back. The title of her
article was, “Five Ways to Help Students Focus on Learning
rather Than On Grades” and it struck a chord with me because
it really connects to the work that I do on promoting student
learning production behaviors. And often, the behaviors that
are focused on grades aren’t the behaviors that students need
to be focused on learning. So I'm excited to have Crystal join
us here.

Crystal: 01:32 Hi. Thank you for having me.

Steve: 01:34 Your article starts sharing frustrations that
arise for you when students ask those questions such as, “does
this count? Is it on the test?” And, “how do I get an A?” And
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I was smiling to myself because I’ve actually heard those
questions when I'm teaching teachers in graduate level courses
and I get just as frustrated then. So you mentioned that you
found out that other teachers in your school shared some of
that same frustration.

Crystal: 02:10 Exactly. And it comes from parents as well. You
know, some parents have that grade mindset and then it rubs
off on their children. And I teach middle school primarily,
and I have my little middle schoolers thinking about how do I
earn an A, how do I get a hundred on this quiz? And I'm really
making that effort, I'm trying to help them to see that we are
learning here, and this is not for a grade, which 1is really
difficult to undo that mindset, especially if they’re hearing
it from home. And as you said my fellow colleagues are having
the same issue where, how many points off did you take for
this rather than, how can you help me understand what I missed
here?

Steve: 02:52 So I’'ll give you a history lesson.

Steve: 02:57 I started teaching in 1972 in a non-graded
school. We didn’'t have a report card. We had parent
conferences. And using carbon paper at parent conferences, we
wrote notes as we were reporting out to the parents where
their children were at. And I would have this graph where I
would show the parent all the different math concepts we were
covering that quarter and I'd show which ones their child has
mastered and which ones their child was still working on. And
we get all the way to the end and they would always look at me
and go, “what grade is that? And I would have to look at them
and go, I don’t know.

Crystal: 03:48

Steve: 03:51 But it was so embedded and here we are coming up
on 50 years later and the same struggle is still out there. It
is a battle. In your



article, you offered five adjustments that teachers could make
to point students more in the direction of focusing on
learning. And I thought what we could do in the podcast is, I
just mention those one at a time, and you provide us a a
little bit of your thinking around them. So the first one you
mentioned was adjust your language both with kids and parents.

Crystal: 04:34 I think this is the most important one. That's
why I started with this adjusting language because it starts
with me and the change starts with how I approach grade
outlook in my class. So I have stopped using the word grades
as often as I used to. This is my 23rd year of teaching and
way back in the day, I was right in that mindset of you earned
an A or A+ and this is gonna count for a grade and my language
was promoting this grade obsession. So I've made a huge effort
in my class to change my language with kids and parents. I
focus on words like performance or how did you do on this
concept? And avoid the whole grade conversation completely the
best so that I can. When I send an email to parents, or I'm
talking to parents in a conference, I do focus on what the
child is learning, what their progress is like and I try to
avoid the whole number and letter grade conversation
completely.

Steve: 05:36 I'm smiling as I'm listening to you because I
know that waving the grade as the carrot can be so easy at a
frustrated moment to throw out the the threat or the
encouragement for the grade. It could almost pop out — I'd
have to be conscious of holding that back.

Crystal: 05:59 Exactly. One of the things that I do with
parents, if they push, because some are very interested in
grades, and if they push, “well, how did he do? What was the
grade?” Like you mentioned with your story, in 1972, what'’s
the grade? This might be a little sneaky, but I will say,
okay, well, they earned 35 points out of 42 if they’re pushing
for some sort of numer representation. And I know that’s a
little sneaky, because that doesn’t really tell you your



percentage. You have to think a little bit or use a calculator
for that. And I hope not to deceive anyone, but I'm really
trying to deemphasize the whole idea of points and more of the
learning.

Steve: 06:41 So the second suggestion you had was delay the
grade.

Crystal: 06:45 Yes. This is another favorite of mine. And I
avoid talking about grades, but I also avoid putting their
grades on their

papers. At first, my middle schoolers were very annoyed by
this. They get used to it as the year goes on. And I’'ll grade
a test because we have traditional tests in my school -
traditional quizzes, traditional tests, pencil and paper. And
what I do, and I learned this from another teacher, I can’t
take credit for this myself, but what I do is I mark their
test with comments, circles, arrows, notes, but I indicate on
another sheet of paper, separately, how many points were
deducted for that particular error. The kids never see that
unless they ask for it. I think I’'ve had one child in two
years come to me and say, can I see how many points you
deducted on my test?

Crystal: 07:37 But the beauty of delaying the grade is I hand
back their test, they’re looking at their actual performance
rather than a number grade. They’'re looking at my feedback
because there’s research that supports once they see a grade,
they stop looking at the teacher feedback. And my kids have
actually gotten pretty good at this. They will look through
their test, they’ll see my markings and my feedback, they
pretty much have an idea of how they’ve done on this test. And
they’'re starting to use the language rather than “I earned a
95, I earned a 85.” They'’re starting to use the language of I
did not do so well with graphing absolute value functions,
which is — now it’s not perfect. Of course, they’re not all
talking like that, but that’s the goal, is to get them talking
about their actual performance on a concept.



