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Abstract

Conversations about grading reform are increasing throughout the United States including
common frameworks such as standards-based (SBG). Previous research describes SBG
implementation barriers of educators, yet little known research has focused on the
professional learning campus leaders experience to grow in their understanding of leading
grading reform. This study examines the intentions of K-12 leaders to implement SBG after
engaging in a one-day conference. The conference provided participants with increased
clarity for implementing SBG, while reinforcing that implementing SBG is ongoing. The
conference reinforced K-12 leaders’ belief that implementing SBG is worthwhile, despite the
inevitable challenges associated with its implementation.
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K-12 Leaders’ Intentions to Implement Standards-Based Grading Following Professional
Learning

Introduction

Reforming grading practices has been described as the “third rail” of education (Erickson,
2010) and may be one of the forgotten elements of principals’ instructional leadership (Guskey &
Link 2019). Yet, during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, classroom grading practices often
changed dramatically when United States school districts experienced rapid shifts to remote
learning. Indeed, state departments of education provided grading guidance to school districts
suggesting and sometimes requiring educators to grade in more flexible and equitable ways
(Townsley & Kunnath, 2022). These changes to grading practices were occasionally described as
“do no harm grading” because they were implemented to meet the needs of students at the moment
(Townsley, 2020). While the extent to which these pandemic-induced changes in grading policies
have become permanent in schools is unknown, conversations about grading reform have
continued throughout the United States, causing some parents to challenge why and how school
leaders are promoting alternative grading practices (Young, 2023).

Alternative grading practices originate from substantial educational research suggesting
that grades have historically represented students’ academic knowledge combined with a variety
of other factors rather than solely communicating learning (Brookhart et al., 2016). More recently,
grading experts and researchers have suggested legacy grading practices may perpetuate
inequalities among students (Feldman, 2019, 2023; Griffin & Townsley, 2022). Common
alternative grading frameworks include standards-based grading, standards-referenced grading,
equity grading, proficiency-based grading, and competency-based grading (Link & Guskey, 2022;
Townsley & Wilcox, 2024). While each of these alternative grading frameworks may include
implementation nuances, the overall aim is to more “accurately communicate what students have
learned and are able to do” (Link & Guskey, 2022, p. 407). Specifically, standards-based grading
is an alternative grading framework that has become the focus of a growing body of research
(Brookhart et al., 2016; Link & Guskey, 2022; Townsley & Wilcox, 2024) and stakeholder
resistance (Franklin et al., 2016; Peters et al., 2017; Townsley, 2024; Young, 2023). Instead of
using percentages in the gradebook to articulate the points earned on assignments and assessments,
standards-based gradebooks and report cards communicate students’ levels of learning using finite
performance categories (Link & Guskey, 2022; Townsley & Wilcox, 2024). A standards-based
gradebook or report card communicates the extent to which a student has demonstrated specific
learning goals (e.g., Proficient understanding of “fluently dividing multiple-digit numbers,” and
Progressing understanding of “understanding a rational number as a point on a number line”).
Critics of alternative grading systems argue that it can create low expectations for students and
more work for teachers (Petrilli, 2025). While implementing reforms such as standards-based
grading in isolation may not improve student achievement, SBG has the potential to provide a
“wealth of information to help teachers adjust their instruction based on evidence of students’
performance” (Link & Guskey, 2022, p. 408).

Previous research describes SBG implementation barriers of K-12 classroom teachers
(Hany et al., 2016; Ketsman & Reeves, 2023; Knight & Cooper, 2019; Townsley & Knight, 2020;
Townsley & McNamara, 2021) and administrators (Buckmiller et al., 2020; Peters & Buckmiller,
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2014; Townsley & Knight, 2020). Yet, little known research has focused on the professional
learning K-12 campus leaders experience to grow in their understanding and intention to lead
grading reform. As alternative grading practices such as standards-based grading gain traction in
schools, it is essential to provide robust professional learning opportunities to effectively prepare
campus leaders. This study addresses a critical gap by examining the intentions of campus leaders
to implement SBG after engaging in a one-day conference. The findings of this study may assist
school administrators in identifying effective strategies to support teachers engaged in grading
reform. In addition, professional organizations devoted to instructional leadership may benefit
from an enhanced understanding of campus leaders’ professional development needs, thereby
informing the design of future conferences and workshops aimed at advancing alternative grading
practices, including standards-based grading
Literature Review

Systemic grading reform implementation research has emerged in the past decade. Several
authors have previously suggested the field has not yet coalesced around a consistent definition of
standards-based grading or the practices that encompass it (Link & Guskey, 2022; Welsh, 2019).
More recently, Townsley and Wilcox (2024) identified core principles that most standards-based
grading experts agree upon, while acknowledging implementation debates in the field. Indeed,
Welsh (2019) contends that standards-based grading is “both widely used and under studied” (p.
114). Preliminary research in the field has focused on leadership actions needed to facilitate
grading reform including the barriers and successes educators perceive or have already
experienced.

