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Introduction
Grading and assessment reform efforts in K-12 education have been underway for more than
two decades. These reforms have aimed at addressing inequities, bias and, inconsistent
practices within and across school systems to ensure that student performance is accurately
measured and that data are used to support students in developing their ability to take an
active role in their learning trajectory. A focus on student agency in assessment and grading
practices acknowledges students as active and engaged participants in the learning cycle who
make choices, and whose actions shape assessment practices in both anticipated and unexpected ways. In particular, it is through formative assessment practices and processes that students come to understand the learning context and have the opportunity to develop increasing
agency over their own learning journey (Clark 2012; Smith et al. 2016).
The COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting shift from in-person to virtual learning environments
have exacerbated the inequities, bias, and inconsistent practices and surfaced the critical need
to address grading and assessment practices. In particular, existing grading practices in school
systems have resulted in a dramatic increase in the number of secondary students who are
receiving D and F grades across the state and nation.
In the book Grading for Equity: What It Is, Why It Matters, and How It Can Transform Schools
and Classrooms, Joe Feldman cites that teachers traditionally use grades for much more than
indicating whether students have demonstrated mastery learning expectations of the knowledge, skills and dispositions aligned with academic content. Indeed, teachers often deduct
points for late work as a means to respect deadlines and teach students to learn responsibility.
Also, the belief that engagement is important for learning, so teachers often include participation as a portion of the grading process. As a result, grades become a behavior management
tool, a motivational tool, obscuring whether or not students have actually mastered the expected
content and learning expectations.
To support districts and schools in addressing the current challenges of teaching and learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and address longstanding inequities in grading and assessment
practices, the San Diego County Office of Education has developed this resource. The purpose
of this resource is to assist local systems in identifying key leverage points to shift mindsets and
practices associated with measuring and monitoring student learning.
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Section 1: Determine Essential Learnings
Deep Learning for All Students Through the Determination of Essential Learnings
• The explicit aim is deep learning that goes
beyond the mastery of existing content
knowledge. Here, deep learning is defined
as “creating and using new knowledge in
the world.” Technology has unleashed 		
learning, and the potential for students 		
to apply knowledge in the world outside of
school; new pedagogies leverage all of this
in the formal learning process.

The new set of crises is forcing humankind to
reconsider its relationship to each other, and
to the planet and universe; it is essential that
we change the world through learning.
Resolving the equity/excellence miasma is
at the heart of societal survival, and deep
learning is capable of bringing together
excellence and equity for all, thereby
reversing the trend of growing inequality in
the world. This is not just a moral question;
it is a matter of survival, and even better,
prosperity.

• Teaching shifts from focusing on covering
all required content to focusing on the 		
learning process, developing students’
ability to lead their own learning and to do 		
things with their learning. Teachers are 		
partners with students in deep learning
tasks characterized by exploration,
connectedness, and broader, real-world 		
purposes

							

— Fullan, Quinn and McEachen, Deep Learning: 		
		 Engage the World: Change the World

• Learning outcomes are measured in terms
of students’ 1) capacities to build new
knowledge and to lead their own learning
effectively, 2) proactive dispositions and 		
their abilities to persevere through
challenges, and 3) the development of
citizens who are life-long learners.
Fullan and Langworthy, A Rich Seam: How
New Pedagogies Find Deep Learning
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Graphic from: Taking Action: A Handbook for RTI at Work, Buffum, Mattos, and Malone (2017)

