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6The Transformational Classroom

In our role as educators, we know the value of communicating with all stakehold-
ers involved in a student’s education: the student’s family, other classroom teachers, 
administrators, anyone whom we know can help us facilitate learning. In a trans-
formational classroom, data are a big part of those communications—test scores, 
observational data, anecdotal data, and so on— but teachers must be wary of those 
conversations becoming one sided, with teachers primarily communicating out 
results. It is just as important for teachers to listen to the data coming in from the 
stakeholders with whom they partner. What can you learn from your students, their 
parents, your colleagues, and your administrators that will help you embed and sus-
tain your not-yet approach? What can they share that will help you design successful 
experiences, rooted in productive struggle, for students? 

One way all stakeholders can work together to students’ benefit is to think and 
communicate through the lens of the whole child approach. According to the ASCD 
(n.d.), “a whole child approach, which ensures that each student is healthy, safe, 
engaged, supported, and challenged, sets the standard for comprehensive, sustainable 
school improvement and provides for long-term student success.” Communication 
around student growth, academically, socially, and emotionally, is central to the 
whole child approach. When applying this to the not-yet approach, teachers create 
safe classrooms where they use verbal and body language to ensure students feel 
academically healthy, engaged, supported, and challenged. They provide opportu-
nities for students to use new and different learning strategies, explore a variety 
of resources, and engage in the learning process as a journey to learn. The trans-
formational classroom values communication, feedback, and the goal of whole 
child success.
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Thankfully, communication with parents and guardians (going forward, I use 
parent to encompass any family members or guardians who take care of and support 
children) has evolved from the obligatory twice-a-year face-to-face parent-teacher 
conferences to phone calls, newsletters, emails, texts, and even communication 
through app platforms such as Remind (https://remind.com), Seesaw (https://web 
.seesaw.me), and Weebly (https://education.weebly.com). All of these options will 
help you connect with parents to learn more about your students and, ultimately, 
support students’ academic and personal progress, particularly with respect to your 
grading practices.

Communicating with parents to inform and collaborate is vital in creating a 
respectful partnership. But, it seems, many teachers worry about the upcoming 
phone call or parent-teacher meeting, wondering if the communication will be neg-
ative (Rosser, 2016). Communicating with parents, even about difficult topics related 
to students’ learning, should not cause fear or distress for you, your students, or 
students’ parents. Rather, as you will read in this chapter, the student-parent-teacher 
relationship is all about creating two or three common goals and adhering to those 
goals throughout the school year. 

In this chapter, you’ll explore the not-yet approach for the transformational class-
room and ways of ensuring you build student-parent-teacher relationships focused on 
crafting a necessary feedback loop to support students through productive struggle. 
I further share some additional best practices for offering feedback. By amassing 
data about your teaching and your students’ essential needs, you will have what 
you need to transform your grading practices with a focus on students’ mastery of 
learning standards.

The Not-Yet Approach in the 
Transformational Classroom

A transformational classroom is a classroom of change that focuses on designing 
new ways of partnering with parents and students to support the whole student. In 
a transformational classroom, the teacher and parents are sharing information and 
looking for ways to support a student’s learning process. Think of the transforma-
tional classroom as a place that embraces whole child thinking while giving students 
the opportunity to use the not-yet approach for long-term development and success. 
Note that it’s the focus on long-term development that is indicative of the not-
yet approach as students use a growth mindset paired with learning strategies and 
resources to gain new insights. Thinking long term also gives students the time they 
need to work through productive struggle and achieve. As Kaufman (2013) explains, 
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The Transformational Classroom 93

anything less than that is counterproductive. By pairing long-term thinking with 
parent-student-teacher communication, all stakeholders have the opportunity to be 
a meaningful part of the learning and assessment processes.

Like the whole child approach, the transformational classroom also recognizes the 
impacts of factors outside the classroom in how students approach learning (ASCD, 
n.d.). Students face change and unknowns in many aspects of their lives that their 
teachers may not know anything about, and because change often presages uncertain 
outcomes, that uncertainty can make students (or anyone) fearful (Razzetti, 2018). 
Most adults have dealt with change in their life experiences and have developed cer-
tain coping skills they use to handle change. But many students haven’t had as much 
experience dealing with change, or they have had such enormous change throughout 
their lives, they are unsure how to manage it or their anxiety about change. This 
anxiety impacts students’ approach to learning in different ways. 