Standards-Based Grading Implementation Dip

Teachers and administrators alike appear to perceive that inadequate time for implementation
may significantly impede systemic grading reform (Ketsman & Reeves, 2023; Townsley et al.,
2019). Peters and Buckmiller (2014) studied administrators at early adopting school districts
implementing standards-based grading, and within their multiple case study, they identified barriers
and challenges school leaders faced such as an implementation dip stemming from teacher
unfamiliarity with the new grading system. More recent research has shed light on the potential
reasons for a dip during the initial years of implementation. SBG implementation dips may be due
to inadequate pre-service preparation, a lack of in-service training or teacher philosophical resistance
(Battistone et al., 2019; Knight & Cooper, 2019; Percell & Meyer, 2021; Townsley & Knight, 2020;
Townsley & McNamara, 2021). For example, Battistone and colleagues (2019) interviewed 11 first
or second-year teachers in schools implementing standards-based grading, and their findings suggest
that teachers may lack proper professional learning focused on grading and content standards, a
theme Townsley and McNamara (2021) also identified in their interviews of experienced physical
education teachers. While some teachers may not be adequately prepared to implement alternative
grading, Hany and colleagues (2016) found that older teachers may view SBG less favorably when
compared to their younger teacher counterparts. In their case study of one district beginning to
implement standards-based grading at the high school level, Townsley and Knight (2020) warn that
even when teachers may understand the why of grading reform, their perceived resistance may result
from not-yet-understanding Zow to implement it.
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Institutional norms affect standards-based grading implementation

As schools begin to shift towards alternative grading practices, institutional norms such as
incompatible systems and insufficient professional development can hinder full implementation.
Absent proper training, another potential barrier is teachers retrofitting their grading practices to
partially align with legacy practices and alternative grading practices (Knight & Cooper, 2019; Olsen
& Buchanan, 2019). Electronic gradebooks and student information systems used in schools that do
not fully align with the aims of grading philosophies such as standards-based grading may become
an implementation barrier (Ketsman et al., 2020; Percell & Meyer, 2021; Peters & Buckmiller,
2014). Many electronic gradebooks default to displays that anchor assignments, points and
percentages which dominate legacy grading practices rather than include the ability to communicate
a student’s current demonstrated level of learning for the standards using a finite number of
performance categories. For example, in a survey of 136 K-12 educators in a Midwest suburban
district, “incompatibility of SBG with existing student information and grading systems” was noted
as a prominent barrier, suggesting that institutional norms outside the control of school leaders may
impede standards-based grading implementation (Ketsman & Reeves, 2023, p. 73).

Stakeholder buy-in can also impede SBG implementation (Buckmiller et al., 2021; Percell
& Meyer, 2021; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014). Further complicating school-wide implementation,
students may resist the tenets of standards-based grading when teachers are not fully and consistently
implementing these practices (Peters et al., 2017). While specific stakeholder resistance may vary
by local contexts, a growing body of practitioner-focused resources have been published to address
common questions linked with community norms (see Townsley, 2024 and Larson et al., 2024) and
what Franklin and colleagues (2014) coined parents’ “confidence in the known, dislike for the
unknown” (p. 22) and parents’ “confusion from lack of clarity” (p. 24).

Leadership for Grading Reform
Leadership for grading reform starts by forming a guiding coalition (Guskey, 2020; Percell & Meyer,
2021; Townsley & Knight, 2020). Ideally, this guiding team is composed of teachers, teacher leaders,
and administrators, who begin by identifying a grading purpose statement focusing their efforts on
the “why” before later clarifying the “what” (Guskey, 2020, 2024). Summarizing six of the most
prominent grading reform authors, Townsley and Wilcox (2024) suggest that standards-based
grading encompasses the following core principles:

1. Grading should communicate students’ current levels of learning based on standards.

2. Teachers should use a finite number of performance categories to assess students’ learning.

3. Grades should be based on summative assessments rather than formative assessments or

student behaviors.