Steve: 08:23 Whenever I’'ve addressed that I use the example
with teachers that you know, imagine your administrator came
in and did an observation, and they just took two pages of
really good notes and feedback suggestions, but when they got
to the bottom of the second page, they had to check a box that
said “outstanding, satisfactory or needs improvement,” I asked
the teachers, how many of you think you’d turn and check that
that box before you read the comments? And then how do you
think having read the box, it would influence the way that you
read through the comments? And everybody agrees — they totally
get that the kids are in effect responding the same way we do.

Crystal: 09:10 Right. And what that does to us. I mean, kids
and adults were not that different. And just seeing that
number grade, psychologically, it can be damaging to say, “you
think I'm a four out of five?” It's too heavy for us. It's
arbitrary in many ways. And think about in corporate world —
my husband works in corporate and he never gets a grade for
his performance. He gets a narrative from his supervisor and a
conversation and that’s very standards based assessment. That
happens in the real world.

Steve: 09:45 The next one that you suggested was lower the
stakes.

Crystal: 09:49 Yes. If you’ve ever taught really high
achieving kids who love grades, love getting their hundreds,
love getting their stickers, you probably have seen tears. And
sadly, I teach middle school math and I’'ve seen tears. You
know, “I earned an 81 and I'm devastated.” That kind of thing.
So I've tried to lower the stakes in a few ways. One is I do
have to give quizzes and to help ease some of the anxiety that
comes with that assessment, I automatically drop the lowest
quiz grade. That right there eases — I can see it in their
face. I can see it in their bodies. They’'re like, okay, I
didn’t know this topic all that well, but it’s right because
the lowest rate is dropped. I get a little bit of a freebie.
And I think that’s really important, even though it doesn’t



really affect their final grade all that much.

Crystal: 10:43 It's very much helping them to realize it'’s
okay to have a mistake. It’s okay to have an off day. It's
okay to not understand something right away, because learning
is obviously not a race. So that’s one of the things that I
do. I also don’t grade homework. And I know that can be a
controversial topic, but I teach middle school and you get
some teachers who will say, well, will they actually do the
homework? There’s so much research that Dr. Peter Liljedahl
does on if it’s a grade, you’ll find that kids are just kind
of mimicking homework or copying homework or faking, and I
want them doing their homework for learning. And I don’t take
a grade on it. If you don’t do it, there’s no penalty on your
grade, but it’s gonna penalize your learning. And I have that
conversation with my kids often.

Steve: 11:31 That really matches when I talk about a learning
production behavior. So if the homework is appropriate, if
it’'s the right homework, it’s reinforcing a learning
production behavior. It’s a practice of a skill or a strategy,
or it’s the exploration of another option, or it’'s a quick way
to get feedback. So nothing should prepare me for the test
like knowing when am I stuck on homework. If I'm stuck and
struggling, I should be checking back in with the teacher. If
I can do the homework all along, then I should be pretty
confident when it comes time to the test if the teacher’s
doing an appropriate assessment.

Crystal: 12:15 Exactly. And I still expect them to do
homework. I have high expectations for my kids. And if I
notice a trend, you know, they’'re not putting in the practice,
I will have a one-on-one conversation with that kid or their
parents if I need to, because I still have that expectation
that the practice is done.

Steve: 12:33 And also, again, the chance for them to get the
feedback. If they’re not doing the homework, you can’t give



them the appropriate feedback to be helpful and supportive to
them.

Crystal: 12:41 Exactly.

Steve: 12:43 I'm guessing that lower the stakes kind of
connects with the next one, which is providing retakes.

Crystal: 12:50 Right. They are connected, and it depends on
your school’s policy on offering retake tests or offering
corrections for points back. And I think this can be a little
bit of a controversial topic depending on the school culture
that you’'re in. But like I said, learning is not a race. So if
a student has to take their chapter four test on Tuesday, but
they’'re not quite ready for that, I still do expect them to
sit for the test and take it. But afterwards, we have a test
reflection time. We talk about, how did you do with this? And
depending on your school and what they allow, you could have
them study the things that they’ve missed, revisit that or
reteach a tutorial session and then come back and retake that
test later, or do some kind of correction for that.

Crystal: 13:41 Because if you are in a traditional grade
school, you do have to give a grade for that test. But why
does it have to be, “did you know everything in chapter four
on Tuesday?” Could it be, “you didn’t know everything on
Tuesday, but with some remediation, some help, he knew
everything mostly on Friday.” And I know that adds so much
more work for the teacher, but it does help the kids realize
this is a growth mindset. This 1is not a deadline of learning
because I'm continually growing.

Steve: 14:12 I worked with a teacher who did retakes, but she
had a requirement and the requirement was you had to document
what you did between the first test and the retake in order to
qualify for a retake. So you couldn’t come and just roll the
dice again. So if you documented here’s the things that I
didn’t know and here’s the help I got, and so now I'm back and



I went back and I reread that chapter and now I’'d like to
retake it, but you had to document there’s something you
learned from not passing the test not doing as well as you
wanted. There’s something you learned that lead you to a
behavior that now qualifies you for the retake.