The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (n.d.) explains, “When 
flooded with anxiety, adolescents may appear extremely shy. They may avoid their 
usual activities or refuse to engage in new experiences.” However, other students 
might manage change by ignoring it and rejecting their anxiety. Those students who 
“deny their fears and worries . . . may engage in risky behaviors, drug experimen-
tation, or impulsive sexual behavior” (American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry, n.d.). Therefore, educators must help students accept and utilize change 
as part of an encouraging classroom culture. To create a transformational not-yet 
classroom, you must support students in understanding how change can be a positive 
opportunity to learn from the setbacks and obstacles that are part of the learning 
process. In addition, it is important to share that message with parents. Help parents 
understand that change can be paralyzing to students and accepting change takes 
time, patience, and communication. 

But understanding how to cope with change is complicated. Gustavo Razzetti 
(2018), the CEO of Fearless Culture, which is dedicated to helping organizations 
manage uncertainty, states, “On one hand, we are hardwired to resist uncertainty—
our brain prefers a predictable, negative outcome over an uncertain one. On the 
other hand, our mind is flexible and adaptive—it can be trained to thrive in change.” 
Many students thrive on procedure and structure (Kise, 2021). Other students might 
complain about a routine schedule, but even they will appreciate knowing what 
comes next. For example, chapter 4 (page 51) explains the value of vigorous learn-
ing intentions and scaffolded success criteria. Part of the reason these are effective 
is that they create certainty. Students know what their goals are and the milestones 
they must hit to achieve them (what they must know and be able to do). This offers 
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predictability and helps eliminate the anxiety of uncertainty while still offering 
opportunities to differentiate approaches for different learning styles.

The differentiated approach encourages stakeholders to help students of all ages 
take control of their learning process: 

This can be done by talking with children about the best approach 

to a particular task and having them describe the strategy they 

intend to test or asking a child to consider what could go wrong 

and how they might improve a task if completing it again. (Thomsen 

& Ackermann, 2015) 

In this way, student voice is also a key component of a transformational class-
room because students have the opportunity to share concerns about their learning, 
themselves as learners, and how those concerns might impact other parts of their 
life. Enabling students to be avid participants in their educational journey, where 
teachers are open to hearing their voice and ideas and accept them with respect and 
empathy, is vital to the transformational classroom. In addition, encouraging stu-
dents to reflect on their learning and ruminate on how to enhance their process for 
subsequent learning, as Thomsen and Ackermann (2015) suggest, is one of the key 
concepts within productive struggle. It gives students a voice and a responsibility to 
make purposeful and meaningful change centering on what they want and need to 
feel successful.

Razzetti (2018) asserts the human mind can “be trained to thrive in change.” 
In chapter 3 (page 37), you learned about growth mindsets (Dweck, 2016), grit 
(Duckworth, 2016), and abolitionist teaching (Love, 2019a, 2019b). All three of 
these mindsets illustrate the significance of flexibility and the value of being adaptive 
by anticipating and allowing for setbacks in the classroom with the understanding 
that transformation is a part of learning. When communicating with parents who 
may not be well-versed in these concepts or the research underpinning them, you can 
still encourage them to support change and be flexible in the face of it. 

As an example, I noted in chapter 5 (page 81) my struggles with secondary-level 
mathematics. My geometry teacher didn’t communicate with my mom about my 
difficulties. Their only communication was through a report card. Imagine the dif-
ference it might have made had my teacher called home or offered to meet with my 
parents as my grade started to dip. A teacher communicating with parents can use 
the data they each have available to them about the student to indicate if a dip merely 
reflects engagement with productive struggle that will lead to success with learning 
goals or a need for different scaffolds or other intervention. When teachers encourage 
communications among themselves, students, and parents, giving all stakeholders the 
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The Transformational Classroom 95

chance to share their concerns about the learning, students come to know they have 
a support system in place that reflects the whole of who they are (the whole child). 

Ensuring Feedback for Academic 
Transformation and Personal Success

Transformation in classroom culture is not about change for the sake of change; 
rather, it is change based on gaining understanding about what students need to 
be successful. But even the definition of success can vary depending on who sets 
that definition: students, parents, or teachers. Part of building a transformational 
classroom requires all stakeholders to share a common understanding of what stan-
dards students must achieve for the curriculum and what students’ individual goals 
are based on where they currently are in their learning. Accomplishing those goals 
during the school year requires frequent communication and feedback.