A Focus on Deep Learning Through the Determination of Essential Learnings
Many schools have instituted professional learning communities (PLCs) as outlined by
Rick DuFour, or the data teams process as described by Doug Reeves, to provide
structures for teacher interaction around student learning. Both of these structures
include two basic tenets: Ensure that all students learn; and create a culture of
professional collaboration and collective responsibility. PLCs and the data teams
process both provide a structured way for teachers to talk about improving student and
adult learning and promote the actions needed to produce results. For those schools
that have not already adopted a process like these that implement cycles of
improvement focusing on the quality of classroom instruction, the Instructional Learning
Loop process provides a defined structure for schools to follow.
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This section of the document focuses on the first two sections of the Instructional
Learning Learning Loop:
• Teacher teams answer the question: What do we want students to learn?
• Teacher teams begin to unpack and study state standards and agree on student learning
expectations, or essential learnings.
The single most important initiative a school or district can engage in to raise student
achievement is to determine a guaranteed and viable curriculum that ensures all
students have an equal opportunity to learn.
• What is a guaranteed curriculum?
		• Every student is provided the opportunity to learn a core curriculum that provides 		
			 them with the probability of success in school and in life.
• What is a viable curriculum?
		• Schools make sure that the necessary time is available and protected so students will
			 be able to learn the guaranteed curriculum
• What are the principles of a guaranteed and viable curriculum?
		• Creating a horizontal sequence of what needs to be learned across individual grade
			 levels or courses as well as a vertical sequence from grade level to grade level or 		
			 from course to course.
		• Providing teachers with a correlation to the standards and assessments in an
			 attempt to ensure students are as prepared as possible
		• Data-driven assessment
What Works in Schools: Translating Research Into Practice from Robert Marzano
				 A key piece of the development of guaranteed and viable curriculum is the
				 determination of essential learnings.

Essential learnings do not represent all that you are going to teach. Instead, they represent what
students need to know to be successful in their next year of schooling and outside of the classroom. Essential learnings are what schools are guaranteeing ALL students will know and be able
to do at the end of the year. These are the learnings teachers will write their common formative
assessments around. Schools will provide time and support for students who haven’t mastered
them and extension for those who already have.
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Why Essential Learnings?

1.		 Essential learnings help teachers manage curricular outcomes. Given the scope and depth
			 of the state standards, educators are challenged to make decisions about what is essential.
2.		 Essential learnings support educators to move to the best practice of planning with the
			 end in mind. Planning shifts from a primary focus on good strategies to a focus on the 		
			 “why” and the “what” of instruction. Identifying the learning expectations for all students
			 using this planning model is at the heart of developing specific essential learnings.
3.		 Essential learnings support a learning environment dedicated to promoting the highest
			 levels of thinking in order to deepen student learning. In essence, the focus of essential
			 learning places clear emphasis on the “what” and the “how” of learning. It improves the
			 quality of student discourse by changing the dialogue in the classroom, leading to a
			 deeper understanding of the curriculum. In order to deepen learning, teachers provide
			 opportunities for critical thinking, problem solving, creative thinking, and effective
			communication.
4. Essential learnings have the power to reform classroom-based assessment. An essential
			 learnings framework facilitates assessment for learning, performance assessment, and
			 student-involved assessment. The process of articulating the essential learnings assists
			 teachers in clearly determining the evidence students must demonstrate in order to show
			 their learning. When teachers know why they are teaching what they are teaching, they
			 can better explain to their students what is expected of them as learners. This requires a
			 shift in practice from grading and reporting student achievement according to tasks, to
			 essential learnings based on enduring understandings and essential questions as they
			 relate to outcomes.
5.		 By determining what is essential, we are able to more clearly communicate about learning.
			 Clarity ensures teachers can effectively communicate students’ learning to students,
			 parents, and other educational partners.
From Essential Learning Position Statement, Manitoba Association of School Superintendents (2014)

Process for Determining Essential Learnings
Doug Reeves provides insight that may be helpful to determining essential learnings
• Does it have endurance?
			• Do we really expect our students to retain the knowledge and the skills over time as
				 opposed to merely learning it for a test?
• Does it have leverage?
			• Will proficiency in this standard help the student in the other areas of curriculum
				 and other academic disciplines?
• Does it develop student readiness for the next level of learning?
		• Is it essential for success in the next unit, course, or grade level?
From experience, teachers are aware of skills/concepts that a student should know at the end
of a learning period. Therefore, teams should align subject-level essential learnings to the state
standards as well as the standards the teams members know from experience are critical to
each student’s success in subsequent courses.
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Considerations for historically responsive curriculum and literacies is another key consideration
during the process of selecting essential learnings. Dr. Gholdy Muhammad in her book Cultvating
Genius asks, “How does each phase, chapter, or section in this curriculum (texts, passages,
supporting documents, goals, assessment prompts, and guidance) explicitly address identities,
skills, intellect, and criticality?”
•
		