Crystal: 15:04 Exactly. And that's why I have a test
reflection. And so after each test, every student, they
reflect on — it’'s a metacognitive activity. They reflect on
what did they do to prepare for this assessment. I ask them to
indicate specifically, what did you do well on? And what could
you improve on? And they have to write down, not, I earned a
90, I'd like to earn a hundred. That'’s not the point of that.
It's, I would like to do better with adding negative numbers,
or something like that. So they’re really thinking about their
own learning and what you’re saying, with the teacher who
requires them to reflect on what they’ve done to improve their
learning, that all comes down to this overarching thing of
relationships and having that relationship, knowing your kids,
showing them you care, showing them you want them to learn and
being side by side with them in that journey, I think that
that’s the overarching theme of the whole idea of un-grading.

Steve: 16:03 And your last one allows self grading.

Crystal: 16:06 Yes. So I do get some feedback from you know,
some of my kids — especially the ones who are getting ready
for high school, but grades are so important. I gotta get in
the best college and all of these teachers and parents will
say the same thing, but grades are so important because of
college, because of college. And I'm really tired of talking
about college when it comes to a 13 year olds, because it’s so
far in the future. Don’t worry. They’'re gonna get there.
They’re gonna be alright. And one of the things that I can do
to still give you that grade that everybody'’s looking for, and
everybody kind of wants in the end is have a conversation
about a self assessment. And there’s, a company called Mastery
Portfolio that is a great book system, but it it’s based on



standards based grading.

Crystal: 16:53 And they do have a self assessment feature in
their software, which is fantastic because it’s giving the
children a chance to say, this is how I’'ve grown, this is what
I've learned. And they can help you, you and the child and the
teacher together create a grade for them. And it’s a
collaborative process. So I’'ll give you an example of this
where I met with a student who was struggling with a
particular concept in my algebra class, and we sat together
and discussed, what grade do you feel that you’'ve earned
through this process? And he was really taken aback by this
conversation. Like, what do you mean you want my input on
this? And we talked, we had a rubric based on how much have
you grown? What do you know about this? And he was so honest
about his own learning, and we came together to come up with a
grade that he would earn for this particular test. And this
was a unique situation. But there, there are times that you
can sit with a kid on a project and have a rubric, have them
self assess themselves on a rubric, and then it becomes a
collaborative process of their final grade, if you will.

Steve: 18:02 So, all the way back to my beginning of my career
story with you. I was teaching grade five and six at that time
and we wrote the

parent conferences one on one. Oh. So I would take almost the
full day before parent conferences and meet with kids one on
one, and we’d go right down the different content areas,
looking at their work and coming up with what the report was
gonna be to their parents and you just can’t beat that kind of
time investment with kids.

Crystal: 18:35 Exactly. That is so important to give kids
ownership of their own 1learning, to give them that
responsibility. And I do something similar. We have to do
narrative comments at our school. We write a paragraph for
each child, for each term report card, and I have my students
write their own narrative. Only I see it, it’s not published.



And they write this on a Google form, and I get to see what
they’'re thinking about their own progress and their own
learning in my class for that term and it helps me in turn to
write the narrative comment for them. So it’s student informed
comment that I'm writing to their parents. So it’s not as
ideal as meeting them one on one. I would love to do that if I
had more time, but this comment is helpful because it’'s making
them think about their own progress and journey.

Steve: 19:27 Very cool. Very cool. Well, as we wrap up,
there’s a comment that you wrote at the end of your article
that captured me. So I wanna read it out loud and have you
respond to it. Your comment said that your goal is making
grades more accurate, collaborative, and less stressful.

Crystal: 19:54 Yes.
Steve: 19:56 That’s just an awesome statement.

Crystal: 19:58 Thank you. I think there’s so much research out
there about how grades are inaccurate. We are mixing 1in
handwriting, did you turn something in on time? That has
nothing to do with your learning. Those are behaviors or your
aesthetics of how your paper looks. And the collaboration,
which I just talked about is involving the student in that
conversation of their assessment and their final grade. That
is extremely important, especially for secondary kids. You can
start as young as 10 years old of having that conversation of
your own learning and the stress. The stress is unbelievably
high, at least — I work in an independent school, and we do
have a bit of an obsessive culture with grades. And my goal
is, I'm only a math teacher. I'm only one classroom, but my
goal and many of my colleague’s goals are to make school more
fun, less stressful, and more about learning.

Steve: 20:59 Terrific. Thank you so much, Cystal, for joining
us. What’s the best way that people who are listening to this
can touch base with you with a question? We’ll put the link to
your article in the lead-in to the podcast so it’ll be easy



for folks to find.

Crystal: 21:15 I'm pretty active on Twitter, and my Twitter
handle is @mrs frommert. If you just search Frommert, I think
it will come up. There’s not many teachers with that last
name. And I love to engage on Twitter with questions and
conversations about, especially math education.