4. Students should have multiple opportunities to demonstrate their learning.
After the foundation of a grading purpose statement and core principles have been agreed upon by
the guiding coalition, pace of implementation should be considered. Following their case study of
one Midwest school district, Townsley and Knight (2020) recommend that school leaders “go slow
to go fast” which includes not only providing staff with ample training, but also addressing
misconceptions and inconsistencies shared directly from teachers in real time. Furthermore, leaders
should proactively anticipate specific parent or community opposition such as how standards-based
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grading practices will impact students following high school (Franklin et al., 2016; Guskey, 2021;
Percell & Meyer, 2021). Building on the literature that highlights systemic barriers to grading reform,
this study addresses a critical gap by examining how campus leaders engage in professional learning
to effectively guide implementation of standards-based grading in their local context.

Theoretical Framework

The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) served as the theoretical framework of this
study examining the intentions of campus leaders to implement standards-based grading after
engaging in a one-day conference. According to the theory of planned behavior (TpB), an
individual’s intention to act constitutes a primary determinant of the behavior ultimately exhibited
(Ajzen, 1991). Moreover, TpB provides insight into the motivational underpinnings of individuals’
behavioral intentions by elucidating their behavioral, normative, and control beliefs (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 2005). TpB includes three key factors that predict a person’s intention to behave in a certain
way. Within the context of standards-based grading, these factors are the following a) attitude toward
standards-based grading, which is how favorably a leader feels about implementing SBG (attitudes),
b) perceived stakeholder pressures or other outside expectations that influence a leader’s behavior
facilitating grading reform (subjective norms), and c) readiness to implement SBG based upon their
perceived capabilities or skillset (perceived behavioral control). TpB has been used previously to
explain educators’ intentions and behaviors (McNamara & Rizzo, 2023; Rizzo, 2020; Townsley &
McNamara, 2021). For example, Townsley and McNamara (2021) interviewed two school leaders
and four physical education teachers to explore the early successes and challenges they experienced
while implementing standards-based grading. They found specific community pressures were
empowering PE teachers to better align their teaching, assessment and grading practices.

The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) served as the theoretical framework guiding
the development of the survey questions and interview guide in the current study. For example, one
survey question asked conference participants to share their level of agreement with the statement,
“I intend to use the information from this conference in my school.” Interview questions such as
“After this conference, do you feel that you will be able to successfully implement SBG within your
school? Why?” and “What do you foresee as the challenges of standards-based grading in your
school?” also elicited participants’ attitudes and future actions. TpB also guided the interpretation of
findings in this study, which examined participants’ attitudes, perceived pressures from stakeholders,
and sense of control regarding the implementation of standards-based grading in their local contexts
following the conference.

METHODS
Research Questions and Design
The current study examines the intentions of campus leaders to implement SBG after engaging in a
one-day conference. Two research questions guided this investigation:
1. What are the perceptions of campus leaders who participated in a one-day standards-based
grading conference?
2. What successes and challenges do campus leaders anticipate in implementing SBG within
their school setting following the conference?
Our study utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods design which seeks to collect data in
two distinct phases for the purpose of more deeply addressing the research questions in each phase
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(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Specifically, a survey was used to understand trends and patterns
from a large number of conference participants followed by interviews to clarify and more deeply
explain the quantitative findings. We interpreted the findings presented in this study considering
participants’ attitudes, norms and perceived behavioral control, key factors of the theory of planned
behavior (Ajzen, 1991).

Standards-Based Grading Leadership Conference

The inaugural statewide standards-based grading conference was a one-day summer in-
person event focused on supporting lowa administrators and their grading leadership teams. The
Institute for Educational Leadership at the University of Northern Iowa sponsored the conference as
an outreach to school leaders, supporting its mission of addressing issues of significance to school
districts in Iowa. Unpublished surveys in December 2020 suggest anywhere from 25%-50% of
secondary schools across the state were thinking about or have already started implementing
standards-based grading, and yet no known statewide professional learning was available for
educators during the past five years.

