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“[Thomas] Kuhn shows how almost every significant 
breakthrough in the field of scientific endeavor is first a 
break with tradition, with old ways of thinking, with 
old paradigms.”

—Covey, 1989, p. 29



Webinar Targets

1. Highlighting the Five Leadership Mindsets that 
maximize successful implementation of standards-
based grading.

2. Navigating the inevitable challenges and 
roadblocks.

3. Finding balance with acceptable alternatives that 
bridge first steps with assessment orthodoxy.



Biggest Ideas!

(1) Everything in 
assessment & grading is 
contextually sensitive 
and nuanced; there are 
very few absolutes.

(2) “Standards-based 
grading” simply means 
grades based on the 
achievement of standards.

There is plenty of local decision-making; ensure our practices 
don’t violate any principles of sound assessment.





Five Leadership 
Mindsets 



(1) Grading is an assessment 
conversation.





“The formative and summative purposes of assessment 
can be so intertwined that they are mutually 
supportive rather than conflicting. Unless this is done, 
formative assessment cannot achieve its full potential 
to improve learning.”

—Black, “Formative and Summative Aspects of Assessment: Theoretical and 
Research Foundations in the Context of Pedagogy.” SAGE Handbook of 

Research on Classroom Assessment, pp. 167–178 
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“I don’t have any research to support 
the opinion I’m about to express.”



Traditional Grading
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(2) Manage ends, not means.



Grading
True North



2 Guiding Questions

1. Does that grading practice contribute to or 
take away from the accuracy of what 
ultimately gets reported about student 
proficiency?

2. Do you think most students will emerge with 
more or less confidence about their eventual 
success after experiencing that grading 
practice?



(3) Nurture the development of 
a standards-based mindset.



Do not lead with…

• a new grading program

• a new report card template

• a new board policy
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The Standards-Based Mindset

Give Students 
Full Credit

Redefine 
Accountability

Repurpose
Homework

Treat homework as practice; 
focus on feedback.



(4) Prioritize the emotional (not 
the clinical) side of change.



“Great leaders move us. They ignite our 
passion and inspire the best in us. When 
we try to explain why they are so effective, 
we speak of strategy, vision, or powerful 
ideas. But the reality is much more primal: 
Great leadership works through the 
emotions.”

--Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee
Primal Leadership: Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence



“Leadership is not about the leader, it is about 
how he or she builds the confidence of everyone 
else. Leaders are responsible for both the big 
structures that serve as the cornerstones of 
confidence, and for the human touches that shape 
a positive emotional climate to inspire and 
motivate people.”

--Rosabeth Moss Kanter 
Confidence



Grading
True North



Willing & Able?

Able Unable

Willing

Unwilling

Move forward with your 
implementation effort.

Provide more 
opportunities to increase 
knowledge and practice 
with new approach.

Build a modified plan that 
does not require individual 
participation; then find out 
why they are resistant.

Initially tailor your 
implementation efforts 
toward the low effort/high 
yield practices OR where 
there is minimal resistance.



(5) Support new practices with 
new systems & routines.



Practices Need Systems

Effective practices are only as good 
as the systems, structures, and 
routines designed to support the 
teachers who use those practices. 



Navigating Challenges 
and Roadblocks



The Birth of a New 
Paradigm

Complacency & Marginalization

Criticism

Ridicule

Acceptance

Ideas, despite having no physical properties, 
can spread like viruses…



The Evolution of New Ideas
Leadership Mindsets & Actions

Ridicule

Criticism

Acceptance

Complacency & 
Marginalization

Adapted from Virus of the Mind by Richard Brodie

Keep the idea in front of people. Don’t allow the 
idea to be ignored or fade away.

Maintain the respect for the idea. Correct 
exaggerations and keep the discussion grounded.

Maintain the respect for the individuals. Matching their 
intensity is counterproductive.

Support, Support, Support! Systems to support the 
effective practices.
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Fearmongering
(Kotter & Whitehead, 2010)

• Raise anxieties so that thoughtful 
examination is very difficult, if not 
impossible.

• Let everyone in, let everyone 
speak, get their attention, and
address the issues.



• The idea, and the people behind the idea, 
are made to look silly through the 
questioning of competence or character.

• Win minds with simplicity; win 
hearts with respect.

Ridicule
(Kotter & Whitehead, 2010)



• Muddle the conversation with irrelevant 
facts, convoluted logic, or so many 
alternatives that clear and intelligent dialogue 
is almost impossible.

• Keep responses brief and easy to 
understand.

Confusion
(Kotter & Whitehead, 2010)



• Slow the communication and discussion 
so that sufficient buy-in cannot be 
achieved by critical cut-off times.

• Thoroughly prepare for audience 
and scenarios.

Delay
(Kotter & Whitehead, 2010)



4
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Acceptable 
Alternatives





“Acceptable alternatives are 
practices that find the sweet spot 
between the status quo and 
orthodoxy; they are ways that allow 
those who are hesitant to feel more 
comfortable with the prospective 
change while maintaining the core 
of the desirable change.”



“I’m not sure how to reconcile the orthodoxy of not grading 
formative assessment when parents need/want/expect regular updates 
to the online gradebook.”

“I know that homework should not be 
graded, but if I don’t grade it, the students 
won’t do it.”

“I would love to allow students to reassess every assessment, but I 
simply don’t have the time.”

“My school district includes the term ‘exceeds’ in its published 
grading scale, which I know is not favorable.What should I or can I 
do?”
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Thank You!
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