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Abstract: This mixed-method study explored the motivations, sustainability, and
implementation of alternative grading practices among high school teachers in Ohio. Findings
revealed that teachers adopt student-centered feedback methods such as rubrics, conferences,
and self-reflection to enhance learning and support skill development. Social interactions,
professional development, and peer influence emerged as significant factors shaping grading
practices. Teachers often face challenges, including traditional grading pressures and limited
formal training. Key limitations included a small, region-specific sample and reliance on
teacher-reported data. Future research should investigate teacher preparation programs, the
impact of policy mandates, and strategies for fostering systemic change. By understanding
these dynamics, educational institutions can better support the adoption of innovative grading
approaches that align with meaningful student learning and long-term academic success.
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1. Introduction

Traditional grading practices have historically been a major component of the
formal educational process. Grades are used to measure student learning, motivate
students to learn, and provide feedback to learners. Research indicates that flaws exist
in beliefs regarding the purpose of traditional grading practices. For example, grades
may not always accurately measure learning and can have adverse effects on student
motivation. Furthermore, grades are not a reliable form of feedback when used
exclusively. Overall, the grading process requires informed professional judgment,
concern for what best serves the interests of all students, and careful examination of
the tasks students are asked to complete to demonstrate their learning.

1.1. History of grading in the United States

The first known use of a grading system to grade or differentiate student
performance in the United States was in 1785 at Yale University when 58 students
were assigned a performance level for a senior examination [1,2]. By 1850, several
colleges and universities in the United States had adopted some form of numerical
grading system, but grading and reporting student performance was still virtually
unknown in American primary and secondary schools [1,3].

Before 1850, one-room schoolhouses used narrative reports to communicate
student performance to parents [2]. As school enrollment increased in the 19th century,
schools began grouping students by age and using formal evaluations [3]. The growing
student population made narrative reports impractical, leading to the adoption of
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grading systems similar to those in higher education [3].

As compulsory education became more common, employers, universities, and
society increasingly relied on grades to categorize and choose individuals for jobs,
higher education, and social standing [4]. By the 1940s, the A-F grading system
became widespread in K-12 and higher education [2]. Today’s traditional grading
practices, characterized by A—F marks, 100-point scales, and a mix of academic and
non-academic factors, have a complex history [4]. Research has explored various
aspects of grading, including report card composition, the impact of grades on
outcomes, alternative grading practices, and the relationship between report card
grades and accountability assessments [4]. The roughly 240-year history of grading
practices in the United States is full of trial and error.

1.2. Reliability of grading

Educators, parents, students, and researchers have long questioned the reliability
and meaning of grades [2-4]. In a groundbreaking study in the early 20th century,
Starch and Elliott [5] highlighted significant inconsistencies in how teachers graded
identical essays. This research underscored the influence of teacher bias on grading
practices, raising concerns about the fairness and accuracy of student evaluations.

Nearly a century later, Brimi [6] replicated Starch and Elliott’s study, finding
similarly significant inconsistencies among teachers, even those with specific training
in writing assessment. This research further emphasizes the unreliability of grading
practices. An “A” in one class may not equate to an “A” in another, even within the
same school [6]. Brimi’s [6] findings challenge the traditional notion of grades as
objective measures of student achievement and highlight the need for more nuanced
and equitable assessment practices.

1.3. Teacher bias & grading equity

Numerous studies have identified teacher bias as a factor influencing student
grades. A meta-analysis completed by Malouff and Thorsteinsson [7] reviewed 20
studies related to grading and found that bias can occur when graders are aware of
irrelevant information about the students such as race, gender, and socio-economic
status (SES). A 2005 report on grade inflation in higher education also supported this
research, indicating that students’ gender, SES, and race impact the grading of student
work [8].

Further analysis has shown that racial bias can be found in teachers’ evaluations
of student work. Quinn [9] showed that Black students were graded lower than White
students for identical work. Similar findings were observed in Sweden, where
students with “foreign” names received lower grades than those with perceived
“native” names [10,11].

Additional studies focused on grading bias and equity concerns found
discrepancies in grades based on students’ gender. Angelo and Reis [12] found that
teacher grading benefits female students. Coates and Draves [13] reported that
homework policies can disadvantage male students since they often submit late or
incomplete assignments which is ultimately penalized in their overall grade.

Economic background, amount of adult support outside of school, prior school
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experiences, and countless other variables impact student learning and can be factors
that impact a student’s grade when traditional grading practices are applied.
Tomlinson [14] highlighted how teacher bias can impact pedagogy based on SES.
Doyle et al. [15] found that teachers often judge lower-SES students more negatively
than higher-SES students.

1.4. Additional concerns regarding traditional grading practices

A review of the history and research on grading practices presents a bleak
outlook on traditional grading. Additional research on best practices for learning
sheds more light on the issues with traditional grading and its impact on student
learning. Traditional grading practices often incorporate non-academic factors such
as effort, behavior, and participation, which can obscure a student’s true academic
achievement [4,16-21]. While these factors may be relevant in real-world settings,
they can distort the assessment of academic knowledge and skills [22,23].
Elementary teachers, in particular, tend to place greater emphasis on non-academic
factors compared to secondary teachers [17,23].

The inclusion of both academic and non-academic factors in a single grade, often
referred to as a “hodgepodge” approach, can misrepresent a student’s true academic
strengths and weaknesses [1,16-22]. Combining all of these academic and non-
academic factors into a single grade makes it impossible to identify the student’s
particular strengths and weaknesses in relation to the content. As a consequence of
these traditional practices, a student’s grade loses meaning by not providing an
accurate reflection of student learning.

1.5. Alternative grading practices

Grading systems should do more than provide a summative grade. Grading
systems should provide accurate and timely feedback to students, focusing on growth
and learning rather than simply assigning grades [24,25]. In studies where schools
have removed the fear of getting poor grades through alternative grading practices,
students are more willing to take risks in their classes and more learning occurs [26].

Frustrations with traditional grading practices have led to reform efforts by
individual teachers, schools, and school districts. Alternative grading practices, such
as standards-based grading (SBG), have emerged to address these limitations. SBG
provides a more accurate picture of student achievement by aligning with specific
standards and competencies and offering multiple avenues for students to demonstrate
their learning [24,27]. Additionally, SBG can mitigate the impact of racial bias in
grading by providing specific grading criteria [9,28].

While traditional grading practices have been impacted by racial bias and
stereotypes, alternative grading practices, such as SBG, diminish the impact of
teachers’ racial biases in student evaluation. Stereotypes have less influence on
teachers’ evaluations when specific grading criteria are established in advance [9].
Alternative grading practices, such as SBG and mastery-based grading with specific
criteria, present potentially effective approaches to promoting racial equity in
schools [9,28].

Individual teachers, schools, and school districts have explored a variety of
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alternative grading practices to address inequities and problems associated with
traditional grading practices. Experimentation with minimum grade policies to limit
the impact of catastrophic grades and the exclusion of non-academic measures in
grades are some of the ways that educators have tried to address problems with
traditional grading without completely reforming traditional grading systems [16,18].
Educators have also experimented with contract grading, a grading approach based on
a collective agreement, among students and instructors. Contract grading provides
clarity of action steps toward learning goals and expectations [29]. In general, these
alternative methods are focused on mastery and growth.

1.6. Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on grading practices

The COVID-19 school closures brought on unprecedented challenges for
schools. In the midst of the most disastrous pandemic since 1918, schools were
presented with unprecedented challenges, including learning loss, financial strain,
and increased mental health concerns [30—34]. The transition to distance learning
disrupted traditional grading practices, as many districts paused traditional grading
systems to avoid penalizing students without adequate access to technology or
parental support [32].

Prior to the pandemic educators were focused on accountability measures of
student progress, such as graduation rates and standardized test scores; modifying
traditional grading practices was not largely examined. The pause on high-stakes
assessments during the pandemic allowed teachers to focus on learning and mastery
rather than test preparation [35]. The recent experiences of educators, students, and
parents or guardians during the pandemic are prompting questions about traditional
grading practices and how student learning is measured. Many educators are now
experimenting with alternative grading methods, such as SBG [36].