•
		
•
		
•
		

Identity: How does the curriculum help students learn something about themselves and/or
about others? (endurance)
Skills: How does the curriculum respond to or build students’ skills and standards?
(readiness, leverage)
Intellect: How does the curriculum respond to or build upon students’ knowledge and
mental powers? (readiness, endurance, leverage)
Criticality: How does the curriculum engage students’ thinking about power and equity and
the disruption of oppression? (endurance)

Process Steps for Determining Essential Learnings
•
		
•
•
•
•

Unpack to identify concepts and skills embedded in each standard to foster deep
understanding of standards before determining if they contain aspects of essential learnings
Identify and prioritize essential learnings
Create a scope and sequence
Design high-quality assessments aligned to essential learnings
Base intervention/enrichment on student data gathered from assessments

English Learner and Dual Language Considerations

• As part of the essential learnings, English learners need designated English language
development (ELD) learning outcomes based on the CA ELD Standards and students’
identified proficiency levels. This instruction should occur in regularly scheduled designated
ELD, and is essential to the progression of language proficiency.
• English learners also need integrated language development, which is aligned to the identified
essential learnings of other content areas. Integrated ELD supports students in making
meaning of the content instruction, and supports them with the language to participate in 		
meaningful ways.
• Dual language programs need to identify essential learning outcomes for academic content,
English language development, and development of the target language. Student proficiency
should be assessed in English and in the target language to ensure adequate instruction and
to ensure progress in both languages. English learners in dual language programs need
designated ELD and integrated ELD for content taught in English. Additionally, all language
learners in dual language programs require integrated language development in the target
language for content taught in the target language. Integrated language development ensures
students can make meaning of the content, and have the linguistic support needed to produce
language and participate through oral and written discourse.
Additional English learner and dual language guidance/resources can be found in Section 5
of this document.
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USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS

STARTING POINTS
Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

• Guidance Document: Guidance for Districts:
Instructional Design, Instructional Practice, and
Support for All Students

• Ensure that the entire learning community has a
		 clear understanding of the concepts of a
		 guaranteed and viable curriculum and essential
		learnings
• Start with a willing grade-level or content-area
		 team and take them through the process of
		 determining essential learnings and the
		 development of common assessments based
		 on those learnings
• To engage in this process across schools, gather
		 representative teams of teachers to collect
		 feedback from colleagues and then have 		
		 them work together to determine essential
		learnings

• Essential Learning Example: SDCOE Essential
Learnings for Mathematics
• Video: Rebecca DuFour from Solution Tree,
A Focus on Learning and the Four Essential
Questions of a PLC
• Hanover Research: Best Practices for
Standards Based Grading (Section 2)

Reflective Questions:

• What do we want all students to know, be able to do, and to value as they
leave our system?
• How do the teachers make decisions about what to teach?
• How do essential learnings fit within the context of a teaching and learning cycle?
• How can the knowledge of essential learnings help guide educators’
professional discourse?
• What are the enduring understandings, thinking, and performance skills in each grade 		
level, content area, or course?
• What are the essential learnings that are common to all curricula?
• How do essential learnings bring clarity and help make teaching and learning 			
manageable?
• How do essential learnings bring a greater purpose to what is happening in
the classroom?
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Section 2: Measuring and Monitoring Student
Learning and Performance
Essential Questions:
• How can assessment practices promote learning, not simply measure it?
• To what extent do existing policies, structures, and culture reflect our beliefs about learning
and assessment?
• To what extent do I understand the cultural diversity of my students?
• How might learning about students’ backgrounds, cultures, and experiences help me
develop culturally responsive assessments?