We’ve touched on the importance of feedback in various contexts in previous chap-
ters and will continue to throughout this book. When it comes to students and their 
families, feedback is essential in building a trusting and collaborative relationship 
aligned with the not-yet approach. Trust holds special emphasis in this dynamic, as 
experts consistently emphasize its critical role in student-teacher relationships (Brendtro, 
Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2019; Colburn & Beggs, 2021; Jensen, 2019). One way 
to build that trust is to make sure feedback is positive and genuine. Researcher Trynia 
Kaufman (n.d.) writes, “When you authentically praise a student or have a positive 
interaction, the student’s brain releases dopamine.” The key word here is authentic. In 
the not-yet classroom, one that is built on productive struggle, teachers encourage stu-
dents to apply a growth mindset to setbacks and challenges. Don’t merely praise for the 
sake of praise; focus instead on process and the specific actions students take to move 
themselves toward progress and academic transformation. Kaufman (n.d.) continues, 
“The student feels good and is motivated to feel that way again. With this increased 
motivation, students spend more time and attention working on a skill.”

As trust builds, it unlocks the power of feedback that allows it to act as a loop 
(Meredith, 2015). When establishing a student-driven feedback loop, educator Taylor 
Meredith writes, “The teacher supports the students by clearly defining a structure 
for feedback, modeling effective feedback, highlighting critical student feedback, and 
participating when necessary.” When teachers ensure students have the opportunity 
to listen to and offer feedback, they encourage student voice, which has benefits for 
individual and collaborative growth. Meredith (2015) goes on to state, “Throughout 
the process, students may identify areas of growth in their own work, find peer 
examples as models, and take ownership over their work.”

U
sed w

ith perm
ission. From

 N
ot Yet . . . And That’s O

K: H
ow

 Productive Struggle Fosters Student Learning by Peg G
rafw

allner. 
C

opyright 2021 by Solution Tree Press, 555 N
orth M

orton Street, Bloom
ington, IN

 47404, 800.733.6786, SolutionTree.com
. All rights reserved.



N OT  Y E T  .  .  .  A N D  T H AT ’ S  O K96

Finally, according to The Graide Network (n.d.), “feedback is something that every 
student [and every teacher] can benefit from,” and that benefit can be a transforma-
tive process for all stakeholders. When students are able to work together or when 
students are able to collaborate with their teachers, learning becomes an opportunity 
for growth and change, academically and personally. By including families in the 
feedback loops, teachers can increase the likelihood of students extending their abil-
ity to engage in productive struggle both in the classroom and at home.

To aid you in this process, and either before the school year even begins or on the 
first day, I suggest teachers share with students and their parents the academic trans-
formation and personal success feedback form illustrated in figure 6.1. (See page 108 
for a reproducible version of this form.) This form offers an opportunity for teachers 
to partner with students and parents to learn what supports may help the student be 
successful and establish a foundation for ongoing communication throughout the 
semester or school year. It also gives parents and students a chance to think about 
how teachers can best meet a student’s needs.

To use this form, ask parents to sit down with their child and complete the form 
together. In addition to helping build a bridge for communication between you and 
parents, this form also facilitates communication between students and parents. 
When sending out the form, emphasize there are no right answers for parents and 
students to provide and that parents should support students who require it (such 
as young students who lack foundational writing skills) in answering questions as 
needed. You want students and parents to reflect on what students need and how 
everyone (you, students, and parents) can collectively support those needs. Let par-
ents know this form is meant to be an ongoing opportunity for communication; 
therefore, when they want to update the form or even start a new one, encourage 
them to do so. In keeping this feedback loop ongoing, teachers, parents, and stu-
dents will have a running record of supportive communication and student progress 
through productive struggle. For example, over the course of a year, this form (or a 
small set of these forms) will come to reflect the full range of academic challenges the 
student faced, how the student overcame those challenges, and the challenges still to 
overcome. As students progress, emphasize that this record of real growth should be 
a point of pride to both students and families. 