1.7. Teacher training & professional development

Assigning fair and meaningful grades to students is a challenge to novice and
veteran educators at every level. The grading process requires thoughtful and informed
professional judgment. Unfortunately, many teachers lack adequate training and
guidance in this area, often relying on their own experiences as students [22,37]. This
can lead to inconsistent and subjective grading practices, with teachers frequently
incorporating non-academic factors such as behavior, attendance, and homework
completion into their assessments [16,38] Teachers are also unaware of what Carifio
and Carey deem “semester Killers” [16] (p. 25), which are large summative
assessments such as tests or projects that can make or break a student’s quarter or
semester grade.

Itis crucial to provide teachers with comprehensive training on effective grading
practices. Professional development can help teachers develop a deeper understanding
of assessment principles, learn to identify and avoid biases, and implement more
equitable and meaningful grading systems. For example, successful grading reform
efforts occurred at a Minnesota high school after extensive professional development
focused on grading research, classroom management, assessment, and instruction [18].

All teachers need better training and understanding of grading and assessment
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practices in order to reduce teacher subjectivity [21,22]. Teachers with five years of
experience or less (commonly referred to as novice teachers) receive very little
training prior to entering the world of education. Novice teachers, in particular, may
struggle with ethical decision-making and objective grading practices [39,40].
Bergman’s [40] results suggest that novice teachers accept grading practices of veteran
teachers, perpetuating detrimental aspects of traditional grading.

1.8. Theoretical framework

Through collective leadership, Grogan and Shakeshaft [41] found that leaders are
able to harness collective knowledge within an organization. Collective leadership,
characterized by shared decision-making and collaboration, has been shown to
positively impact school improvement and student achievement [42-44]. By
harnessing the collective knowledge of stakeholders, leaders can foster a more
supportive and innovative school culture [41].

Social network theory emphasizes the importance of interpersonal relationships
in shaping individual and organizational behavior [45-47]. In educational settings,
strong social networks among teachers can facilitate the sharing of knowledge,
support, and innovation [45,48-50]. However, these networks can also reinforce
traditional practices, including grading, if they are characterized by strong ties to
individuals who resist change.

In conjunction with social network theory, collective leaders can identify with
like-minded groups and individuals within and outside the organization to pursue
change [41]. Collective knowledge provides a solutions-based approach to problems
and fosters the development of action plans for sustained change. The development of
relationships with stakeholders within and outside the organization helps leaders
generate political power and the capacity for sustained change [41].

Collective leadership creates a more open organization where ideas and courses
of action are developed collaboratively and not by a singular person. Due to the
complexity and longstanding practices associated with grading, collective leadership
is necessary for reform and sustained change with grading practices. Collective
leadership would allow for more teachers to share and learn about alternative grading
practices and assist in establishing new grading norms and greater recognition of the
flawed aspects of traditional grading.

2. Methods

The current study explored the establishment of, and changes made to grading
practices as well as the sustainment and spread of alternative grading practices. The
following questions were pertinent to guiding the study:

e  How do teachers establish their grading practices?

o  What prompts teachers to change their grading practices?

e How have teachers sustained these grading practices within the confines of a
traditional grading system or policy?

e  What has caused alternative grading practices to spread?

Q-methodology is a convergent mixed-methods design and combines qualitative
and quantitative data to understand people’s subjective viewpoints on a topic [51,52].
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Q-methodology has been used in research to access the lived experiences of
participants [52-54]. Additionally, Q-methodology can uncover diverse perspectives
on a phenomenon in a nonthreatening way because the Q-set is already generated for
the participants [55].

2.1. Participants

The target population for this case study was full-time public school teachers
from various Ohio high schools that have experimented with or employed alternative
grading practices. The potential participants were identified through contact with
school administrators from various Ohio high schools. Based on this desired sample,
purposive sampling was employed for this case study to ensure a diverse
representation of educators. Q-methodology typically uses a small sample size since
there is a limit to the distinct viewpoints on a particular topic [55-57]. Sample sizes
significantly larger than the Q-set will not likely yield additional viewpoints than those
obtained by a sample size that is more in line with the Q-set size [57].

2.2. Instrumentation

Q-methodology begins with defining and building a concourse [52]. A concourse
is a collection of statements that reflect potential participant perspectives on the
research topic [52]. The concourse can be established using informal interviews of
individuals connected to the research, a review of relevant literature, or both [52]. An
effective Q-set consists of concourse statements that are not redundant statements and
should not be biased toward a particular viewpoint [52]. After a pilot of statements, a
final Q-set was established for this investigation. The final Q-set used for this
investigation is provided in the Appendix. In addition to the Q-sort, participants
provided basic demographic information and responded to two open-ended items. The
first question asked how the participants’ graded practices reflect student-centered
feedback. The second question asked participants how they know a student has shown
growth. No identifying information was collected.

2.3. Procedure

After receiving approval from the Youngstown State University Institutional
Review Board, email invitations were sent to a purposive sample of Ohio high school
and career-technical school schoolteachers experienced in alternative grading
practices. The emails detailed the study, estimated a participation time of 30 min, and
included a link to the Q-sort activity.

Participants completed a brief demographic and experience survey before
proceeding to the Q-sort, where they reflected on statements about grading practices.
Using a web-based platform, participants sorted statements into categories from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. A forced distribution framework guided this
process, ensuring all statements were ranked. Multimedia prompts supported
participants throughout the activity.

The QMethod Software automatically recorded responses, eliminating human
error and enabling immediate data availability for analysis. Participant responses were
statistically examined to identify dominant belief patterns about grading development.
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To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for participants, schools, and
districts. Informed consent was obtained, and participants were notified of their right
to withdraw at any time. The study emphasized voluntary participation and privacy
protection.

The survey also included open-ended questions about teachers’ grading
experiences, influences on their practices, and reasons for adopting alternative
approaches. These responses provided valuable qualitative insights into grading
practice development.

3. Results

This study aims to create a relatable framework for understanding diverse teacher
perspectives on grading. Cinematic mentors have been used as identifiers for each of
the five factors revealed through factor analysis. These cultural references were used
to assist in making complex pedagogical ideas more accessible through familiar
cultural references. The five factors were identified as Mr. Miyagi, Herman Boone,
John Keating, Ms. Valerie Frizzle, and Dr. Sean Maguire.

3.1. Descriptive statistics

The Q-sort was initiated by 55 participants, but only 24 participants completed
the Q-sort, generating a completion rate of 44%. Nineteen participants identified as
female (79%) and five as male (21%). Five participants indicated they had earned a
bachelor’s degree (21%), while 19 reported having earned a master’s degree (79%).
Seven participants reported having 16-20 years of teaching experience (29%); five
participants reported having 6—10 years of experience (21%); four participants
reported having 1-5 years of experience (16%); three participants reported having 11—
15 years of experience (12.5%); and three participants reported having 25 or more
years of experience (12.5%).

Content areas taught and school settings varied among the participants. Nineteen
participants reported teaching at a traditional high school (79%) and five participants
reported teaching at a career-technical school (21%). Six participants reported their
teaching concentration to be mathematics (25%); six participants reported primarily
teaching English language arts (25%); four participants reported teaching a career-
technical program (17%); two participants reported teaching social studies (8%); and
at least one participant reported teaching in each of the following content areas: fine
arts, foreign language, physical education, science, and special education (4%).
Seventeen participants reported their school being located in a suburban setting (71%);
five participants stated their school was in a rural setting (21%); and two participants
reported their school being located in an urban setting (8%). Nineteen of the
participants reported their school was located in southwest Ohio (79%); two
participants reported their location to be in northwest Ohio (8%); another two
participants reported being located in northeast Ohio (8%); and one participant
reported their location to be in central Ohio. Twenty participants reported their school
enrollment to be over 1000 students (83%) and four reported the student enrollment
of their school to be between 500 and 1000 students (17%).