Steve: 21:39 Alright. We will post that. Thanks.
Crystal: 21:42 Thank you, Steve. This has been great.

Steve: 21:45 Thanks for listening in folks. I’'d love to hear
what you’'re pondering. You can find me on Twitter
@stevebarkley or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com
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PODCAST TRANSCRIPTSteve [Intro]: 00:00 Hello and welcome to the
Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. Instructional coaches
and leaders create the environment that supports teachers to
continually imagine, grow and achieve. They model an
excitement for learning that teachers in turn model for
students. This podcast is dedicated to promoting the important
aspects of instructional leadership. Thanks for listening.
Steve: 00:28 I'm excited today to be joined by by Tom
Schimmer. Tom has joined me earlier on a podcast looking at
his expertise in the in the area of assessment. And today I’'ve
asked him to join me as one of the authors on “Instructional
Agility,” subtitled, “Responding to Assessment With Real-time
Decisions.” So Tom, thanks so much for agreeing to jump on
this with me.

Tom: 00:59 Yeah. Glad to be here, Steve. Looking forward to
the conversation for sure.
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Steve: 01:03 I'm wondering for starters, if you’d give us a
working definition of instructional agility and then kind of
wondering what led you and your co-authors in that direction
of writing the book.

Tom: 01:18 Well, to start with, instructional agility kind of
came from my background in athletics, the idea of being agile
and being able to make in the moment or on the spot maneuvers.
So we thought about this idea of using assessment evidence to
make real-time instructional maneuvers, being able to kind of
read and react the same way that an athlete would. You read
the situation, then you react to it. We wanted teachers to
also be able to think about using assessment evidence as a
kind of action as a way to make a maneuver to guide our
instructional decisions. The reason that became so relevant
for us is because we have seen over the past couple of decades
as my colleagues and I have been deeply invested in assessment
work, what we’ve seen is a massive influence by online grade
books and electronic grade books.

Tom: 02:08 And that kind of led to a lot of places over-
quantifying learning. And we noticed that everything was sort
of being spreadsheet driven and number-driven and level-driven
and what we were losing was some of the art of formative
assessment, which is gathering evidence, which was really the
foundation of what formative assessment was supposed to be. I
gather evidence to make an instructional maneuver. I use the
evidence formatively to either provide you with feedback or
provide you next steps or engineer a self-assessment
opportunity or something like that. So what we saw as we were
calling the research and thinking about assessment was that so
many folks looked at assessment as a kind of thing that they
conducted, as opposed to thinking about assessment more
organically as a way to help me guide our instruction. So an
easy way to think about instructional agility is to think
about formative assessment, but think of it as informative
assessment. It informs my ability to make decisions



instructionally and helps me make those maneuvers on behalf of
the students and for students to do it on their own behalf
themselves.

Steve: 03:15 As I read your writing, you talk about the
difference between seeing assessment as a verb and assessment
as a noun.

Tom: 03:28 That's a big one. That’'s definitely a big one
because — and that'’s part of the fallout of the electronic
grade book, which is the over quantification. So whenever I
quantify learning, it means I'm going to have to conduct an
assessment. So what was happening was so many teachers were of
the mindset that whenever you assess you had to stop teaching
and conduct an assessment, as opposed to assessment being a
natural part of the instructional process, the same way that
you would think about a coach. You know, there isn’t a moment
during practice where a coach isn’t assessing his or her
athletes. It’s just not — we’re not running to the computer to
quantify it. We’'re giving feedback, it’s instantaneous and
it’'s happening. So the world of athletics really did have it.
And you could say the arts too — dance is also something where
it’s this more organic interaction and it’s less about the
number or less about the quantity and it’s more about the
what’s next, how do I make that maneuver?

Tom: 04:22 So the idea of assessment as a verb is the idea
that assessment leads to action, but it’'s actionable, right?
And that’s the part that I think gets missed as well, 1is this
idea that formative assessment is not formative because you
labeled it formative, like labeling something formative
doesn’t make it so. It’s only formative when it’'s used
formatively. And that part about instructional agility is a
main sort of driver in the idea that assessment is a verb. It
causes action, it causes instructional maneuvers, and it helps
us take students to the next level on their learning
continuum.



Steve: 05:01 It’s interesting for me with your connection to
the performing arts and to athletics, because I ended up
zeroing 1in on the term in my coaching work, the student
learner production behaviors. In other words, it’s what the
student does that produces the the learning outcome. So like
like a coach observing an athlete or a performing artist
coaching a musician, 1it’s seeing that the learner 1is not
engaged in the right behavior to cause the learning to happen
and moving in at that moment. So that’s the same piece that I
was that I was clicking on as I was reading through your work.
I was picturing, as I read through this, looking at assessment
on this continuum where at one end 1is almost that
instantaneous of the teacher reading student non-verbal cues
as to how they’re responding to what’s happening, to a more
teacher designed informal assessment to maybe something that
is a district common formative assessment to then some
something more structured. Does that play out?