At a Glance
Historically, a major role of assessment has been to detect and highlight differences in
student learning in order to rank students according to their achievement. Such assessment experiences have produced winners and losers. Some students succeed early and
build on winning streaks to learn more as they grow; others fail early and often, falling farther and farther behind. Understanding the emotional dynamics of the assessment experience from the student’s perspective is crucial to the effective use of assessments
to improve schools.
Now, more than ever, it is essential to utilize the practices of formative assessment, or
assessment for learning, during planning and instruction to ensure that our assessments
are evaluating a student’s knowledge, not their home life. As schools and districts examine
current practices in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting shifts in learning models
and structures, it is imperative that systems begin to evaluate their assessments in terms
of both the quality of the evidence they yield and the effect they have on future learning.
• High-quality assessment practices encourage further learning.
• Low-quality assessments and practices hinder learning.
Educational systems must abandon the limiting belief that adults represent the most
important assessment consumers or data-based decision-makers in schools. Students’
thoughts and actions regarding assessment results are at least as important as those of
adults. The students’ emotional reaction to results will determine what they do in
response. (Stiggins, 2007)
Spotlight on Equity
Culturally Responsive Assessment (CRA) should be part of a balanced and comprehensive
assessment system. CRA provides an intentional focus on conducting assessment in ways
that recognize and support the needs of our increasingly diverse student populations
while attending to issues of equity. Assessment approaches that are culturally appropriate
more effectively promote academic achievement for students from diverse backgrounds.
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For example, English learners thrive in an assets-based environment. However, it is far
more common that they experience a deficit-based assessment system that measures
deficits in English, but ignores linguistic, cultural, and academic assets developed in a
student’s primary language. (Additional guidance/resources can be found in Section 5 of
this document.)
				 Additional guidance/resources can be found in Section 5 of this document.
At the heart of a balanced and effective assessment system is the formative assessment
process. Often misunderstood, formative assessment is not a specific kind of test. Rather,
formative assessment is a planned, ongoing process used by all students and teachers
during learning and teaching to elicit and use evidence of student learning to improve
student understanding of intended disciplinary learning outcomes, and support students
to become more self-directed learners.

Purposes of Assessment
Assessment answers the question, “How
do we know what students know and can
do?” There are many methods and opportunities to uncover that information.
Formative, diagnostic, and summative are
the three main types of assessment used
in the classroom, all for different purposes.
Formative assessment is a process teachers and students use during instruction
that provides feedback to adjust ongoing
teaching moves and learning tactics. It is
not a tool or an event, nor a bank of test
items or performance tasks. Well-supported by research evidence, it improves students’ learning in time to achieve intended
instructional outcomes.
(CA ELA/ELD Framework, 2014)
Diagnostic assessments are administered in advance of instruction with the intention of determining current levels of understanding, misconceptions, areas of strength, and places for growth
or targeted intervention.
Summative assessment, or assessment of learning, is intended to provide information on
students’ levels of achievement after a period of learning has occurred. Summative assessments
are intended to evaluate what has been learned and the level of achievement is typically
communicated to the students with a score or grade.
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Formative assessment and summative assessment are both critical and necessary parts of a
balanced and comprehensive assessment system. Formative assessment differs from
summative assessment in that the evidence derived is used to immediately adjust teaching
and learning and set goals for continuous improvement. Formative assessment is used to drive
learning and provide ongoing feedback as part of the learning process, while summative
assessment evaluates student learning by certifying that the learning occurred.
The Formative Feedback Cycle
Where am I going? Where am I now? Where
to next? First crafted in 2001 (Atkin, Black,
and Coffey, 2001), these three questions were
intended to help teachers integrate the
formative process into classroom instruction,
and were later endorsed as a means for
students to have a clear path ahead.
Formative assessment is in essence a feedback loop that identifies the gap between
student knowledge and the intended learning
goals, with an emphasis on actions being
taken to close the gap (Sadler, 1989).
Where am I going? Building blocks, learning
goals, success criteria
Learning goals are the big ideas that describe what students will learn (not what they will do) during
a lesson (one or more class periods of learning). The aligned success criteria explain what students
will make, say, do, create, or write as evidence of achieving the learning goal. Well-written
success criteria support students’ ability to internalize learning goals and self-regulate their learning
Where am I now? Elicit and interpret
evidence of learning to identify a gap in
knowledge

Formative assessment can dramatically
enhance the quality of instruction, but only if
educators understand what it is — and isn’t.