Most of the participants indicated their school to be highly rated according to the
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Ohio Department of Education rating system and utilizing traditional school-wide
grading policies. Seventeen participants reported their school was rated 4.5 stars or
above (71%); one participant reported their school rating to be 3.5 stars (4%); another
participant reported their school rating to be two stars (4%); and five participants
reported they did not know their school rating (21%). Twenty-three participants
indicated their school-wide grading policies utilized traditional grading practices
(96%) and one participant reported their school utilized SBG practices (4%). The
following figures represent some of the participant demographics.

3.2. Q-sort results
3.2.1. Factor extraction

Factor extraction is a statistical technique used to analyze the data collected
through Q-sorts [57]. The process identifies groups of participants who ranked Q-sort
items in similar ways, grouping participants with shared perspectives into factors [57].
The 24 Q-sorts in this study were analyzed through extraction of five factors with a
Varimax rotation of factors. Auto flagging was set to p < 0.05. Table 1 represents the
correlation between factor scores. Low correlation among the five factors suggests
discriminating viewpoints from the participants’ Q-sorts.

Table 1. Correlation between factor scores.

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5
Factor 1 * 0.36 0.16 0.07 0.15
Factor 2 - * 0.14 0.31 —-0.01
Factor 3 - - * 0.07 —-0.10
Factor 4 - - - * 0.06
Factor 5 - - - - *

Note: * no significant correlations between factors.

Factor analysis was run three times to ensure the optimal number of factors
among participants’ Q-sorts. Initially, a six-factor model was used, resulting in a 47%
variance captured with four participants not being identified by one of the factors. Next,
a five-factor model was evaluated resulting in a 44% variance captured with five
participants not being identified by one of the factors. Finally, a four-factor model was
analyzed, resulting in a 39% variance captured with five participants not identified by
one of the factors.

Additional analysis using eigenvalues indicated the best factor model. A six-
factor model produced an eigenvalue for factor 6 of 0.67. A five-factor model produced
eigenvalues ranging from 4.47 to 1.02, adhering to the acceptable cutoff of 1.0. The
comparison between the models revealed the five-factor to have the most adherence
to the law of parsimony and the best fit for this study. Table 2 displays the determining
statistics for the use of a five-factor model.
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Table 2. Five-factor model analysis.

Factor 1 Factor2  Factor3  Factor 4 Factor 5

No. of defining variables 7.00 3.00 4.00 2.00 3.00
Avg. rel. coef. 0.80 0.80 0.80 0.80 0.80
Composite reliability 0.97 0.92 0.94 0.89 0.92
S.E. of factor Z-scores 0.19 0.28 0.24 0.33 0.28
Eigenvalues 4.47 1.82 2.00 1.19 1.02
% Explained variance 18.6 26.2 8.3 5.0 4.2

Cumulative % explain var 18.6 26.2 345 39.5 43.7

3.2.2. Varimax rotation

This study utilized QMethod Software for data collection and analysis. QMethod
Software allows researchers to utilize varimax rotation for factor rotation. Varimax
rotation can be used to rotate the factors in order for the Q-sort to achieve maximum

factor loading, leading to a single-factor fit [57]. Table 3 displays the Q-sort associated
with each participant following the varimax rotation and indicates the factor extraction

in bold numbers in the appropriate factor column.
Nineteen of the 24 participants loaded significantly on one of the five factors.

Combined, the factors account for approximately 44% of the study’s variance. Five

participants did not load significantly on one of the five factors. This indicates that the

five participants did not fit well with the five main factors that were extracted from the
study or that these participants did not provide reliable feedback.

Table 3. Participant factor loadings.

Participant Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5
0XO0F 0.15 -0.01 -0.17 0.20 0.41
1MRD 0.15 0.04 0.75 0.28 -0.14
21D8 0.68 0.00 -0.10 0.08 —0.04
2JZ6 0.68 0.16 0.06 -0.17 0.09
325T 0.37 -0.18 —-0.55 -0.15 -0.06
5TMU 0.73 0.23 0.06 0.21 0.17
T76EA 0.43 -0.02 —-0.05 0.05 0.25
A3IT 0.57 0.16 —0.04 0.02 0.11
BNTZ 0.05 0.13 0.05 —-0.04 0.43
G4C9 0.44 0.46 —-0.02 —-0.27 0.22
G5Q5 0.51 0.52 0.04 -0.11 0.10
GVCT 0.37 0.60 0.08 0.28 -0.13
11Q9 0.36 0.20 0.03 -0.29 -0.01
1IZAH 0.25 0.06 0.38 0.48 0.13
LK7Y 0.15 0.68 0.02 0.06 0.01
MCTG 0.38 0.06 0.69 —-0.07 —-0.03
QXVO0 0.41 0.13 0.14 0.17 —-0.08
RJE7 —-0.02 0.08 0.02 0.05 -0.54
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Table 3. (Continued).

Participant Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5
T94W 0.09 0.07 —-0.03 0.60 -0.15
TL45 -0.12 0.25 0.07 0.61 0.16
uTQ7 0.01 0.50 -0.13 0.21 0.03
UUPF 0.39 0.06 -0.39 0.25 0.02
VV9Z 0.10 0.26 —-0.54 0.22 0.07
Y4EE 0.41 0.30 -0.46 -0.16 -0.09

3.3. Factor arrays, identification, and interpretation

Q-methodology is used to gather participants’ viewpoints in order to better
understand how they think about a particular topic or issue, specifically in this study,
the development of grading practices [57]. A factor array is a visual tool used to display
the participants collective viewpoints [57]. A factor array does not indicate any specific
individual participant’s comments, statements, or views, but rather a group of
individuals with similar viewpoints. The following section will provide arrays for each
of the five factor models along with the factor’s identification and interpretation of the
participant’s viewpoints. For this study, factor 1 will be referred to as Mr. Miyagi;
factor 2 will be referred to as Herman Boone; factor 3 will be referred to as John
Keating; factor 4 will be referred to as Ms. Valerie Frizzle; and factor 5 will be referred
to as Dr. Sean Maguire. Participants that did not load significantly with any of the five
factors will be referred to as Professor Minerva McGonagall.

Factor 1: Mr. Miyagi

“First learn stand, then learn fly.”

Mr. Miyagi, “The Karate Kid” (1984).

In “The Karate Kid”, Mr. Miyagi embodies a traditional, patient, and holistic
approach to teaching. For this study, Mr. Miyagi represents a perspective that values
mastery over rote memorization, emphasizing the process of learning and personal
growth alongside the final outcome. These participants have a grading perspective that
is less focused on rigid scores and more on the student’s overall development.

Figure 1 depicts the factor array for Mr. Miyagi, which had seven statistically
loading participants, accounted for 18.6% of the variance, and an eigenvalue of 4.47.
Table 4 lists the distinguishing statements for Mr. Miyagi. The Mr. Miyagi participants
ranged in number of years teaching from one year to over 25 years, with more than
half of the participants having more than 10 years of experience (57%). All of the Mr.
Miyagi participants indicated being female. One of the Mr. Miyagi participants was
from a career-technical high school and the remaining were from traditional high
schools. The Mr. Miyagi participants represented a wide range of academic content
areas, including two English language arts teachers, one foreign language teacher, one
math teacher, one career-technology teacher, one physical education teacher, and one
special education teacher. Mr. Miyagi included the largest number of participants when
compared to the other factors (29%).

10



Forum for Education Studies 2025, 3(2), 2332.

Ingeneral, gradss
often contain
information other
than achievement of
lzarning objectives
which diminishes
accuracy.

‘Grades arean

| o bonger assign a3

I might listen to advice
from administrators

imprecize measure of grade for everything
lzarning. students complete. B golleagug an
grading practices.

| have individual Anything to make me

conferences with
students about their

learning where we

discuss their seif-

think about grading
practices was done on
mvy own in my onlfine
professional learning

| consider student
effort when | grade.

AssESEMENts. Comim unities.
There are a few
teachers in my school
JE L= e P who are My current grading

to the rest of the
teachers in my school,

| have a unigue

grading practice.

experimenting with
changing their scale
and looking at 3 more
standards-based
approach.

practices provide
descriptive feedback
1o students.