Tom: 06:26 Absolutely. The whole continuum of assessment, and
I think one of the things that we mistakenly think about
assessment is we equate — my friend Leanne Young is really
great in phrasing this. She often talks about formality is not
akin to validity, meaning the more formal and assessment 1is,
it doesn’t make it more valid. So we often underestimate the
value of observation, you know, nonverbal cues, paralanguage,
the paralinguistic patterns that students show can tell us a
lot. A student can even utter the words and actually
communicate the opposite. The example I often use with
teachers is is the example of, you know, our lives with
significant others. I say, how many of you have ever had a
significant, other, other utter the words to you, “I'm fine,”
and you knew they weren’t fine.

Tom: 07:16 Right? We have all been there. And that’s because
you heard the tone, or it was the parallel. The word said I'm
fine, but everything else said I'm not fine. And so not to
make light of that but we’ve all been in that situation. But



the point is that a student could say, “yeah, yeah, yeah, I
got it” or “I understand it,” but everything else surrounding
that student is telling you that they’re confused or they’re
stressed or anything like that. So that helps us, once we
start noticing those things, that helps us make instructional
decisions. Not every maneuver is necessarily going to be epic,
it’s just an opportunity to maximize the efficiency of our
instructional minutes, right? So everything from observation
to very informal, exit tickets or, you know, thumbs up thumbs
down, or four quarters activities, or hinge questions, all the
way to more formal. The format itself, every assessment can be
used formatively and summatively. It’s really how you use the
information that determines or distinguishes the formative
from the summative. So assessment is just gathering evidence
of learning and then how you use it will determine whether or
not it was used formatively or whether it was used to verify
in that summative paradigm.

Steve: 08:33 How about the role of feedback to students as
part of this process? Where does it fit in?

Tom: 08:43 Feedback is monumental. Feedback gets almost
unanimous support in the academic literature in terms of
that’s how you raise student achievement. That’'s how you
increase learning. So learning increases through feedback, but
the challenge we all face is that feedback is both simple and
complex. It’s simple because we know feedback works. It’s
complex because there is no absolute answer to the question of
what works with feedback. Everything about feedback is context
dependent and nuanced. So what works in one classroom may not
work in another classroom or another school. So when we
provide feedback to students, there are some fundamentals that
we can follow but one of the most important things you can do
is you can watch how your students respond to your feedback
routine. So rather than chasing the perfect strategy, the goal
would be to chase the perfect response, because feedback can
only be called effective if it elicits a productive response



from the recipient.

Tom: 09:45 So no matter what you do in feedback, if your
students don’t take your feedback and don’t use it to advance
their learning, you can’t call it effective. So I’'ll often
tell teachers, a teacher actually can’'t say, “I give my
students effective feedback, but they ignore it.” You just
can't. That’s not true. What you can say is, “I give my
students feedback and they ignore it.” That you can say, but
you can’t call it effective because to be called effective, it
must trigger a learning response. That'’'s the point. So does it
elicit more learning? Are you triggering more learning? Are
you focused on feedback that is longetudinally applicable.
Often, Steve, when I talk about feedback, I’'ll say something
very flippant but it’s not flippant, but it sounds flippant
when you say to a group of teachers, “make sure your feedback
focuses on learning.”

Tom: 10:40 And then everybody kind of looks at me like, “oh,
great idea, Tom. Never thought of that in my 25 years of
teaching,” but here’s my point. The research on feedback is
nuanced and I'll try to be brief with this, but the research
on feedback is nuanced to the point where you could provide
effective feedback to a student that helps them improve
acutely on performing on a particular task, but it doesn’t
impact their long-term learning because you’re focused more on
the immediate task. So when you change the task, the
feedback’s not transferable, right? So a quick example, if we
were talking about making an argument, formulating an
argument, argumentative writing, and the first task I asked
you to do was write a letter to the editor of a local
newspaper or some sort of like local issue that you wanted to
argue in favor or against or something like that, and we did
that and I provided you feedback on your letter.

Tom: 11:33 Now, the next time I ask you to formulate an
argument, it might be an argumentative essay. The feedback on
your letter, the structure of your letter, et cetera, is not



transferable to an essay. But if my feedback on the first task
was focused on your ability to formulate an argument, make a
claim, support it with details, acknowledge the counterclaim,
all of those things, that feedback is transferable. And that’s
how you can actually, in some cases, not improve the short-
term task, but actually have an impact on their long-term
learning. And that’s what we should be focused on is how do we
impact their long-term learning? So that’'s what I mean, it
sounds flippant to say focus on learning, but there is method
to that madness, which means we have to have an eye on the -
this is like a long game. We want to impact their long-term
memory or their long-term learning so that how they formulate,
because the third activity might be a debate. Now, what do I
do? I'm not even writing anything. It’s a debate format. So
how is that feedback transferrable? It’s one of the most
important nuances that we have to remind ourselves about
feedback. So simple, we know feedback works. Complex, because
we have to pay close attention to how our students respond and
that will tell us whether or not our feedback was effective.