The purpose of the 2024 standards-based grading leadership conference was threefold: 1)
support schools or districts that were considering getting started with their implementation, 2)
connect and support schools or districts that desired to enhance their standards-based grading
practices already in progress, and 3) provide a networking opportunity for educators across the state
to learn from each other in the area of standards-based grading. All lowa public school district
superintendents and principals were emailed an invitation to register, and intermediate educational
agencies shared registration information with educators they supported in the months leading up to
the conference. Teams were given a significant registration discount to encourage collaborative,
rather than individual participation from schools or districts. Attending teams were typically a
combination of district administrators, building administrators and teacher leaders. Of the 233
registrations for the conference, only 16 participants attended without another member from their
district or organization, highlighting how strongly districts and organizations embraced the
conference’s collaborative focus.

The conference started with a 75-minute keynote address focused on a framework for getting
started with, sustaining and monitoring standards-based grading at the systems level. Following the
keynote, there were three 60-minute breakout session time slots. Participants were able to select from
one of six or seven concurrent breakout sessions during each time slot that aligned with their school’s
current or future steps with standards-based grading. Leadership actions, rather than classroom-
specific next steps, provided the intentional framework of the conference. The majority of the
breakout sessions were facilitated by educators from around the state with previous standards-based
grading leadership experience. For example, session topics included “Helping Parents Understand
Grading Reform,” “Reassessment: Avoiding Common Traps and Pitfalls”, and “Electronic
Gradebooks and Standards-based Grading: A Panel Discussion”. The conference ended with a
facilitated opportunity for teams of attendees to develop an action plan for the next school year.
Leadership teams attending the conference were invited to apply for one of five grant-funded follow-
up support  opportunities available during  the  upcoming school  year.
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Data Sources

Data was collected from two primary sources: a post-conference survey, and a post-
conference interview. Within one day following the conference, consenting participants were asked
to complete a survey pertaining to their demographic information (role and years in current school
district) and their immediate perceptions of the conference. The survey was designed based on TpB
(Ajzen, 1991) to gather conference participants' intentions regarding SBG implementation, as well
as the benefits and challenges they expect to encounter. Sixteen Likert-scale questions elicited
participants’ perspectives on the conference and its impact on their confidence to implement
standards-based at their campus. Sample questions included, “The conference helped me understand
the concept of standards-based grading” and “The conference helped me think more deeply about
what it would take to successfully lead others in implementing standards-based grading.” At the end
of the survey, participants were asked if they would be willing to participate in an in-depth follow-
up interview.

The interviews, intended to more deeply explain the survey results, were conducted within
one month of the conference to ensure participants’ knowledge of the conference was accurate. The
TpB (Ajzen, 1991), guiding research questions, and survey results were used to develop the semi-
structured interview guide. In addition to asking evaluative questions about the conference, the
interview questions focused on (a) perceptions of SBG, (b) perceived benefits and challenges of SBG
in their local school setting, and (c) ideas stemming from the conference that may be immediately
applicable in the upcoming school year. Interview questions included “In your own words, what
does standards-based grading look like?”” and “What are the primary factors driving your school to
improve grading practices?”” and “What ideas from this conference, if any, do you intend to apply in
your school?”.

Data Collection and Participants

Of the 233 participants, 94 completed the post-conference survey. Once the survey closed,
we used descriptive statistics to analyze participant demographics and responses to Likert Scale
questions. Fifteen percent of the survey completers reported working at their current school district
for 0-3 years, 17% had 4-6 years, 17% had 7-10 years, and 51% had 10+ years. Fifty-five percent
identified as teacher leaders, 24% were principals or assistant principals, 13% were district office
administrators and 7% identified as other or a combination of roles. Six conference attendees who
completed the survey consented to participate in follow-up interviews and their demographics are
presented in Table 1. The post-conference interviews were approximately 45 minutes in length and
were conducted in a virtual setting to accommodate flexibility in scheduling during the summer
months. During and immediately after the interviews, the lead investigator recorded reflective notes,
which facilitated revisiting the environment and interactions during the analysis process (Erlandson
et al., 1993).
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Table 1

Campus Leader Interviewee Demographics

Gender Role Years in Current Role
Participant 1 Male Teacher Leader 15
Participant 2 Female Teacher Leader 9
Participant 3 Female Teacher Leader 5
Participant 4 Female Principal 3
Participant 5 Female Teacher Leader 6
Participant 6 Male Principal 8