Compared to other
teachers in my school,
1am more lenient on

My current grading
practices document

Grades of zero can

late azsignments in . N demotivate students
my instructional
order to make sure a Hectivensss to learn.
grade reflects student .
mastery.
A professional Compared to other
development 1 have to modify my ke fow Ihave 1o keep my teachers in my school,
‘opportunity (speaker, mastery or standards- collea U;E\:ith whom students’ nesds | am more willing to
book study, bazed grading Id'g di foremost in my allow students to redo
oonference, etc.} practices to fit within Scuss gracing consideration when aszignments in order
L N practices and ideas ) .
prompted me to 3 traditional grading bout =radi grading and designing to makesure 3 grade
change mygrading Tystem. about gracing. aszeszments. reflects student
practices. mastery.
When Iﬁ.rst started | often reflect an my
teaching, my . .
My EXperiences EXpETIENCE With Gradi ractices are EE R
.y == _ | do not give 3 grade pe N . "E P howe | can better uss Grading provides
during the pandemic grading was very Grades can motivate important measures

bazed on completion

data from a varety of

information about

led me_wu:han.ge my e proceduraland a high students to learn. of.student - T ST
grading practices. percentage of my achievement. i o
grade was based on ns': °m“‘e_ y
«completion. retrustion.
Amything to make me TET N SR ‘(zrading iz @ good My students reflect on | fieel my current AELTTETEEELT 2 |EETERE DE TR
Anadministrator When | first started think about zradi teaching, grades were measure for helpi their own work and radi ractices can practices are a better students are
influenced the teaching, grades were . gracing something | felt like | . Eiping grcing p reflection of student demonstrating
- practices was through iy students identify their azzess how they be used asa tool to )
development of my not something 1 infarmal ional had to do to provide weak ina would rade help me be 2 - mastery compared to understanding of the
graging practices. thought about. a Ef‘ feedhack for the . Mm e grm 2 s T when | first started jearning objectives
conyErsstions. students. CoMtEnt arss. mesives. crer. teaching. being taught.
When | first started
My undergraduate Factors other than a n ! . . I think about different
N teaching, a student’s Omne wayl have . . | uze the data | receive
ooursework and/or students’ actual . | consider hiow well . | dozely examine y waysstudents can
) . When | first started, | My peers have grade was defined by maintained mastery N Grading can keep . i firom: my current grading
student teaching achievement on a test ) . . . . . ) dass time is used to N learning cbjectives . . demonstrate
experiencs was influential o quiz makeit either graded too influenced mygrading 3 number, subtracting grading practices is by complete students informed before | desian an practices to adjust how | achievemnent and | b
2 = N . harshily or too easily. practices. the number wrong creating my own . r about their progress. 2 instruct in the i Y
in the development of my difficult for me to and dividing by tot=l rubrics. aszignments. azzeszment. dassroom. to use a number of
current grading practices. grade. poinra;s . ) ‘assessment methods.
-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 1] +1 +2 +3 +4 +5
strongly Disagres meutral strongly Agres

Figure 1. Model sort for teachers who loaded significantly on factor 1: Mr. Miyagi.
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Table 4. Distinguishing statements for factor 1, Mr. Miyagi.

Statement

Statement Endorsement
number
30 I think about different ways students can demonstrate achievement, and I try to use a number of different .
assessment methods.
31 I consider whether students are demonstrating understanding of the learning objectives being taught. +
3 Grading can keep students informed about their progress. +
1 When I first started teaching, my experience with grading was very procedural and a high percentage of my )
grade was completion-based.
8 Grades are an imprecise measure of learning. -
22 My peers have influenced my grading practices. -
42 An administrator influenced the development of my grading practices. -

Notes: Endorsement indicated as positive (+), neutral (*), or negative (-).

3.4. The general viewpoint of Mr. Miyagi

Mr. Miyagi is focused on determining student mastery of content and skill
acquisition. Mr. Miyagi designs learning activities and assessments that are directly
tied to learning objectives and offer a variety of methods for students to demonstrate
learning. Mr. Miyagi views student grades as a means to monitor student progress and
determine if learning objectives have been met. These sentiments were evident in the
Mr. Miyagi consensus statement indicating they are more willing to allow students to
redo assignments in order to make sure a grade reflects student mastery. In the content
areas taught by Mr. Miyagi, mastery of content and skill acquisition is essential to
understanding and learning new content or skills.

Mr. Miyagi recognizes that traditional grades are imprecise measures of student
learning. Additionally, Mr. Miyagi has relied upon their professional experience to
develop and modify their grading practices. Mr. Miyagi reported little influence from
peers or administrators in developing their current grading practices.

Factor 2: Herman Boone

“I don’t scratch my head unless it itches and I don’t dance unless I hear some
music.”

Herman Boone, “Remember the Titans” (2000).

Herman Boone, from “Remember the Titans”, is a football coach who demands
high standards and discipline. In the film, Herman Boone’s actions are intentional with
specific outcomes or purposes in mind. In terms of grading, Herman Boone represents
a participant perspective whose grading practices are intentionally designed to provide
feedback and improve student outcomes.
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Figure 2. Model sort for teachers who loaded significantly on factor 2: Herman Boone.
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Table 5. Distinguishing statements for factor 2, Herman Boone.

Statement

Statement Endorsement
number
36 I often reflect on my grading practices and how I can better use data from a variety of assessments to help N
improve my instruction.
41 I have to keep my students’ needs foremost in my considerations when grading and designing assessments. +
38 I would say compared to the rest of the teachers in my school, I have a unique grading practice. +
45 Anything to make me think about grading practices was through informal professional conversations. +

1

Grading practices are important measures of student achievement.

Notes: Endorsement indicated as positive (+), neutral (*), or negative (-).

Figure 2 depicts the factor array for Herman Boone, which had three statistically

loading participants, accounted for 26.2% of the variance, and had an eigenvalue of
1.82. Table 5 lists the distinguishing statements for Herman Boone. The Herman

Boone participants ranged in number of years teaching from six years to over 25 years

of experience, with two of the participants having more than 16 years of experience
(67%). Herman Boone included two male and one female participants. One of the

Herman Boone participants was from a career-technical high school and the remaining

were from traditional high schools. Herman Boone represented the mathematics,

science, and social studies content areas.

3.5. The general viewpoint of Herman Boone

Herman Boone is reflective and purposeful about their grading practices. Herman

Boone seeks out ways to improve grading practices in order to provide feedback about

student learning and guide future instruction. As a result, Herman Boone believes their

grading practices are unique compared to their colleagues. Herman Boone does not

cite any formal training in regard to grading students but does have informal

conversations about grading practices. Over the course of Herman Boone’s career,

their grading practices have evolved. Herman Boone views grading as an informative

practice for instructional purposes, not as a means to measure student achievement.

Factor 3: John Keating

“Now we all have a great need for acceptance, but you must trust that your beliefs

are unique, your own, even though others may think them odd or unpopular, even

though the herd may go, (imitating a goat) that’s baaaaad. Robert Frost said, ‘Two

roads diverged in the wood and I, I took the one less traveled by, and that has

made all the difference.’”
John Keating, “Dead Poets Society” (1989).

In “Dead Poets Society”, John Keating inspires students to think critically,

challenge conventions, and embrace individuality. He represents a pedagogical

approach that values creativity, passion, and the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake.
For this study, John Keating represents a perspective that has chosen to explore a

different path for grading by experimenting with alternative grading practices and

using grading to promote student ownership of learning.
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Figure 3. Model sort for teachers who loaded significantly on factor 3: John Keating.
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Table 6. Distinguishing statements for factor 3, John Keating.