Steve: 12:50 You’'ve actually built in for me, in effect, I
need to be assessing the impact of my feedback as a constant.
I'm triggering — years ago, I was coaching an administrator
who was having a conference with a teacher and he had a lot of
notes and he would give the teacher a piece of approval of
something that she did well. And right as he finished it, he
would look down at his notes to see where he was going to go
next. And what I realized is, he totally missed the non-
verbals of the person that he had given the feedback to. So in
effect, he has no idea how the person processed. It’s almost,
I'm thinking of working with a beginning teacher and you’re
observing in the classroom and the teacher’s giving
directions. And it’s like totally obvious that kids are not
following. They’re not getting the directions. And then she
cuts the class loose and the new teacher is totally surprised
that the kids aren’t ready to move in to execute because she
wasn’'t processing what was happening to the students as she



was in that delivery mode.

Tom: 14:19 Yeah, no, it’'s an incredibly sophisticated body of
evidence. And I think my frustration with feedback comes from
the way feedback is talked about, especially on social media.
Everything is reduced to kind of these pithy comments about
feedback. And, you know, for example, “give a student a grade
and the learning stops.” And, you know, that’'s just never been
proven. That causal relationship has never been proven in the
academic literature. It is true that grades and scores can
interfere with a student’s willingness to keep because it
sends the signal that you’re done, but that doesn’t always
happen. That's not, you know — the famous expression 1is
correlation is not causation. We have a lot of students who
receive formative grades. So my advice to teachers is if you
are producing formative scores and providing feedback to
students, pay attention to how they respond, because if they
take your feedback and try to advance their learning, there’s
no harm, no foul.

Tom: 15:17 Now, if they ignore your feedback, now you might
rethink that whole formative score piece. But to predetermine
that this is going to be this is going to be an automatic
response, I think is definitely, at best, it’s an overreach in
terms of what the research is saying, but we all know that
that nuance and and balance doesn’t sell on social media. So
if you want to be provocative and you want to get a lot of
retweets and followers, you have to sell, and often that comes
in the form of exaggeration.

Steve: 15:48 And there’s no always, which I think it makes
this so intriguing. The strategy I just used with six kids in
a row that worked great doesn’t work with the next.

Tom: 16:01 Yeah. I tell people assessment is often like
relationships in the sense that if you start a sentence with
the words always or never, you’'re probably wrong. And that’s
just the way it is.



Steve: 16:17 I'm working with quite a few schools that are
looking at getting folks focused on acceleration rather than
remediation when returning to opening schools up. And I'm
seeing a strong play there of the need for teachers to have
the strong instructional agility to pull off acceleration.
Could you talk to that a little bit?

Tom: 16:51 Yeah. Without using assessment to guide those
instructional decisions, it’s very likely that teachers are
over teaching and under teaching certain things. So trying to
accelerate and trying to move, because sometimes the evidence
tells you that you need to remediate, or you need to go back,
but sometimes the evidence is going to tell you that you can
move ahead rather quickly. And sometimes the evidence tells
you that what you had planned to do in the next 15 minutes 1is
exactly what you should do. So it isn’t just about always
making a maneuver because it's the potential that'’s most
important. So you gather the evidence and you have the
potential to make an adjustmen should it be necessary. If it's
not necessary, then keep going. It’'’s also, like I said,
possible that you may be spending too much time and that your
students are way ahead of the curve right now.

Tom: 17:48 And so, you would be wasting instructional minutes
by just forging ahead with your lesson plan, even though
you’'re not really — what’s missing is the interaction. It’s
that constant interaction between the teacher and the students
that makes a classroom instructionally agile allows us to make
those maneuvers. But one of the keys of course, is to make
sure that you plan for that. The misunderstanding of
instructional agility, it sounds really loose, and it sounds,
you know, kind of off the cuff, but there is very much
precision to the planning. So what Cassandra Nicole and I
often say is the more you plan with precision, the greater you
can respond with agility and that will allow you to do that.
So it’'s the very purposeful, strategic placement of those
assessments. So to the students, you know, a four corners



activity might seem random in the middle of a lesson or a exit
ticket at the end of the class or a pinch question, but you’ve
spent the time planning in advance to say, this is the moment
I need to do this because I need to take inventory on where my
learners are and whether or not I need to accelerate to make
an adjustment, or whether I just keep going with the plan that
I’'ve developed.

Steve: 19:04 So Tom, for administrators observing in the
classrooms and conferencing with teachers, are there some
specific kind of look-for’s listen-for’s that administrators
should should have in mind and to be sharing teachers on the
whole concept of instructional agility?

Tom: 19:27 I think there’s a couple that come to mind. One is
the intentionality. So when you walk into a classroom, just on
a macro level, just to see how much constant back and forth
there 1s between the teacher and the students. Is there a
question, a response, another question, a prompt? Are they
moving around the classroom? And it isn’t just about making
the move around the classroom, but you’re constantly looking
for this back and forth between, is it direct instruction? And
that’s fine. Listen, there’s a place for direct instruction
and there’s a place for all of that when you’re building a
foundation of knowledge. But what you would look for is the
constant interaction between the students and the teacher and
what that looks like.