When getting started, you have a few options for distributing the form. The most 
direct method is to send the form directly to parents electronically; however, you 
could mail it home or provide it with start-of-year book and resource distribution or 
as part of some other schoolwide function where parents might attend. If you prefer, 
you can make this form part of your classroom introduction during the first week of 

U
sed w

ith perm
ission. From

 N
ot Yet . . . And That’s O

K: H
ow

 Productive Struggle Fosters Student Learning by Peg G
rafw

allner. 
C

opyright 2021 by Solution Tree Press, 555 N
orth M

orton Street, Bloom
ington, IN

 47404, 800.733.6786, SolutionTree.com
. All rights reserved.



The Transformational Classroom 97

Work with your child to fill in the following two boxes, and return the form. 

What’s Working? (List one or  
more items.) 

My teacher last year gave us time 
at the end of class to start my 
homework. I liked that, in case I 
needed any help from my teacher 
or was confused.

Challenge (List one item.) 

Writing is hard for me. 

As your teacher, I will take the following steps to help support you.

• I will ask to see your writing during class and offer writing suggestions.
• I will ask you to come in for extra writing help, as needed.
• I will have you add to this form when you come in for writing help.

Review the teacher-provided feedback, and use the following two boxes to 
determine next steps.

Student’s Next Step

I will come in for extra help 
with writing.

Parent or Guardian’s Next Step

I will ensure my child comes in for 
writing help.

Indicate your follow-up plan (email, phone call, or meetings). 

Parent or Guardian’s Follow-Up Plan

I will contact the teacher each month 
(or as needed) to learn about my child’s 
progress in writing.

Teacher’s Follow-Up Plan

• I will contact the parent if the student 
does not come in for writing support.

• I will discuss the student’s writing 
progress with the student and his or her 
parent or guardian, as needed.

Additional follow-up notes (for teachers, students, or parents or guardians)

9/26: I conferenced with my teacher in class today to talk about my 
first writing assignment. 

10/8: I came in after school today to get help with using basic 
punctuation.

 

Figure 6.1: The academic transformation and personal success 
feedback form.
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the school year. Simply distribute the template to students during class, and provide 
directions as needed. Students then take the form home to fill out with their parents. 

The following sections explain the different parts of the academic transformation 
and personal success feedback form in more detail. 

What’s Working? and Challenge Sections
One advantage of introducing this form in class is that you can explain to students 

both the purpose of the form and how students should complete it with their parents. 
For example, you might ask students to share some of their ideas for what’s working 
items and their challenges. The teacher could write these on the board as examples. 
Of course, if students are feeling anxious, they certainly don’t have to share their 
challenges. However, in sharing, some students might realize they are not the only 
ones who feel anxiety over learning curriculum skills or other challenges. 

Start students with the What’s Working? section. To get the conversation mov-
ing and model for students how to think about answering the form’s questions, 
you might write on the board what worked for you in school. As part of doing so, 
explain to students that those who are visual learners often benefit from being able 
to literally see what they need to do (Kise, 2021), asking which students in your class 
believe they are visual learners. Follow this by asking which students feel like they 
learn best in ways other than use of visuals, such as written directions. As students 
share what works for them, have them choose one strategy that could be especially 
helpful to their success during the upcoming school year. For example, in figure 6.1 
(page 97), the student wrote that he liked that his previous teacher gave him time at 
the end of class to work on his homework because it gave him time to try out specific 
problem-solving strategies in class, with the teacher there to support him, before 
attempting them at home. As students share their ideas, encourage them to write 
down, separately or on the back of the form, anything that resonates with them, 
whether it’s to do with classroom norms, specific learning strategies, or so on. Such 
ideas may be valuable to them in the future as they engage in productive struggle, 
revise existing goals, or set new goals.

You can engage in this same way to show students how to think about the form’s 
Challenge section. For example, you might share with students how you felt shy or 
had social anxiety when you were younger and were afraid to raise your hand in the 
classroom because you thought you might say something incorrect. You could then 
ask students to share what they think challenges them. This has the advantage of 
vocalizing lots of different challenges that some students might otherwise struggle 
to describe. (Again, be cognizant and respectful of those students who prefer not to 
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The Transformational Classroom 99

share their challenges with the class.) As different challenges come to light, encour-
age students to choose just one to write down on their own form to work on during 
the upcoming school year. In addition to providing clear modeling, this approach 
may help students feel less alone as they see that other students have the same fears 
or challenges.