Statement

number Statement Endorsement
7 Grades of zero can demotivate students to learn. +
34 My students reflect on their own work and assess they would grade themselves. +
33 One way I have maintained mastery grading practices is by creating my own rubrics. +
35 I have individual conferences with students about their learning where we discuss their self-assessments. +
19 My current grading practices provide descriptive feedback to students. +
15 My current grading practices are a better reflection of student mastery compared to when I first started teaching. +
38 I would say compared to the rest of the teachers in my school, I have a unique grading practice. +
40 I might listen to advice from administrators and colleagues on grading practices. -
2 Grading is a good method for helping students identify their weaknesses in a content area. -
6 Grades can motivate students to learn. -

Notes: Endorsement indicated as positive (+), neutral (*), or negative (-).

Figure 3 depicts the factor array for John Keating, which had four statistically
loading participants, accounted for 34.5% of the variance, and had an eigenvalue of
2.00. Table 6 lists the distinguishing statements for John Keating. The John Keating
participants ranged in number of years teaching from one year to 25 years, with three
of the participants having more than 11 years of experience (75%). John Keating were
all female participants. All but one John Keating reported having their master’s degree.
One of the John Keating participants reported being from a career-technical high
school and the remaining were from traditional high schools. John Keating included
two math teachers, one career-technical teacher, and one social studies teacher.

3.6. The general viewpoint of John Keating

John Keating has been innovative in the development of grading practices. John
Keating utilizes descriptive feedback, teacher-generated rubrics, and individual
student conferences to provide students with information about their learning. John
Keating does not conform to traditional grading practices, but rather utilizes
alternative grading practices to fit within the context of a traditional grading system.
John Keating does not view grades as a motivator for students. Instead, John Keating
engages students in the learning process through self-reflection and self-assessment.
Through this process of self-assessment, John Keating is able to promote student
ownership of learning and help students identify individual strengths and areas for
growth.

Factor 4: Ms. Valerie Frizzle

“Take chances, make mistakes, get messy.”

Ms. Valerie Frizzle, “The Magic School Bus” (1994).

Ms. Valerie Frizzle from “The Magic School Bus” embodies experiential
learning, curiosity, and a sense of adventure in education. In this study, Ms. Valerie
Frizzle translates to a perspective that has identified the problems with traditional
grading, but is apprehensive about experimenting with alternative grading practices.
These participants need to embrace their inner Ms. Frizzle and experiment, but
something is holding them back from doing so.
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Figure 4. Model sort for teachers who loaded significantly on factor 4: Ms. Valerie Frizzle.
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Table 7. Distinguishing statements for factor 4, Ms. Valerie Frizzle.

Statement

Statement Endorsement
number
8 Grades are an imprecise measure of learning. +
9 Factors other than a student’s actual achievement on a test or quiz make it difficult for me to grade. +
5 I consider student effort when I grade. +
10 In general, grades often contain information other than achievement of learning objectives which diminishes n
accuracy.
15 My current grading practices are a better reflection of student mastery compared to when I first started teaching. *

Notes: Endorsement indicated as positive (+), neutral (*), or negative (-).

Figure 4 depicts the factor array for Ms. Valerie Frizzle, which had two
statistically loading participants, accounted for 39.5% of the variance, and an
eigenvalue of 1.19. Table 7 lists the distinguishing statements for Ms. Valerie Frizzle.
Both Ms. Valerie Frizzle participants have been teaching between 11 and 20 years and
indicated they were female. Both also reported being English language arts teachers
and having their master’s degree. Ms. Valerie Frizzle teaches at a career-technical
school and a traditional high school.

3.7. The general viewpoint of Ms. Valerie Frizzle

Ms. Valerie Frizzle recognizes traditional grading practices are imprecise
measures of student learning but has not taken as big of a leap into alternative grading
as Mr. Miyagi, Herman Boone, and John Keating. Ms. Valerie Frizzle has identified a
variety of non-academic factors that influence a student’s grade that diminishes the
ability of a traditional grade to measure achievement or master of learning objectives.
Ms. Valerie Frizzle does not provide completion grades and attempts to make certain
each learning activity that is to be graded demonstrates student mastery as opposed to
any non-academic factors. Ms. Valerie Frizzle has identified the problem with
traditional grading but has not entirely embraced alternative grading practices as a
means to improve assessment of student learning.

Factor 5: Dr. Sean Maguire

“You’ll never have that kind of relationship in a world where you’re afraid to take
the first step because all you see is every negative thing 10 miles down the road.”

Dr. Sean Maguire, “Good Will Hunting” (1997).

In the film “Good Will Hunting”, Dr. Sean Maguire is a teacher and mentor who
prioritizes emotional intelligence, empathy, the impact of personal experiences, and
the understanding of individual needs. However, in the film, Dr. Maguire is able to
mentor others, but is unable to overcome his own personal tragedies and experiences
keeping him from moving forward in his life. For this study, Dr. Maguire represents a
perspective that is confident in their current grading practices and does not see the
need to apply alternatives to their assessments of student learning. Like the character
in the film, these participants are able to mentor others, but don’t focus on their
professional growth.

18



Forum for Education Studies 2025, 3(2), 2332.

My experiencas during
the pandamic led me to
change my grading
practices.
| often reflect on my
| consider how well grading practices and | might listen to advice
class time is used to how | can better use from administrators and
complete data from a variety of collesgues on grading
agr to help practices.
improve my g
1 bave 20 modify my
mastory or
stendards-based I""’"'""'n Grades can motivate
g@rading practices to fit f"' students to learn,
within a traditional HECREA,
I have individual I consider whether
conferences with G wraan students are
students about their = demonstrating
leaming where we """"’““."""""' undarstanding of the
discuss their salf- learning objectives being
teught.
'm My currant grading
fommontin my pqa!ea:pvzﬁdau .Omﬁgwacﬁeueri
consideration when %
groding and dosigni students. student achievement.
assessments.
| feed my current In general, grades often
grading practices "“.'""“'"x. ldonotgiveagrade | containinformationother |  Grading provides
canbeusedasa !m':"m‘y'd;'| based S ok o= of 3 SR
100l to help me be i the assig; oy which student mastery.
a better teacher. diminishes acowracy.
Anything to make me . Itk sbout diferert | When st stariod °°""""’|m"’°°‘""“
think about grading Geading can keap 2550 My currant grading ways students can 2
practices was students informed ""’“""f’“‘;"’ practices document my demonstrate mmmw w1 more wling o aliow
theoughinfommel about thoir @ading practices is by 3 5 2 adltryto 2 number, subtracting mww
% creating my own T TR ATy t:mnbam assignments inocwdarto
S . rubrics. and dividing make sure a grade
conversations assessment methods, s reflacts student mastery.
There are a few teachers Iwould say e £ e Wl_nnlﬁmmd : 7
e pered to the rest it vith fents' sctual My students reflect on "'dm"""m"'“ ket A P G"i"';"‘”
- oftheteachorsinmy | whomidiscuss | achiovementonatest | theirownworkand ORcieg W very RLOI EM0 O : . lemienimgives
ging their scale and . < p and a high either graded too harshly students identify their
= school, | have & grading practices or quiz make it sssess how they would percentage of my grade P of 100 easily e e b i
unique grading and ideas about difficult for me to grade themselves. e a1 Feaa
practice. grading. grade. oo,
My undergraduste
Anything to make me lusethedatal Comparad to other When | first started coursework and/lor
think about grading racaive from my \ ¢ An administrator teachers in my school, | toaching, grades were I closely axamine student teaching
prect d gy d | consider studant current grading ’”'“'b"'""l" influenced am more lerent on lste gl felt like | \sarning obj ence was
My own in myy online g offort when | grede. practicas to adjust e "”':"‘ of my Sigr inouarta had to do to provide befoce | design an infwential in the
professionsal learning how | instruct in grading prectices. make sure & grade foadback for the assessment. development of my
communities, the classroom. reflects student mastery. students. current grading
i
-5 -3 -2 -1 0 - 2 +3 4
Strongly Dissgros Noutral

Figure 5. Model sort for teachers who loaded significantly on factor 5: Dr. Sean Maguire.
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Table 8. Distinguishing statements for factor 5, Dr. Sean Maguire.