Tom: 20:13 And you would then see those maneuvers. I say to
people, when you walk into a classroom and there’s
instructional agility going on, you’ll know when the teacher
is assessing. You’'ll know when the teacher is giving feedback
and, you’ll know when the teacher is teaching, but the lines
between them are blurry. There’s a really smooth transition
between them and the students may not even realize they’re
being assessed. So I'll give you an example. The teacher
provides the students with a prompt for a group at their
tables. Well, the students are talking about the question or



the prompt. Now, the role of the teacher and all of that of
course, is to circulate around the classroom and listen in on
those conversations, because you might hear certaln
misunderstandings start to emerge in that conversation.

Tom: 21:03 And if you hear it enough, it would allow you to
say, okay, hey, everyone, let’s stop and let’s make a — let me
go back for a second. I need to remind you of these. So what
seems like a pretty loose activity, the prompt was very
precisely planned. This is exactly what I want them to talk
about. And I'm very purposeful as what I'm listening for. So
you would see this kind of constant interaction. You would
also maybe be able to look for maybe, you know, in a
conference with a teacher or a conversation with the teacher
in their planning, right? So you could look for the ways that
they plan. And typically, when I talk about instructional
agility, I talk about gquiding your decisions with three
questions. So when somebody says, well, Tom, how do I plan
with precision?

Tom: 21:49 I say, okay, start with these three questions. The
first question is, what are the most common misunderstandings
that typically emerge when I teach this lesson? Like, what am
I looking for? And I knew, for example, when I taught eighth
grade math, if I was teaching equivalent fractions, often in
the early days, my students would, would conflate reciprocal
fractions with equivalent fractions. So I knew to look for
that. So what are the most common misunderstandings? The
second question is, how will I know whether or not any of
those misunderstandings are emerging? That'’s the assessment
question. When am I going to check as to whether or not that’s
occurring? And then the third question is, what will I do
instructionally should one or more of those misunderstandings
emerge? And then to flip it, you might even ask the question,
what will I do if everybody has it? What is my acceleration
plan? Now that plan can be as informal or as formal as you'd
like. I mean, obviously we’d want to be more formal, but even



if you're just doing it informally, just that level of
awareness will allow you to sort of consume what'’s happening
in the classroom in a very different manner.

Steve: 22:59 One of my favorite post-conferencing questions
with teachers is to ask them as they were planning the lesson
and the movie was running in their head, when during the class
did the action kind of match the movie? What were the signals
that were off of the movie and decisions did you make as you
as you saw those go off? And talk me through that, then I get
the sense of the teacher reading the situation.

Steve: 23:41 I was wondering about the role of professional
learning communities supporting teachers 1in their
instructional agility.

Tom: 23:50 Well, the role of a PLC and the collaborative teams
within a sort of PLC framework are essential because listen,
making all of these

decisions on your own can be daunting. Now, clearly a mid-
lesson adjustment is going to be happening while you’'re
teaching, but sometimes we use common formative assessments
and we come together as a collaborative team and some
standards are very complicated. They’re sophisticated and
complicated to teach, they’re challenging for students to
learn. And so therefore, as a result of those, maybe on that
other end of the continuum, we might have a more formal
formative assessment, a common formative, where we engage in a
conversation about next steps and instruction. And we might
take the evidence, you know, that the students have produced
and begin to sort it by what’s next for the learners and begin
to do some lesson planning.

Tom: 24:40 So these decisions are challenging at times when
you’'re doing them all on your own. So the role of the
collaborative team is to put our collective heads together and
begin to say, okay, what’s the best, most favorable course of
action for this cohort of students who need to tighten up this



aspect of their learning. And then there’s another group. Now,
if we were teaching at the same time, we could even trade
students. I could take all of the students from both classes
who need to tighten up this one piece, and then you could take
the others and we can sort of maneuver that way. So there’s
just a — there’s a power in the collective, if you will, where
we put our heads together and we’re just going to make, you
know, I don’t mean to sound flip it, but we’re just going to
make better decisions about what’s next for learners if we do
it together, as part of that routine, around our collaborative
teams.

Steve: 25:28 I'm also hearing peer coaching here, that anytime
there’s another set of eyes in my classroom and ears, they’'re
going to see and hear things that I didn’t see in hear and all
that extra information is going to help drive those decisions.

Tom: 25:49 Exactly. You have another set of eyes in the room,
looking at other things, maybe looking at the class in its
totality, looking at body language, listening to certain
groups on one end of the classroom while you’re — you know,
there’s all sorts of ways that that can be, can be deployed.
So I love that. That to me, speaks loudly to our opportunity
to put our collective heads together and make instructional
decisions. And that is only going to make us more efficient
and more effective in what we’re doing.

Steve: 26:17 Well, Tom, I really appreciate the time you've
given me here. I'm wondering if there’s any last closing
thoughts you might have as to how administrators can support
and build — the more I think about it, it’s a career long
piece — building that instructional agility.