When engaging in modeling, class activities, and discussion about the form, don’t 
lose sight that part of this process is about having parents reflect together about their 
child’s learning. Encourage students to regard anything they write down in class as 
a way to initiate a conversation with their parents, but ensure they know they can 
change their answer when they get home. As you explain directions to students about 
what’s working, remember to ask them and their parents to reflect on the student’s 
previous school year when providing final answers. If a previous teacher always built 
in time during class to begin homework practice, perhaps that’s something you can 
continue. Here, the student and parent can also list several things that worked during 
the previous school year.

When providing direction about listing challenges, emphasize that the challenges 
students list don’t need to be detailed. The example in figure 6.1 simply emphasizes 
that writing has been a challenge. While such descriptions are vague, they still alert 
you to an aspect of the student’s learning that might require extra support. Again, 
students should list only one challenge—too many challenges may overwhelm them 
and cause them to wonder why they should bother given how many challenges they 
have to overcome (Willis, 2016). When students are able to focus on a single chal-
lenge and eventually conquer it, there is a true sense of accomplishment and mastery.

Next Steps Section
The Next Steps component of the form is intended for students, parents, and teach-

ers to each share what they think will best support the student in overcoming the 
challenge the student listed. For example, maybe the student decides that his or her 
next step will be to come in for extra help in writing when needed; the parent’s next 
step will be to ensure he or she will provide the needed support (such as transporta-
tion to or from the school) to facilitate that action.

At this point, the student or his or her parents return the form to you. You’ll review 
the information they provided and consider and detail the steps you will take to sup-
port the student. In the example in figure 6.1, the teacher wrote, “I will ask to see 
your writing during class and offer writing suggestions.” The teacher also noted that 
every time the student comes in for extra writing help, the teacher will note the date 
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and time on the feedback form as described in the next section. This creates a visual 
record that reflects the student’s desire for support. 

Follow-Up Section
The final section of the form ensures there is a plan for follow up. As the form is 

now with you, you will be the first to complete it by noting what further communi-
cation you believe should take place among the student, parents, and yourself. Then 
make a copy of the feedback form, either returning it to the student to take home 
or sending it electronically to both the student and his or her parents. Remember, 
while this might be the first communication among students, parents, and teacher, it 
is by no means the last! For this reason, there is a final box for additional notes that 
anyone (teachers, students, or parents) can fill out. This can serve as a log of teacher- 
student interactions, observations about learning progress or challenges, and so on.

Depending on the nature of the feedback loop you build with each student and 
their family, you may find that a single copy of this form will serve its purpose for a 
full semester or school year. Based on how students progress, the amount of detail 
documented, and whether there is a single year-long goal or a progression of new 
goals as each are met, you may use multiple copies of this form to reflect year-long 
progress. Or, you might create an all-digital version of the form that all parties can 
access and update online. Remember, the ultimate purpose is the building of a pro-
ductive feedback loop to support student learning and help students see the con-
nection between their personal habits and their academic habits by setting specific 
goals and utilizing learning strategies to attain goals, which will impact academic 
performance (Schippers et al., 2020).

Using Best Practices for Feedback
The academic transformation and personal success feedback form isn’t meant to 

be a quick fix. It might take an entire school year for students to meet or overcome a 
challenge. For that reason, don’t use it for evaluative purposes or as an accountabil-
ity measure to determine if everyone is doing their job. On the contrary, this form 
is simply a communication device for partnering with students and parents to work 
cohesively toward student progress as students engage in productive struggle. If stu-
dents aren’t meeting goals, that’s an indication to review your process in conjunction 
with students’ progress, including your learning intentions and success criteria, to 
determine how you can provide more effective supports.

The key component to measuring progress is ensuring all stakeholders have a 
common language about what defines success. In the figure 6.1 (page 97) example, 
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The Transformational Classroom 101

building in extra time at the end of the class and accepting writing support define 
success for the student, parents, and teacher. When convenient, the student, parents, 
and teacher can determine when they should consider a new what’s working or a new 
challenge. That means, depending on the student, the form could go home weekly, 
monthly, or some other duration. Don’t worry about dates or times. Think about 
engaging students in productive struggle to overcome challenges.

When determining how to best make use of a feedback form (whether it’s the one 
included in this chapter or one of your own creation), consider whether you prefer to 
use handouts or distribute them digitally. While you can utilize either method, you 
might also consider letting students and parents use the format most comfortable 
for them. Sometimes students prefer when ideas and goals are on paper—involving 
the physical act of writing something—because they seem more permanent and are, 
thus, more likely to be taken seriously. Other times, students might prefer a digital 
format because it helps them stay more organized than having one more piece of 
paper to put in a backpack. In either case, you can always scan physical forms or 
print electronic forms to keep a record of them in your preferred format.