Statement

number Statement Endorsement
43 My undergre'lduate co.ursework and/or student teaching experience was influential in the development of my .
current grading practices.
41 I have to keep my students’ needs foremost in my considerations when grading and designing assessments. -
2 Grading is a good method for helping students identify their weaknesses in a content area. +
45 Anything to make me think about grading practices was through informal professional conversations. -
18 I use the data I receive from my current grading practices to adjust how I instruct in the classroom. -
5 I consider student effort when I grade. -
23 A professional development opportunity (speaker, book study, conference, etc.) prompted me to change my )

grading practices.

Notes: Endorsement indicated as positive (+), neutral (*), or negative (-).

Figure 5 depicts the factor array for Dr. Sean Maguire, which had three
statistically loading participants, accounted for 43.7% of the variance, and had an
eigenvalue of 1.02. Table 8 lists the distinguishing statements for Dr. Sean Maguire.
The Dr. Sean Maguire participants ranged in number of years teaching from one year
to 25 years, with two of the participants having more than 16 years of experience
(67%). Dr. Sean Maguire included one female and two male participants, all having
earned a master’s degree. Only one of the Dr. Sean Maguire participants was from a
career-technical high school and the remainder were from traditional high schools. Dr.
Sean Maguire included two career-technical teachers, and one English language arts
teacher.

3.8. The general viewpoint of Dr. Sean Maguire

Dr. Sean Maguire is confident in their grading practices. The Q-sorts from Dr.
Sean Maguire indicate very little interest in learning about alternative grading
practices that may enhance their ability to assess student learning. In addition to a
negative view toward professional development and conversations about grading
practices, Dr. Sean Maguire focuses on the teacher’s use of grades, rather than
purposes to inform students about their learning or take ownership of their learning.
Despite the indication of adopting alternative grading practices as a participant in this
study, the viewpoints of Dr. Sean Maguire appear more aligned with teachers using
traditional grading practices and overlook the student benefits to alternative grading
practices.

Non-factor loading participants: Professor Minerva McGonagall

“Five points ... will be awarded to each of you. For sheer, dumb luck.”

Professor Minerva McGonagall, “Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone” (2001).

Professor Minerva McGonagall, from “Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone”,
was used to identify that group of participants that did not load on any of the five
factors. This character was selected because of the above quote attributed to her in the
film, rather than any personal characteristics, since it is more coincidence or dumb
luck that these participants did not load on any of the factors.

Table 9 displays the correlations between Q-sorts of Professor Minerva
McGonagall. While there is some correlation between Q-sorts, Professor Minerva

20



Forum for Education Studies 2025, 3(2), 2332.

McGonagall did not load significantly on any of the five factors and a six-factor model
did not adhere to the acceptable eigenvalue cutoff of 1.0. Professor Minerva
McGonagall included five participants who ranged in number of years teaching from
one year to over 25 years, with two of the participants having more than 16 years of
experience (67%). Professor Minerva McGonagall included one male and four female
participants, all having earned a master’s degree, but one. All of the Professor Minerva
McGonagall participants were from traditional high schools and included three math
teachers, one fine arts teacher, and one English language arts teacher.

Table 9. Correlation between professor Minerva McGonagall.

G4C9 G5Q5 IZAH UUPF Y4EE
G4C9 1.00 0.61 —0.02 0.23 0.37
G5Q5 - 1.00 0.21 0.12 0.24
1ZAH - - 1.00 0.02 —0.15
UUPF - - - 1.00 0.36
Y4EE - - - - 1.00

3.9. Additional analysis across variables

A Chi-square test is a statistical test commonly used to determine if there’s a
significant association between two categorical variables [58]. For this study, a Chi-
square test was used to compare the participants’ demographics across the five factors
identified during the factor analysis. Analysis of the Chi-square test indicated little
evidence to suggest a significant association between the five factors and the
categorical variables. The closest association was between participants’ gender and
factor. Table 10 displays the observed frequencies of gender and factor.

Table 10. Observed frequencies for gender and factor.

Gender Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 No factor
Male 0 2 0 0 2 4
Female 7 1 4 2 1 1

The difference between the observed counts and the counts that would be
expected if there were no association between the variables (X?) was 11.07. A higher
value indicates a greater difference between the expected and observed data. The p-
value indicates the probability of association between the variables. A common
threshold for significance is 0.05. In this case, the p-value was calculated to be 0.05,
suggesting that the observed association between gender and factor could reasonably
occur by chance.

3.10. Post Q-sort reflection analysis

Following the Q-sort, participants were asked two open-ended questions. The
first question asked how the participants’ graded practices reflect student-centered
feedback. The second question asked participants how they know a student has shown
growth. The open-ended questions provided participants with the opportunity to share
greater details, in their own words, about their grading practices.
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Participants’ answers were coded using words or phrases that summarize their
responses. The first question was categorized based on the method used for feedback
to students about their learning. The second question was categorized based on the
activities the participants identified as measurements of student growth. Table 11
reflects the coding for the first question.

Table 11. Distribution of coding for participants’ responses to open-ended question
1.

Code Count
Rubrics 6
Student reflection activities 5
Student and teacher conference 7
Peer editing or revisions 1
Written feedback from teacher 9

Table 12 reflects the coding for the second question.

Table 12. Distribution of coding for participants’ responses to open-ended question
2.

Code Count
Formative assessments 3
Revisions or re-takes 4
Student self-tracking 4
Summative assessments 13

3.11. Post Q-sort viewpoints of Mr. Miyagi

Mr. Miyagi provides student-centered feedback in a variety of formats. Students
receive feedback from Mr. Miyagi primarily through rubrics, student and teacher
conferences, and written feedback. Participants STMU, 2JZ6, 76EA, and QXVO0 all
describe how they use rubrics and conferencing with students as a means for both the
teacher and student to evaluate assignments. Participant 2JZ6 best captures the manner
by which Mr. Miyagi provides student-centered feedback by stating, “When students
write in my AP Language class, they have access to the mastery-oriented checklist and
rubric from the start of the project. As students write, we revisit the rubric regularly. |
conference with students daily and give them feedback throughout the process.”

Mr. Miyagi also measures student growth in a variety of ways. Formative and
summative assessments are the most common means by which Mr. Miyagi examines
student growth. Participants STMU, 11Q9, A3IT, and 21D8 identified formative and
summative assessments as ways they examine student growth. In addition, Mr. Miyagi
has students track their own growth. Participant QXV0 explains how Mr. Miyagi uses
rubrics and conferencing to track students’ growth:

Evidence of growth is shown by an initial analysis of the rubric where both the
student and I evaluate the work independently. We then compare our rubrics and
identify areas for discussion. At our next conferences, [ would expect the student to
show growth by advancing across the rubric to the areas that indicate mastery.
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3.12. Post Q-sort viewpoints of Herman Boone

Herman Boone provides student-centered feedback through the use of rubrics,
reflection activities, and student and teacher conferences. Students receive feedback
from Herman Boone primarily through conferences. Participants UTQ7 and LK7Y use
conferencing in a manner that provides student-centered feedback and encourages
student reflection about their learning. Participant GVCT indicated they use a
reflective approach to encourage students to set goals and assess their achievement.
Participant GVCT described their method for student-centered feedback by stating,
“My students fill out a Google form at the beginning of the year to set goals, and they
reevaluate themselves every quarter and at the end of the year.”

Herman Boone analyzes student growth through summative assessments and
revisions. Herman Boone indicated summative assessment is used to measure student
growth from one assessment to the next. In addition, Herman Boone allows students
to revise or retake assessments in order to show growth and demonstrate mastery of
content.

3.13. Post Q-sort viewpoints of John Keating

John Keating primarily provides student-centered feedback through written
feedback. Participants VV9Z, MCTG, and IMRD all indicated written feedback was
the primary manner through which they provided students with feedback. Participant
VV9Z wrote, “I leave comments on every assignment with feedback that I think will
benefit the students on the next assignment.” Participants MCTG, 1MRD, and 325T
all shared their use of reflection activities and student and teacher conferencing as
additional means of student-centered feedback. Participants MCTG and 1MRD use
these methods to provide further depth to their written feedback. Participant IMRD
writes, “I use a self-evaluation tool that students edit and I add additional comments
to. I also hold conferences with students throughout the year to discuss their thoughts
about mastery and offer feedback.”