Qualitative Data Analysis

We used six steps of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify patterns with the
post-conference interview data. Following reflexive thematic analysis considerations suggested by
Byrne (2021), we adopted an experiential orientation seeking to understand the participants'
experiences. First, both investigators familiarized themselves with the data by reading through all
six transcripts. Second, one investigator used an inductive coding approach on all transcripts,
capturing brief notes related to the aim of the study and two research questions. Sample codes
included “experts” and “communication.” Third, all codes were listed in a single document to begin
generating themes. In doing so, patterns of codes were combined into initial themes to begin creating
a “lucid picture of the data set” (Byrne, 2021, p. 1403) while other codes were discarded. Sample
initial themes included “benefits of standards-based grading” and “next steps in schools.” Fourth,
the investigator continued analysis by providing the second investigator with a list of potential
themes. Together, the two investigators considered the extent to which themes overlapped and how
themes were related to the research questions. Fifth, the two investigators defined and named five
qualitative themes, seeking to keep participants’ voices whenever possible using “thick descriptions”
of the data (Creswell, 2013). Finally, one investigator drafted the qualitative findings, while the other
reviewed and provided feedback to improve their clarity and presentation.

Results

Responses to the post-conference survey suggest participants benefited from this one-day
standards-based grading leadership conference. Participants responded positively (94.7% somewhat
agree, agree or strongly agree) when asked if the conference helped them better understand
standards-based grading and apply what they learned to their school. Further, participants
emphasized an increased interest (92.5% somewhat agree, agree or strongly agree) in standards-
based grading and were motivated to continue talking about SBG (97.9% somewhat agree, agree or
strongly agree) following the conference. Table 2 provides the results of the survey responses.
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Table 2

Campus Leaders’ Perceptions of the Standards-Based Grading Leadership Conference

StrD D SD Neither A SA A Str A
(%) (%) (%) orD(%) (%) (%) (%)

In general, the conference helped me 1.1 00 32 1.1 9.6 489 36.2
understand the concept of standards-

based grading.

The conference helped me understand the 0.0 0.0 1.1 1.1 16.0 46.8 35.1

concept of standards-based grading and
its application in my school.

The conference made standards-based 1.1 00 1.1 53 17.0 42.6 33.0
grading relevant for me personally.

The conference was relatable to my 0.0 1.1 21 43 149 372 404
school's needs.

The conference provided clear content 00 00 0.0 21 96 489 394
that was understandable.

I was motivated to participate in the 00 00 1.1 1.1 85 415 479
conference.

The conference enhanced my motivation 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.1 64 436 479

to participate in future discussions about
standards-based grading.

The conference increased my interestin 0.0 .1 1.1 53 12.8 457 34.0
standards-based grading.

Information from the conference 0.0 00 00 53 160 42.6 362
increased my interest in seeking out
additional information about standards-

based grading.

The conference was an inconvenience for 42.6 41.5 32 3.2 64 2.1 1.1
me.

The length of time required for the 00 00 21 32 17.0 479 29.8
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conference was appropriate for the
amount of information covered.

The conference was well organized. 00 00 21 1.1 9.6 489 383
The conference was a more effective 00 00 00 1.1 12.8 37.2 489
learning tool than participating in a book

study.

The conference helped me think more 00 00 0.0 1.1 13.8 48.9 36.2

deeply about what it will take to
successfully lead others in implementing
standards-based grading

I intend to use the information from this 0.0 00 0.0 1.1 8.5 372 532
conference in my school.

In addition, five themes were constructed from the follow-up interviews to more deeply explain these
survey results. These themes captured participants’ perceptions of the conference as well as their
anticipated successes and challenges implementing standards-based grading following the
conference. Representative quotes from the qualitative data capture participant perspectives for each
of the five themes.

The Conference Provided Real-World Examples and Access to Local Experts

Corroborating survey data indicating that participants generally benefitted from the
standards-based grading conference, interviews revealed that they especially valued real-world
examples and local experts through the practical examples and lived experiences shared by
presenters and peers. Participant 2 reflected that “hearing other educators talk about SBG was really
influential in my learning process,” while Participant 3 emphasized it was a “really great opportunity
to learn not only from some experts in the research field, but also to be able to network from districts
around the state.” Similarly, Participant 6 described how hearing these presentations reignited their
commitment, stating, “everything that you said like I’'m like, yeah, yeah, I wish everybody was here
and could hear these things...just to reaffirm, like, yeah, that’s maybe kind of light my fire a little
bit more under standards-based grading to hear it again.” Participants also appreciated that presenters
highlighted barriers and mistakes encountered in implementation, which helped normalize
challenges and reinforced that perfection is not required at the outset: “It’s not a you have to do this
right now, and it has to be perfect...this is a learning experience” (Participant 1). In this way, the
conference provided affirmation and guidance, with Participant 4 noting that sessions helped them
recognize implementation as an ongoing journey, where experts “provide direction for where you
need to go and give you the resources and experiences that you might need to do that.” Collectively,
these reflections underscore how participants benefitted not only from research-based expertise but
also from authentic stories of practice that inspired, motivated, and guided their own SBG
implementation.
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Grading and Assessment Reform Takes a Village