Remember, feedback forms are part of the not-yet approach in a transformational 
classroom because they improve communication and support students in moving 
beyond the setbacks and obstacles they will undoubtedly encounter with the chal-
lenges they reveal. When all stakeholders work together toward commonly defined 
success criteria, students are more likely to have the clarity and support they need 
to ensure any struggles they experience are productive and will lead to growth 
(Schippers et al., 2020).

However, as you know, parents are often very busy and sometimes don’t have time 
to complete paperwork; in some households, the parents expect the child to “do” 
school solo. If you find that parents aren’t filling out or returning feedback forms, 
you can gently remind and encourage the parents and students through a phone 
call, an email, or both to complete the feedback forms. If the feedback forms are 
still not returned or parents directly refuse to participate, instead make a special 
effort to miniconference with those students and support them in completing the 
feedback forms. Assure these students that lack of parental feedback is not a problem 
and will not hold them back. Tell them you will partner with them to help them 
be successful.

As the year progresses, you will build a library of feedback based on student per-
formance. You can then use feedback forms whenever you, the student, or a parent 
deems necessary, which might include before midterm assessments, as part of parent- 
teacher conferences, or just at regular intervals throughout the school year. In 
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addition, consider feedback forms as another way to communicate with students 
and parents about grading and assessments. As an example, in the academic trans-
formation and personal success feedback form in figure 6.1 (page 97), the student 
needs help with writing. The teacher could share on the form the grades the student 
has earned in recent writing assessments. As a result, the parent can stay apprised of 
how their child is doing, and if warranted, meet with the teacher to discuss the writ-
ing strategies that are working or new strategies to try. Finally, as with all examples, 
you might find it necessary, depending on the student, to revise the language of the 
form or change the format. As previously stated, the feedback form might be your 
first means of communication with the student and parent; therefore, as the year 
progresses, you might change the form to illustrate changes in process and progress.

Transforming Grading Practices
As noted in the preceding section, feedback loops include information about grad-

ing practices and grading, so it’s important to understand how grading practices 
impact your transformational classroom. Transformative grading is grading that 
embraces change but not for the sake of change. As education technology specialist 
Ryan L. Schaaf (n.d.) writes, teachers cannot accept the “mundane and find com-
fort in the status quo rather than head towards the undiscovered country on the 
unknown.” That undiscovered country could be your not-yet classroom where a 
growth mindset, grit, and abolitionist teaching are the norm; or it could be creating 
productive struggle experiences for your students, where students “learn to persist in 
the face of challenge” (Blackburn, 2018).

When I began teaching freshman English in 1994, it wasn’t unusual for me to 
have a gradebook full of grades. As previously mentioned, I graded everything—
homework, formative assessments, and participation. As an instructional coach and 
reading specialist, I collaborate with teachers in building literacy into their content 
area without disrupting their classroom objectives. I no longer have a classroom of 
my own and am not responsible for communicating with parents or grading stu-
dents. However, I often work with teachers on how to create truly transformational 
grading practices. The following are four ways you can revise your grading practice 
to create a transformational classroom culture and support parents in becoming an 
integral part of the assessment process.

Change Your Language
Do not use the words quiz and test when discussing evaluation. Students and 

parents think of quizzes and tests as things with permanent outcomes in which, if 
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students fail, the entire experience is a waste and failure. When I was a classroom 
teacher, I liked to frame assessments to my students and their families as check-ups, 
a way for me to learn more about students’ understanding of the material we had 
covered (Grafwallner, 2017b). 

Giving students formative check-ups allows teachers to determine if students can 
synthesize their learning to their teacher or someone else. If not, teachers can use 
the data they gather to determine what might help students learn the material, what 
students might need to do differently to be successful, and so on. 

In my experience, this simple change of language and approach alleviates most 
student and parent concerns and fears. In addition, the idea of assessing learning as 
check-ups helps students expect and anticipate feedback about their learning. Students 
become eager to learn how they could better prepare for the next check-up to demon-
strate their understanding, which sustains the feedback loop.