Student growth is monitored by John Keating through summative assessment.
Students also track their growth and have revision opportunities from John Keating,
but the primary method for observing student growth is summative assessment.
Participant IMRD shared a unique perspective that captured the essence of why some
teachers prefer alternative grading practices over traditional grading practices.
Participant IMRD writes:

“By using rubrics and a self-assessment tool with my students I know more about

their abilities than I have ever known with a traditional grading system. These

tools now give me the student’s perspective in addition to my own in terms of
what needs to be improved upon. I can see growth in terms of what I’d like to see
the student do better with and what they would like to improve on individually.”

3.14. Post Q-sort viewpoints of Ms. Valerie Frizzle

Ms. Valerie Frizzle indicated written feedback as the only manner in which
feedback is provided to students. Written feedback is primarily provided in response
to writing assessments or as a written narrative at the end of the grading period.
Participant T94W wrote, “Since I teach English Language Arts, I am able to provide
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more detailed feedback when assessing students’ writing. I try to identify a couple of
areas that a student can focus on for improvement.”

Student growth is measured by Ms. Valerie Frizzle through summative
assessments. Participants TL45 and T94W indicated summative assessments provide
them with the ability to determine if a student is making growth and mastering content.
Participant TL45 captured these sentiments by writing, “From assessment to
assessment, | can track the improvement the student has made in the main categories
I am assessing.”

3.15. Post Q-sort viewpoints of Dr. Sean Maguire

Rubrics, reflection activities, and written feedback are all means through which
Dr. Sean Maguire provides student-centered feedback. Dr. Sean Maguire did not
provide great detail or depth into the manner in which feedback is provided to students.
Participant BNTZ gave the most details in regard to feedback, specifically the use of
written feedback. Participant BNTZ wrote, “I have a running list of comments that I
use, and many of them have links to video lessons/explanations that help the student
see where they need to improve. It’s easy to copy and paste that comment into the Doc
(document). Then, I let the students revise their work for my comments.”

Summative assessment was the primary method by which Dr. Sean Maguire
measured student growth. Participant RJE7 specifically stated using a pre-test and
post-test to assess student growth. Participant BNTZ also shared the use of revisions
as a means to assess student growth. Participant BNTZ wrote, “Their revisions help
me see if they now understand the concepts.”

3.16. Post Q-sort viewpoints of Professor Minerva McGonagall

While Professor Minerva McGonagall did not load significantly on any of the
five factors, there were some commonalities among the post Q-Sort responses for this
group of participants. Professor Minerva McGonagall uses rubrics and reflection
activities as primary means of providing students with feedback. Participants [ZAH,
G4C9, G5Q5, and Y4EE mentioned their use of rubrics and student reflection
activities. Participant IZAH writes, “I provide a 1-5 scale rubric in 5 areas, based on
a 25-point value. 1 = little to no effort, 3 = meeting criteria 5 = exceeding expectation.
Students get to grade themselves and then I get to grade them separately.”

The use of assessment was identified by Professor Minerva McGonagall as the
primary means of measuring student growth. Professor Minerva McGonagall
compares scores on summative and formative assessments as documentation of
student growth. Professor Minerva McGonagall uses assessment to determine student
progress toward learning objectives and goals. Participant G5Q5 best captures these
sentiments by writing:

I know if a student has shown growth through formative and summative
assessments. Formatively, as students are working toward a goal, I can see through
their work and through conversation with them if they are growing/striving toward
meeting their goal. Summative assessments should be data that represents their
meeting of the goal.
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4. Discussion

While some educators and educational institutions have experimented with
diverse grading approaches, there is a scarcity of research exploring the underlying
motivations of teachers for adopting these methods, the sustainability of these grading
practices, and effective support strategies for the implementation of alternative grading
practices. This mixed-method study aimed to describe current grading practices in
teachers’ classrooms and investigate the developmental trajectory of these practices
throughout teachers’ careers. Furthermore, the research sought to identify the various
influences, particularly leadership, on teachers’ grading practices. The findings from
this study may lead to enhancing grading practices with a focus on student learning,
contribute to the effective implementation and continuation of alternative grading
practices, and expand upon existing research supporting alternative grading
approaches.

4.1. Interpretation of findings

Participants in this study have dedicated themselves to developing innovative and
thoughtful methods of providing students with feedback that is both meaningful and
centered on their individual growth and academic achievements. The emphasis on
growth and mastery shifts the focus away from arbitrary percentages, letters, and non-
academic components in a student’s grade. Instead, the participants in this study
prioritize the development of students’ skills, knowledge, and understanding, ensuring
that assessment truly reflects their academic achievements. This commendable
approach aims to enhance the learning experience and foster a growth mindset among
students.

The primary methods employed by the participants to facilitate student-centered
feedback include rubrics, conferences, and self-reflection activities. Rubrics serve as
a valuable tool, offering clear and detailed criteria against which students’ work is
assessed [59,60]. This allows students to understand specific expectations and
improvement areas, promoting clarity and direction in their learning [60]. Conferences
provide an opportunity for students to engage in meaningful conversations with their
educators [61]. These discussions focus on students’ strengths, areas for growth, and
strategies for improvement [61]. Through these conferences, students gain valuable
insights into their performance and develop a deeper understanding of their learning
journey. Self-reflection activities empower students to take ownership of their learning
by reflecting on their progress, identifying areas for improvement, and setting personal
goals [62]. This practice encourages students to become active participants in their
education, fostering self-awareness and critical thinking skills.

By embracing a student-centered approach to feedback, the participants can
provide students with a learning experience within a traditional grading system that
nurtures growth, empowers individuals, and paves the way for academic success.
This approach recognizes that feedback is not merely a means to evaluate progress,
but also an opportunity to engage in meaningful dialogue, unlock potential, and
inspire intellectual curiosity. By tailoring feedback to students’ individual learning
styles, strengths, and areas for improvement, teachers can create a safe and
supportive space where students feel comfortable taking risks, asking questions, and
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pushing the boundaries of their understanding [63]. This student-centered approach
to feedback fosters a sense of ownership and responsibility in students, encouraging
them to become active participants in their learning journey. It empowers students
to reflect on their progress, identify their strengths, and develop strategies to
overcome challenges [64]. Through this transformative educational experience,
students not only acquire knowledge but also develop the critical thinking skills,
problem-solving abilities, and resilience necessary to thrive in their personal,
academic, and professional endeavors.

Teachers are a critical component in the successful implementation of educational
reforms. The current study found that participants’ social interactions with peers,
professional development, conversations with colleagues, and professional
experiences played a role in the development of their grading practices. These findings
support previous research that suggests teachers who participate in social networks
characterized by robust connections, expertise sharing, and meaningful interactions
are better equipped to maintain innovative practices even in the face of challenging
circumstances or widespread school-wide changes [48]. The intricate interplay of
interpersonal relationships, cultural norms, and power dynamics within social
networks could potentially drive the continued prevalence of traditional grading
practices. Social networks could also be used to drive reform.

It is important for school leaders to be aware of the influence that social networks
can have on teachers’ grading practices. Initially, school leaders should identify
teachers who are already experimenting with alternative grading practices. Providing
these teachers with exposure to professional development related to alternative
grading would help strengthen the teachers’ grading practices and focus on student
growth. Since teachers often lack knowledge of effective grading practices and rely on
their own experiences as students and professionals to develop grading practices,
school leaders should facilitate opportunities for teachers to learn from each other and
share best practices associated with grading for student growth and mastery. The
creation of alternative grading pilot programs could build further interest among
teachers and lead to the collaborative development of reformed grading policies and
practices. School leaders can play a critical role in developing a culture of innovation
and change that supports teachers in adopting more effective grading practices.

The results from the current study also indicate a lack of pre-service training
related to grading. All but one of the factor groups, Dr. Sean Maguire, indicated their
undergraduate coursework and student teaching experience had done very little to
prepare them for grading student work. As a result, teacher preparation programs
should look to develop coursework and experiences that expose pre-service teachers
to grading practices focused on student-centered feedback, growth, and mastery.