Participants at the conference emphasized the ongoing nature and complexity of improving
educational assessment practices. They described how the conference not only provided new insights
but also served as a space for reaffirmation and professional learning. Participant 4 explained that
attending sessions from other districts demonstrated that “no matter where you're at in your journey,
it's going to affirm some of the things that you're doing... [and] provide direction for where you need
to go,” highlighting the iterative and demanding nature of continuous improvement. This perspective
underscores the need for ongoing reflection, adaptation, and access to resources and shared
experiences. Similarly, Participant 1 emphasized the persistence required in this work, stating, “if
we're doing our job right as educators, we want kids to always be doing the best they can do. And
that means we have to continue to learn.” Taken together, these reflections illustrate that assessment
and grading reform is never fully complete; rather, it requires a continual cycle of learning,
reaffirming effective practices, and responding to emerging challenges.

Overall, participants found the conference impactful when experienced as a team, both for
the ability to attend a broader range of sessions and for the opportunity to collaborate afterward.
Participant 1 described the challenge of choosing among the many available sessions, noting,
“there’s a lot of sessions I would like to have sat in, but I could only sit in on a couple...so we divide
and conquered a little bit, and we’ve had a chance to debrief and take notes.” This strategy allowed
participants to maximize learning while ensuring ideas were brought back to their districts
collectively. The collaboration extended beyond the conference itself, as Participant 4 explained, “I
talked with my instructional coach all the way home about it...and that’s all we did was talk about
it and how we can implement and update things that we already have and what we’re already doing.
So I think it was, it was great. It was...rejuvenating.” As mentioned, the conference was designed
for team participation and offered discounted group pricing. The composition of each attending team
was also a key factor. Participant 4 shared, “They were really excited about it—our elementary
principal and instructional coach attended, and they plan to meet with our entire special education
department to have ongoing conversations about how this applies to special education and IEPs. That
was really exciting.” Together, these reflections highlight how the team-based structure of the
conference not only enhanced individual learning but also fostered ongoing collaboration and shared
potential growth within participants’ districts well beyond the day of the conference.

The Conference Provided Increased Clarity of Implementing Standards-Based Grading
Participants frequently noted one of the primary advantages of implementing standards-
based grading is the increase in clarity that it provides enhanced clarity for students, teachers and
even parents. Participant 3 emphasized the need “to have a more clear understanding of what students
can actually do,” highlighting the importance of accurate, evidence-based insights into learning.
Participant 4 reinforced this idea, noting the value of being able to “provide evidence of their
progress toward that standard.” This clarity supports meaningful communication, as Participant 5
explained, helping educators “communicate their areas for growth and help all stakeholders get on
the same page with where the gaps are and how to fill those.” Participant 6 further echoed this
sentiment, expanding the audience, and the importance of grading as a tool to “communicate student
performance and let parents know what your student is good at and what they could use help with
and also what they can work on to get better at.” Ultimately, Participant 1 captured the goal of
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empowering students themselves to take ownership of their learning, sharing, “I’m trying to get
students to understand where they’re at so they can tell me where they’re at instead of me tell them
where they’re at... I feel like I'm better prepared to do that now than I was.” Through attending a
collaborative conference focused on a narrow topic such as standards-based grading, participants
gained a more global perspective of leading grading reform. Together, these reflections illustrate
how standards-based grading enhances clarity for teachers, students, and parents by pinpointing
strengths and gaps, thereby supporting more focused instruction and meaningful feedback.

