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the total points system. Students who received As because they had
accumulated enough points or were well behaved but did not dem-
onstrate a high degree of understanding, however, received a slightly
lower grade in the new system. Conversely, very few of the students
who previously had received Fs based on total points received Fsin
the new system because so few fit the new definition. Moreover, when
student performance was inconsistent and did not fit neatly within
the confines of one grade category, | circled the components of each
definition demonstrated by that student and assigned a grade that
fell in the middle of the range. Even though | would much rather have
let the circled definitions tell the story themselves and not have been

bothered with trying to pick aletter grade in the middle, | was still

required by the district to give afinal grade to summarize student
achievement. At least, | reasoned, with the rubric attached to the re-
port card, parents would have a clearer picture of what contributed
to the grade received. By having alist of objectives, parents and stu-
dents could pinpoint the mathematics skills and concepts that re-
quired additional attention.

Satisfied with the results of the pilot, | began to create alist of
objectives for the next MiC unit. | notified parents of the new grading
system and explained to students the rationale behind my decision.
Most students were interested in giving the new system atry. They
enjoyed seeing up front the concepts that they would be investigat-
ing, and the process for determining their grades was now demystified.
Some students were motivated to set personal goals and familiarize
themselves with the requirements for earning the grade that they de-
sired. Each student was given a copy of the unit objectives and the
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6. Articulation of estimation and calculation strategies 0 1 2
7. Relate percents to fractions and decimals 0 1 2
8. Work backward to find starting price or discount 0 1 2
Analysis and Extension Level (Interpret, analyze, draw, and justify conclusions,
construct informed opinions, extend and generalize)

9. Compound interest (rule of 72) 0 1 2
10. Refuting common misperceptions with percent 0 1 2
11. Finding a percent of a percent (forward and backward) 0 1 2
12. Extended thinking 0 1 2

Work Habits Participation
Timeliness 0 1 2 Math chats; class 0 1 2
discussion
Quality 0 1 2 Readiness 0 1 2

Grading Rubric
A B C D
¢ All basic skills  « All basic skills * Most basic * Most basic
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increased Student Involvement, Accountability,
and Self-Advocacy

One immediate benefit of shifting from an emphasis on grades
to an emphasis on assessing understanding was the impact it had on
student communication and involvement. The student record forms,

nraoress renorts._and class conyersations about assessrgent plaved a

major role in increasing student fluency in the language of mathemat-

ics so that students were able to communicate the specific skills that

they were learning and the concepts that they did not understand.
They also were able to communicate what they were learning to par-:
ents and.othets Even without the benefit of the forms in front of

them, many students were able to articulate a clear understanding of
and appreciation for the assessment process. The student responses
in the following interview excerpts illustrate some student percep-
tions of this approach:

Interviewer: Describe how things have changed between the old
system and the new system.

Student: In the old system, she would like give you sheets and stuff
to work on, and then she would score it. So if it was late, you
would still get a point off whether or not everything was right
on it. And now she is looking for how well you have demon-

Student: Sometimes before, in math, [ would—like—not understand
things . . . I would understand them but I just didn’t understand
the problem or something. But now, if I mess up on something,
and she already knows that [ have proved it, and she knows that
I can do it, it is not going to reflect badly on the rest of my stuff.

Interviewer: It is just sort of one mistake.
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Similar to the fun book chats my language arts teammate had devel-
oped as amore interactive alternative to regular book reports, math chats
were organized during the mandatory tutorial period or after school as
informal opportunities for students to demonstrate achievement of learn-
ing goals and verbalize higher-level thinking. During a session, | would sit
with asmall group of students to discuss either an area of mathematics
they were struggling with or an enrichment activity they wanted to ex-
plore further. Students established the goal of the session. Sometimes stu-
dents selected the math problems they wanted to discuss, and other times
| would select "brain stretchers" to push students to extend and apply their
mathematical knowledge in new ways. | quickly found that math chats
gave me additional insight into students' math thinking, abilities, struggles,
and comprehension in lieu of constant test writing and grading. Math chats
also were an opportunity to try out questioning techniques and instruc-
tional strategies to help students overcome challenging content, techniques
that | would use in later lessons. For example, for a group of students who
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A Philosophy of Respect for Students

Because true educational reform above all should benefit students,

a desire to improve the learning opportunities for students will not be

" made willingly unless one is motivated by a concern for their welfare.
It takes little effort as a teacher to maintain teacher-centered practices.
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and perseverance. They also require the willingness to take risks. Un-
ftn~chere cesmnsannd ctvdart narframanoa andd aratenmant-w

valid rewards, they will have little reason to take on the extra work
concomitant with changing familiar practices.

Presence of Support Systems

Even the most motivated teacher can become quickly and easily
burned out when attempting to innovate practice in isolation. In my
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