Teachers must model how to elicit and
use evidence of learning but the ultimate work of formative assessment is to
help students demonstrate their learning
in ways that work best for students and
teachers. Ultimately, students should be
the ones primarily responsible for
tracking and documenting evidence of
learning, both to show their progress

			— (Popham, 2009)
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along the way (practice, formative basis) and to show their attainment of the learning goal (final
products, demonstrations, summative tasks).
Students and teachers generate feedback based on success criteria that do not include grades,
scores, or comparisons to others. Effective feedback aligns to content, provides the “just right”
amount with the “just right” timing, leads to next steps in learning, and supports self-regulation.
For students to learn how to monitor and self-correct their work, they must have regular opportunities to self-assess.
Where to next?
The last step is the responsive action and contingent teaching and learning. It asks students and
teachers to work together to determine the responsive action and then give additional opportunities for demonstrations of learning. Tasks, activities, and assessments are only formative if you do
something with the evidence. This calls for very intentional and deliberate planning so that, in the
moment, you are prepared to address student misconceptions and needs. It asks teachers and
students to consider:
• How far along are students toward mastery?
• What opportunities do students have to practice or use feedback?
• What am I doing with this data?
• What other instructional strategies support learners besides re-teaching?
The Role of Assessment Practices in Supporting Student Agency
When students share responsibility with their teachers for learning, they are no longer passive
recipients of instruction. Instead, they become active agents in their own learning and are able
to respond to feedback, set goals, create self-oriented feedback loops to monitor their progress
toward goals, and adapt their learning strategies when they perceive it necessary to meet the
goals (SAAL, 2016). We can see that agency is present when students take charge of who, what,
where, why, and when they learn. This includes choice, self-awareness, self-management, social
relationships, responsible decisions, time management, organization, and self-regulation on the
way to a long-term, personalized goal (NGLC, Friday Focus, January 2016).
Key Findings
•
		
•
•
		
		
		
		
•
		
		

Formative assessment, also known as assessment for learning, has the greatest impact on
student learning.
Teachers and students are partners in the assessment for learning process.
Assessment for learning turns day-to-day assessment into a teaching and learning process
that enhances (instead of merely monitoring) student learning. Extensive research
conducted around the world shows that by consistently applying the principles of
assessment for learning, we can produce impressive gains in student achievement,
especially for struggling learners (Black and Wiliam, 1998).
Assessment for learning begins when teachers share achievement targets with students,
presenting those expectations in student-friendly language accompanied by examples of
exemplary student work.
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•
		
•
		

Appropriate and meaningful feedback has a significantly greater impact on student
learning and success than grades do.
Frequent self-assessments provide students (and teachers) with continual access to
descriptive feedback in amounts they can manage effectively without being overwhelmed.

Moving Towards Equitable Assessment Practices
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Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS

STARTING POINTS
Clarify Intended Learning
Determine learning goals, or what students will
know by the end of the lesson. Goals describe big
ideas or concepts and reflect academic standards.
Learning goals are written in student-friendly
language.
Establish success criteria, or the evidence teachers
and students use to determine how students are
progressing toward learning goals. They are also
written in student-friendly language.

Formative assessment: An enabler of learning,
Margaret Heritage
Formative Assessment,
Dylan Wiliam (video)
Learning Goals and Success Criteria,
SDCOE Research Brief

Elicit Evidence of Learning
Teachers need to identify the truly pivotal building
blocks that students must learn on their way to
mastering a more distant curricular outcome. An
optimal time for collecting assessment evidence is
after addressing those building blocks instructionally.
This collection of student evidence connected to
building blocks of learning progressions, which
become frameworks for well-planned formative
assessment.

Tasks to Elicit Evidence of Learning,
SDCOE Research Brief

Interpret Evidence of Learning
Teachers must decide whether to use
assessment-elicited evidence only to adjust their
own instruction or whether to provide students
with this evidence as well. The interpretation and
communication around learning are critical to
supporting student learning.