Next Technical Steps Became Apparent Yet Full Teacher Buy-in Remains Elusive

Participants described the standards-based grading conference as a valuable catalyst for
taking informed next steps in their own districts’ implementation efforts. By learning from other
districts’ experiences and the ideas shared in conference presentations, attendees were able to
identify concrete technical actions to strengthen their local practices. Participant 3 explained how
insights from the keynote led directly to meaningful change, stating, “we’ve kind of added on, made
it a little bit more robust, but then one of the things that you talked about in your keynote was having
some grading guidelines for teachers. And so, I created a brief teacher handbook.” Similarly,
Participant 4 reflected on how the conference prompted critical thinking about the professional
learning needed to support successful transitions within their district: “Right. And so this year now
if we're transitioning to assessment, what learning needs to take place for our staff prior to jumping
into connecting those assessments to our proficiency scales?” These examples illustrate how
participants used conference learning not only to refine current systems but also to plan targeted
professional development that ensures teachers are prepared for the next stages of implementation.

Participants anticipated that one of the greatest challenges in implementing standards-based
grading would be building genuine understanding and buy-in among all stakeholders—teachers,
parents, and students alike. While most participants indicated early adopter beliefs around standards-
based grading, Participant 1 indicated struggles with “other teachers not buying-in” and the
importance of getting “people onboard”, multiple participants indicated they would need additional
support and strategies to effectively communicate the purpose and benefits of the approach within
their own school communities. Participant 6 expressed this leadership challenge, stating, “Well, as a
building leader...if my role is to help, I don’t know, convince people that this is a good idea, [I need]
some ammunition for getting people on board who may not know anything about it.” Similarly,
Participant 4 highlighted the difficulty of sustaining enthusiasm and extending it beyond the school
staff, asking, “How do I get my staff as excited about it as [ am, maybe, but then also them promoting
it to the community too, and parents?” Participant 2 added another important dimension,
acknowledging that “we left students out of that journey...I don't think we really informed them of...
the why to understand the purpose for this.” Together, these reflections reveal participants’
awareness that successful implementation requires not just technical readiness but also intentional
communication, shared vision, and meaningful involvement of all stakeholders in understanding
why standards-based grading matters.

Implementing Standards-Based Grading is Ongoing

Participants recognized that implementing standards-based grading is a complex, ongoing
process that requires continuous reflection, adjustment, and problem-solving. Several described the
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work as multifaceted and demanding, with Participant 1 capturing the general sentiment by stating,
“It’s a pretty daunting task.” Participant 5 echoed this challenge, raising important questions about
sustainability and support: “How we onboard new teachers... how do I design professional learning
for teachers?” They also highlighted the importance of establishing a clear purpose and focus, noting,
“Right away, our pilot group came up with our purpose statement, and our two words were accuracy
and learning. So it was originally about, you know, accurate grades, but also consistency. We're
solving the problem of inconsistency.” In addition, Participant 5 emphasized that there were ongoing
elements that were really important like communication. “That's an ongoing need for systems
rollout,” underscoring that collaboration and clear messaging are essential to maintaining
momentum. Such comments highlight the cyclical nature of implementation, where each new phase
requires revisiting systems, expectations, and training. Participant 2 pointed to the technical and
procedural complexities embedded in the grading process itself, explaining, “we struggle a little bit
with when we assess the standard multiple times. How do you determine what that final level of
proficiency is?” Beyond instructional and assessment considerations, participants also described
technical challenges in aligning grading systems with digital tools. Participant 6 explained, “so we
got to go in and change Infinite Campus and create a grading scale and put all the standards now at
the top instead of just assignment names. And who? How do we do that? Who knows how to do
that? And do the teachers do it, or do we have the tech guy do that?” But it’s more than that.
Participant 6 further explains, “We changed the gradebook, but we also changed our schedule, and
our teachers went from being inconsistent in reassessments to being consistent in reassessment’.
These reflections collectively underscore that SBG implementation is not a one-time initiative but
an iterative, complex process involving ongoing learning, logistical problem-solving, and
collaboration across instructional, technological, and organizational levels.

Discussion

K-12 campus leaders attending the standards-based grading conference viewed their
experience positively and were eager to implement next steps in their school setting. Through
exposure to local experts and real-world examples, the conference provided campus leaders with
additional clarity around SBG. While not all leaders felt confident in their ability to fully implement
standards-based grading due to perceived barriers out of their control, nearly all conference
participants recognized the ongoing, multiple-year timeline that is needed to enact meaningful
grading reform. The findings of this study may help school administrators identify effective
strategies to support teachers implementing standards-based grading. In addition, professional
organizations devoted to instructional leadership may benefit from an enhanced understanding of
campus leaders’ professional development needs related to grading reform.