Send Check-Ups Home
Sometimes students do not always tell their parents about an upcoming assess-

ment or their grade on an assessment. While many school districts use software that 
allows parents to monitor their child’s grades, just seeing a grade doesn’t explain 
what a check-up is testing or measuring. Encourage students to share check-ups with 
their parents, and discuss the purpose and value of the information you’re assessing 
(the learning standards as outlined by your learning intentions and success criteria). 
Check-ups are an opportunity for conversation among teachers, parents, and students 
as they work together to support learning. 

As part of this process, consider sending home a check-up’s directions and an 
example of it before conducting the check-up. As an example, if you are a social 
studies teacher and you expect students to write a cause-and-effect analysis, it 
would be beneficial to students and parents to actually see the directions for and an 
example of the assessment prior to assigning it. When paired with the “Academic 
Transformation and Personal Success Feedback Form” (page 108), students and par-
ents can build awareness of what supports the student might benefit from before an 
assessment occurs.

Of course, parents are naturally most interested in knowing how their child fared 
in a check-up. Therefore, continue to involve parents by sharing an example of that 
graded paper or a recent check-up. Again, use your learning intentions and success 
criteria to help students and parents focus on the learning students have achieved or 
haven’t achieved yet. Use check-ups not as a tool for judgment but as an opportunity 
for conversation to support students’ learning efforts.
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Explain Your Grading Practice
During those first several weeks of school, explain your grading practice to stu-

dents and parents. Most teachers distribute a syllabus and have this information on 
the internet. However, sometimes the syllabus doesn’t make it home, and sometimes 
parents are unable to access the teacher’s or school’s website.

Therefore, I suggest offering a virtual group meeting explaining your grading prac-
tice to parents, giving them the opportunity to pose questions and offer possible 
scenarios. Give students the date and time of the virtual meeting, and ask them 
to share it with their parents. Send an email or a Remind (https://remind.com) of 
the meeting to parents. Also, be mindful of district, state or province, and national 
guidelines regarding teacher communications and language barriers. For example, 
the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division and the U.S. Department of 
Education Office for Civil Rights (n.d.) state, “Schools must respond to a parent’s 
request for language assistance and remember that parents can be limited English 
proficient even if their child is proficient in English” (p. 1). Most likely, your school 
has translation services available to help you communicate, so always make sure you 
are aware of any non-native language speakers in your class. 

Of course, not every parent will be able to participate in a virtual meeting, but you 
could record it and make it available online as a download, a link on a school or class 
website, or so on. Parents are important partners; you want them to feel involved in 
all aspects of their child’s learning.

In any case, emphasize that the language you use to describe how you assess stu-
dents (be it check-ups or any other descriptors) doesn’t change that you will be evalu-
ating and grading student work. Using terminology like check-ups is about changing 
mindsets to reduce anxiety and frame the real purpose for your assessments (to mea-
sure learning and determine next steps).

Clarify  Equity  and  Equality  in Grading
In the not-yet classroom, grading for equity and equality is all about our unwaver-

ing belief in students’ abilities and treating students with sincere integrity. According 
to Crescendo Education Group (https://crescendoedgroup.org) CEO Joe Feldman 
(2017), grading for equity means grading “in ways that demonstrate our unflagging 
belief that every student can meet our academic expectations, regardless of their 
privileges or previous experiences” (p. 10).

Equality in grading means treating students fairly in the classroom (Thought 
Leaders, 2018). Therefore, offer the same type of homework and assessments to 
students, but give students what they need to be successful on that homework 
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and assessments. As previously stated, ask students and parents to complete the 
“Academic Transformation and Personal Success Feedback Form” (page 108). While 
all students will be completing the same form (equality), the What’s Working? and 
Challenge components will be unique to each individual student, enabling teachers 
to know what unique supports that student might need (equity).

When you grade for both equity and equality, you are applying the not-yet 
approach in support of your students and their learning process, products, and prog-
ress. As an example, when grading for equity, teachers are mindful of teaching tech-
niques that incorporate the whole child and his or her long-term development. We 
know that learning must be a constant and that learning time is a variable (DuFour 
et al., 2016); therefore, when grading for equity, offer differentiated strategies and 
resources for success. In addition, when grading for equality, be fair toward all stu-
dents, but think back to my example in chapter 3 (page 37) about the student who 
was continuously late to school because he was responsible for his siblings at home. 
In this case, being fair meant adjusting his start time based on what was right for 
him, not adhering to the district-prescribed start time.