Tom: 26:41 Yeah. Principals, leaders, have to give sponsorship
— real, authentic sponsorship to these ideas. And one of the
first things you can do is ease up on these requirements
around entries into grade books per week. The idea that you
have to have two entries — you're emphasizing the summative



purpose and you’'re not allowing for the space. You know,
again, principals often look at formality, as you know, it’s
not really a valid assessment, unless it’s a stapled packet of
paper and you know, and that’s not all principals, don’t get
me wrong. There’s a ton of progressive principles out there in
terms of assessment practice who deeply understand. But on the
other end of the continuum, there’s this idea of thou shalt
have three entries in the grade book per week. Well, there’s
not a lot of space for assessing formatively when I'm
constantly having to mark and score in grade everything.

Tom: 27:31 So the one piece is, you know, give sponsorship to
the idea. And that probably will come as a leader, as a
principal builds their own assessment literacy. They have to
understand sound assessment practices. And so I often, when I
work with principals, I’'ll say, look, you have to know what
you're talking about. You can’t lead a transformation and
assessment in grading practices and just get out of the way
and empower people that doesn’t — that’s cliche, it’'s old
school. It doesn’t work. You have to be fully invested because
you need to have a credible conversation. And the second piece
would be, there’s only so many minutes. So the more you're
requiring entries in the grade book, the more teachers are
going to be focused on that summative purpose because teachers
don’'t want to get in trouble. They don’t want to be in
violation of expectations of their boss.

Tom: 28:19 And, you know, we don’t want to jeopardize our
employment and all of that. So we’re going to do what the
expectation is, but that doesn’t mean it’s good for kids. You
know the old farmers you know, expression about you don’t
fatten the pig by continually weighing it comes to mind when I
think about it, right? So weighing things, measuring things,
measurement 1s grading. Measurement 1is verification.
Measurement is summative, and there’s a place for that, but we
should be spending the majority of our time really in that
formative realm. And principals have to not only acknowledge



it, but they’re going to have to run interference with
parents. And I don’t mean that from an adversarial way, but
it’s just, when parents ask questions, we’ve got to help
parents understand that this is teaching.

Tom: 29:08 This is what coaching 1is. This is what dance
teachers do. This is what teachers do. When I see evidence of
learning, I react to cause more learning just the same way if
I see you serve the volleyball poorly, I'm going to make a
correction. I'm going to help you make a maneuver right then
and there. And I'm not going to run to my computer and
quantify it. I'm going to help you get better at serving the
games. There’ll be games, there’'s practice, there’s games and
we spend more time in practice than we do in games. So if we
could ease up on some of those requirements, run a little
interference with parents and help parents understand why this
is an important part of teaching and deepen our own
understanding of assessment, then you’ll start to be able to
see that you can nurture that kind of culture in your schools.

Steve: 29:52 As I was listening to you Tom, the the word trust
was coming to mind and in effect, conversation is critical to
trust. So when I require you to get those marks into the grade
book, somehow, we fool ourselves into saying that that has
purpose and meaning that I understand, but it’'s really my
ability to have a conversation with the teacher where he or
she can describe what it is they’re doing, what they’'re
learning and how they’'re using what they’re learning to assist
kids and that builds the trust. Now, if I have to answer
parents’ questions, I'm much more ready to answer parents’
questions now, because I have that trust and I know what'’s
happening in that classroom. They don’t know that I want to
turn to a grade book to kind of be my coverage.

Tom: 30:46 And look, it’s tough because we have promised
parents, we have open grade books and we’ve promised parents
updates. You can’'t say to parents, hey, we have an open grade
book, you’'re going to be able to log in and see how your



child’s doing, but everything’s formative so we never populate
the grade book. That’s a bit of a bait and switch on parents.
So we’'ve got to find our balance there, but you and I both
know that more often than not, I don’t know if it’s 51%, I
don’'t know what it is, but more often than not, it comes from
a lack of trust that we expect those entries in the grade
book, because we want to make sure you’'re doing the hard
learning. We want to make sure that it’'s not just fluff and
that lack of trust is fairly apparent in those types of
policies. Again, not always, sometimes they’re driven by
updating parents. I don’t want to cast everybody with the same
sort of — or paint everybody with the same brush, but
definitely, it’s enough to notice that those policies are
often driven by a lack of trust in what teachers are doing in
their schools and it happens more often in larger schools.

Steve: 31:45 And with parents, it’s communication too. If I
can communicate the growth that the child is making and the
work that we’'re doing, then the grading’s not near as
important. It’s when I don’t have anything else though, to
hang my hat on. Well, Tom, thank you so much for all the work
that you do. And I really appreciate you giving me this time.

Tom: 32:08 Yeah. You're welcome, Steve. I appreciate it. And
anytime you want to talk assessment, you know where I am.

Steve: 32:12 All right. Take care.
Tom: 32:14 All right. Thanks Steve.

Steve [Outro]: 32:16 Thank you for listening. You can
subscribe to Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud on iTunes and
Podbean. And please remember to rate and review us on iTunes.
I also want to hear what you’re pondering. You can find me on
Twitter @stevebarkley, or send me your questions and find my
videos and blogs at barkleypd.com.