School Leaders Benefit from Targeted Standards-Based Grading Professional Learning
Despite being a one-day event, survey and interview data suggest K-12 campus leaders
benefited from attending the conference and plan to apply their learning in their school. Townsley
and colleagues (2019) contend that “school leaders must possess an unwavering belief in SBG
principles” (p. 294) to facilitate this change, and these deep beliefs may come from targeted
professional learning opportunities such as this conference. Consistent with principles of adult
learning theory (Merriam & Bierema, 2014) participants appeared to value the relevance and
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immediate applicability of the content, which connected directly to their professional roles and
experiences. The conference underscored the collaborative nature of learning by bringing together
full leadership teams - administrators, instructional coaches, teachers, and curriculum leads to learn
both independently and side-by-side. By engaging in a mix of shared and specialized sessions, teams
were able to deepen their individual expertise while strengthening collective understanding and
alignment. Furthermore, due to the leadership team-based approach, the event fostered collaborative
learning opportunities, allowing participants to engage in dialogue with peers and experts, exchange
strategies, and reflect collectively on how to adapt ideas to their unique school contexts. Specifically,
participants’ positive attitudes towards standards-based grading may have been shaped by the
opportunity to learn from real-world examples and access to other experts in the state of Iowa, a
concept affirmed by the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) which posits that a person’s
attitudes influence their behaviors.

Educator Buy-In Remains a Persistent Standards-Based Grading Implementation Barrier

The survey results suggest that conference participants were prompted to think more deeply
about what it will take to successfully lead others in implementing standards-based grading.
Notwithstanding the increased clarity shared by interviewees regarding the technical steps of
implementing standards-based grading, the campus leaders interviewed appeared to be apprehensive
regarding their ability to influence stakeholders’ beliefs in standards-based grading principles.
Institutional norms, such as stakeholder buy-in have historically influenced standards-based grading
implementation (Percell & Meyer, 2021; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014), supporting Townsley and
Knight’s (2020) recommendation that leaders adopt a “go slow to go fast” approach addressing
teacher misconceptions and inconsistencies. Because conference participants came from schools of
varying levels of implementing standards-based grading, it is unknown whether the educators in
these settings, similar to the perspectives shared by leaders in SBG schools (e.g., Peters &
Buckmiller, 2014; Townsley & Wear, 2020) have already worked through any implementation dips.
As Participant 6 shared, school leaders still need “ammunition” for getting stakeholders on board
who may not know as much about the rationale behind standards-based grading. Future conferences
hosted by professional organizations should continue to assist campus leaders with the “how” of
implementing standards-based grading while circling back to specific strategies to onboard
stakeholders using the “why” of effective grading practices to strengthen their buy-in.

Conclusion

Campus leaders benefitted from attending a one-day conference specifically designed to
support implementation of standards-based grading practices and the conference participants shared
their intentions to take what they learned back to their local setting. Specifically, conference
participants’ positive attitudes towards standards-based grading appeared to be influenced by the
opportunity to learn from local experts within the state. While conference participants still desire
additional professional learning opportunities to assist apprehensive stakeholders regarding the
philosophy behind standards-based grading, they appear to be better prepared to support the technical
aspects of implementation that have previously been perceived as an implementation barrier
(Ketsman & Reeves, 2020; Percell & Meyer, 2021; Peters & Buckmiller, 2014). The one-day
conference in the current study appears to be more professional learning than the participants had
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previously, yet professional organizations would serve educational leaders well by providing
intentional SBG leadership workshops to address barriers such as communicating with parents and
to support working through additional implementation barriers as they arise. Although previous
research has highlighted the potential advantages of short-term professional development (Lauer et
al., 2013), a limitation of the current study is the contextual nature of a single-day conference,
therefore the results of this study may not be generalizable. Future research should examine longer
duration professional learning events’ impact on campus leaders’ intentions to implement standards-
based grading, and the specific strategies educators believe are effective in increasing stakeholders’
philosophical understanding of SBG. Future research capturing the perspectives of follow-up
support participants may be an important way to understand the nuances of standards-based grading
implementation challenges. Ultimately, through learning alongside their colleagues, this one-day
conference reinforced campus leaders’ belief that implementing standards-based grading is
worthwhile, despite the inevitable challenges associated with its implementation.
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