Finally, understanding how to grade equitably and equally is important for teach-
ers, but it’s also important to explain the difference between equity and equality in 
grading to your students and parents. Ask them what they think grading for equity 
and equality means and, as part of your ongoing communication (feedback loop), 
help clarify differences of perception that align their expectations with your grading 
practices. To help reinforce this for students, consider posting in your classroom 
accurate definitions of equity and equality in grading that you will adhere to.

Conclusion
In this chapter, you gained insight into the whole child approach, how students 

often feel anxiety about change, and how you can best communicate with students 
and parents to obtain feedback about students’ needs and ensure that each students’ 
instructional supports meet those needs. Including students and parents in a feed-
back loop that highlights what’s working for students in the classroom (and what 
isn’t) and what challenges students need to overcome enables students and their 
families to become advocates for students’ learning process. In this way, you focus 
on respect for and inclusion of all stakeholders and transform the culture of learning 
in your classroom. Further, by transforming grading practices and concentrating 
on authentic change that moves your classroom culture forward, students become 
owners of their learning and, ultimately, owners of their own success.
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A Look Inside
by Robert Ward, English Language Arts Teacher

I always endeavor to meet the needs of the whole child (socially, emotion-
ally, soulfully, and academically) in my middle school English language arts 
classroom. For example, in a telephone appointment with a parent of one 
of my students, the parent seemed upset, and I braced myself for a difficult 
conversation. This particular student had a learning disability that affects 
his executive-functioning skills. Much to my surprise, the parent wanted to 
know why, in eight years of school, my class was the only one that her son 
ever enjoyed and was successful in! I took a relieved breath and explained 
to her my approach to teaching (and, by extension, parenting): leadership, 
love, laughter, and learning.

I told her that I run a very tight ship. Respect, responsibility, and cooper-
ation are character traits that I model implicitly and teach explicitly. I reg-
ularly employ specific, personal praise to capitalize on good choices and 
improvements each student is making. This emphasis on self-regulation and 
common courtesy is the first tenet of my transformational classroom.

Next, I explained how by creating a warm and welcoming learning envi-
ronment, I see my students come out of their shells and begin to express 
themselves passionately and intelligently. No one is willing to change unless 
they’re sure others notice it, so I listen carefully to what my students say 
and write. A strong sense of belonging is created when students know that 
their ideas and opinions are heard and valued.

I went on to suggest ways to tap into her son’s capacity for engagement 
with any lesson. I encouraged her to use what she knows about her son’s 
interests to give him direction whenever a teacher offers him voice and 
choice on assignments. Perhaps a certain topic may not interest her son, 
but what inner passions could he bring to that assignment to make it mean-
ingful to him? Transformation is a two-way street, and parents and teachers 
can share in encouraging students to guide their own transformations.

Last, I explained how I break down complex topics and assignments into 
more-manageable chunks and build from there. One sure way a teacher 
knows that transformation is taking place is when the students themselves 
tell you they “got it” and are hungry for the next step forward or level deeper!

After this conversation, I realized that because I did my job well in the class-
room, her child himself spontaneously sung my praises to his mother. By dis-
covering that this parent was actually on my side from the get-go, we were 
able to strategize together the ways to continue to move her son forward.
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Ruminate and Respond

Consider what you’ve learned in this chapter, and individually or with your team, 
answer the following questions.

1. What are some examples of successful communication you have had 
with parents?

2. What are some classroom techniques you use to support 
anxious students?

3. Do you currently encourage parents and students to be a part of the 
assessment process? If not, why not? If so, how?

4. After reading this chapter, how do your practices reflect a 
transformational classroom?

5. What can you do to enhance the feedback loop between yourself, your 
students, and their parents?
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Academic Transformation and 
Personal Success Feedback Form

Work with your child to fill in the following two boxes, and return the form. 

What’s Working? (List one or  
more items.) 

 

Challenge (List one item.) 

As your teacher, I will take the following steps to help support you.

 

Review the teacher-provided feedback, and use the following two boxes to 
determine next steps.

Student’s Next Step

 

Parent or Guardian’s Next Step

Indicate your follow-up plan (email, phone call, or meetings). 

Parent or Guardian’s Follow-Up Plan

 

Teacher’s Follow-Up Plan

page 1 of 2
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Additional follow-up notes (for teachers, students, or parents or guardians)

page 2 of 2
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