4.2. Limitations

This study encountered several limitations, including a limited sample size of
Ohio high school teachers employing alternative grading practices. The absence of a
national database of such educators necessitated reliance on peer recommendations for
participant identification. The data collection was based on participants’ recollections,
which may have introduced biased or incomplete accounts. Furthermore, the study’s
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scope was restricted by the exclusive collection of teacher perspectives, without
incorporating input from administrators or students. The researchers’ involvement in
grading reform efforts posed a potential source of bias. Additionally, the QMethod
Software’s lack of interactive features limited participant support to a help box.
Although a training video was provided, there was no assurance that all participants
viewed it, potentially affecting data reliability.

4.3. Future directions

Due to the intricate and entrenched nature of traditional grading practices, further
research is imperative to support the adoption of alternative grading practices.
Teachers might be hesitant to modify their grading methods due to uncertainty
regarding effective implementation. Moreover, grading practices are deeply rooted in
school culture, making educators reluctant to alter long-standing norms.

Future research endeavors should expand the scope of this study. Exploring the
development of grading practices among elementary and middle school teachers,
where alternative grading methods are often more prevalent, could provide a more
comprehensive view of grading practices across various educational levels. Another
avenue of research would be to examine the influence of technological tools such as
learning management systems, digital portfolios, and online gradebooks on the
evolution of grading practices, specifically, how these technological advancements
have influenced the development of teachers’ grading practices. Given that assessment
of learning outcomes is a vital component of grading, it would also be valuable to
evaluate student achievement and engagement before and after implementing
alternative grading practices to assess their effectiveness. Finally, further investigation
of how parents perceive and respond to teachers experimenting with alternative
grading practices would further aid in the successful implementation of alternative
grading policies.

Additional research methods could be utilized to better understand the
development of teacher grading practices and the use of alternative grading methods.
A qualitative approach focused on interviews with teachers who have experimented
with alternative grading practices could provide a deeper understanding of their
individual motivations, challenges, and successes in implementing alternative grading
practices. Observation of teacher interactions and meetings could provide greater
context to support the impact of social network theory and collective leadership.

To bridge the existing knowledge gap, this study aimed to delve deeper into the
development and sustainability of alternative grading practices among teachers. By
expanding upon the current study’s research questions, researchers would better
understand how grading practices are established, why teachers modify their grading
practices, and how educators maintain alternative grading practices within
conventional grading policies.

Specifically, further investigation should include:

e The influence of teacher preparation programs, mentoring, and current
professional development on grading practices.

e The impact of external mandates, such as standardized testing and accountability
measures, on changes in grading practices.
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o  Strategies teachers employ to overcome resistance to alternative grading
practices from colleagues, administrators, or parents.

o Identification of specific factors or individuals who have been instrumental in the
dissemination of alternative grading practices within and across school districts.
By addressing these specific areas, additional research would provide a more

comprehensive analysis of the complexities surrounding the establishment and

sustainability of alternative grading practices.

5. Conclusion

Serving in various roles as an educator for nearly 20 years has made it clear there
are flaws with traditional grading practices. While educators have experimented with
alternative grading practices, there has been limited study of how to build consensus
around the need to develop improved grading practices and systematic reform of how
student learning is evaluated. The ability for school leaders and teachers to identify
like-minded individuals is important in creating sustained change to grading practices.
This study explored the establishment, change, sustainability, and spread of grading
practices among Ohio high school teachers. Findings reveal that teachers primarily
rely on personal experience and limited training to develop grading practices. While
some teachers engage in informal discussions with colleagues, the lack of structured
professional development and teacher preparation related to grading is prevalent.

Teachers’ motivations to change grading practices stem from a desire to provide
more meaningful feedback and accurately reflect student learning. However, the
constraints of traditional grading systems, such as the emphasis on numerical grades
and external pressures, often hinder the implementation of alternative approaches.
Despite these challenges, teachers have implemented strategies like rubrics,
conferences, and self-reflection to provide more formative, student-centered feedback.

The complexity and established nature of grading practices can further influence
teachers’ willingness to adopt alternative approaches. Teachers may be hesitant to
change their grading practices because they are not sure how to do so effectively.
Additionally, grading practices are often deeply ingrained in school culture, and
teachers may be reluctant to change something that has been in place for many years.
Given these factors, teachers’ social networks could play a significant role in shaping
their grading practices. Teachers surrounded by colleagues open to change are more
likely to experiment with different grading approaches. Conversely, teachers
surrounded by colleagues who are resistant to change are less likely to change their
own grading practices. This study highlights the need for increased support and
professional development for teachers in developing effective grading practices. By
fostering a culture of collaboration and innovation, schools can create environments
where teachers feel empowered to implement alternative grading approaches that
prioritize student learning and growth.
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Appendix

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)

11)

12)
13)
14)
15)
16)

17)
18)
19)
20)
21)
22)
23)

24)
25)
26)
27)

28)

29)
30)

31)
32)
33)
34)
35)
36)

Concourse statements for final Q-set:

Grading practices are important measures of student achievement.

Grading is a good method for helping students identify their weaknesses in a content area.

Grading can keep students informed about their progress.

Grading provides information about student mastery.

I consider student effort when I grade.

Grades can motivate students to learn.

Grades of zero can demotivate students to learn.

Grades are an imprecise measure of learning.

Factors other than a students’ actual achievement on a test or quiz make it difficult for me to grade.

In general, grades often contain information other than achievement of learning objectives which diminishes
accuracy.

When | first started teaching, my experience with grading was very procedural and a high percentage of my grade
was completion-based.

When | first started | either graded too harshly or too easily.

When | first started teaching, grades were something | felt like | had to do to provide feedback for the students.
When | first started teaching, grades were not something | thought about.

My current grading practices are a better reflection of student mastery compared to when I first started teaching.
When 1 first started teaching, a student’s grade was defined by a number, subtracting the number wrong and
dividing by total points.

| feel my current grading practices can be used as a tool to help me be a better teacher.

| use the data I receive from my current grading practices to adjust how | instruct in the classroom.

My current grading practices provide descriptive feedback to students.

My current grading practices document my instructional effectiveness.

My experiences during the pandemic led me to change my grading practices.

My peers have influenced my grading practices.

A professional development opportunity (speaker, book study, conference, etc.) prompted me to change my grading
practices.

I have to modify my mastery or standards-based practices to fit within a traditional grading system.

I no longer assign a grade for everything students complete.

I do not give a grade based on completion of the assignment.

Compared to other teachers in my school, I am more willing to allow students to redo assignments in order to make
sure a grade reflects student mastery.

Compared to other teachers in my school, I am more lenient on late assignments in order to make sure a grade
reflects student mastery.

I closely examine learning objectives before I design an assessment.

| think about different ways students can demonstrate achievement, and I try to use a number of different assessment
methods.

I consider whether students are demonstrating understanding of the learning objectives being taught.

I consider how well class time is used to complete assignments.

One way | have maintained mastery grading practices is by creating my own rubrics.

My students reflect on their own work and assess they would grade themselves.

I have individual conferences with students about their learning where we discuss their self-assessments.

I often reflect on my grading practices and how | can better use data from a variety of assessments to help improve
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37)
38)
39)

40)
41)
42)
43)
44)

45)

my instruction.

I have a few colleagues with whom | discuss grading practices and discuss ideas about grading.

I would say compared to the rest of the teachers in my school, I have a unique grading practice.

There are a few teachers in my school who are experimenting with changing their scale and looking at a more
standards-based approach.

I might listen to advice from administrators and colleagues on grading practices.

I have to keep my students’ needs foremost in my considerations when grading and designing assessments.

An administrator influenced the development of my grading practices.

My undergraduate coursework and/or student teaching experience was influential in the development of my current
grading practices.

Anything to make me think about grading practices was done on my own in my online professional learning
communities.

Anything to make me think about grading practices was through informal professional conversations.
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