TEAL Center Fact Sheet No. 9: Formative
Assessment, Teaching Excellence in Adult
Literacy (TEAL)

Questioning, Dylan Wiliam (video)
Linking Classroom Assessment Student
Learning, Educational Testing Service (ETS)

Peer and Self Assessment Sentences Starters,
SDCOE
Self- and Peer Assessment,
Dr. Heidi Andrade (video)
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The Formative Feedback Process
Feedback in an assessment for learning
context occurs while there is still time to take
action. Effective descriptive feedback focuses on
the intended learning, identifies specific strengths,
points to areas needing improvement, suggests
a route of action students can take to close the
gap between where they are now and where
they need to be, takes into account the amount of
corrective feedback the learner can act on at one
time, and models the kind of thinking students will
engage in when they self-assess.

Feedback on Learning, Dylan Wiliam (video)

Act on Evidence of Learning
Teachers determine and initiate appropriate
instructional next steps. These may not be the
same for all students and must take into consideration each student’s readiness, interests, and
learning preferences.

Three Ways to Put Assessment Data to Work in
the Classroom, NWEA

Six Insights About Feedback, WestEd brief
Seven Keys to Effective Feedback,
Educational Leadership, ASCD

Immediate Instructional Adjustments Based on
Assessed Performance, ASCD

Students receive feedback that is specific about
what they need to do next in the learning process.

Learner Agency
Learner agency is the set of skills, mindsets, and
opportunities that enable learners to set purposeful
goals for themselves, to take action in their learning to move toward those goals, and to reflect and
adjust learning behaviors as they monitor their
progress toward their goals.
In order to support students in developing self-efficacy and agency in their learning trajectory, it is
critical that educators embrace the foundational
view that formative assessment is not a specific
instrument. Instead, formative assessment is conceptualized as a practice and a process centered
on the idea of feedback loops in which both teacher
and student use information to “alter the gap” so as
to further learning. (Heritage, 2010)
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Reflective questions
• How can we design and implement systems of ongoing formative assessment
that support student learning, rather than simply evaluating students?
• How can we go beyond academic achievement to measure a broader range of the skills
and dispositions necessary for success in college, career, and community?
• How can assessment empower students to develop greater agency in their own learning?
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Section 3: Grading
Guidance
Traditional grading practices often do not
reflect an accurate description of student
learning and include behavior-related
expectations. Equitable grading practices
increase student motivation, more accurately reflect student learning, and are

Are we, by using, supporting, and not
interrogating traditional grading practices,
accessories to the inequities in our schools?
			— J. Feldman, 2019

based upon non-biased data. Educators view the purpose of grades from different perspectives,
which often leads to variance in student grades within the same school or district. Engaging
teachers about the purpose of grading is an early entry point into equitable grading practice.
According to Feldman (2019), grading accuracy, bias resistance, and student motivation are
three pillars for grading reform.
Three entry points emerged from the literature: modified traditional grading practices,
standards-based grading, and competency-based grading. Staff and community engagement
are the starting points for meaningful grading reform.

How are current grading practices consistent with our district/school beliefs
and actions for equitable outcomes for all students?
Background Data and Rationale
Merits of Equitable Grading Practices
Equitable grading practices are more accurate of student learning and reduce achievement
gaps. Equitable grading practices decrease failing grades, particularly among low-income
students and students of color. Equitable Grading Initiative finds equitable grading results in
greater correlation between grades and standardized test scores, particularly with increases for
low-income students. Equitable grading practices have a correlation to motivation and classroom culture, especially for students who have experienced years of failure. Equitable grading
builds the relationship to students and increases the motivation to do more for students
(Feldman, 2019). Students don’t always learn things the first time through or within the time
frame dedicated to the unit. That is why we need equitable grading practices that meet the
flexibility and needs to adapt to what students need (Sturgis, 2020). Students can become
drivers of their own learning as they commit to be active participants in learning. The teacher
becomes an ally and warm demander as part of their
commitment (Hammond, 2015).
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Key Findings
Equitable Grading Practice Begins with Engagement
Whether districts/schools are engaging in larger system change, such as standards-based
grading, competency-based learning, or modifying their traditional system, engaging the
community of teachers, parents, and students is the starting point (Hanover, 2016, Brookhart,
2011, Townsley Buckmiller, 2017). Both incremental and whole-system change possess benefits
and challenges that need to be considered early in the reform process. Developing a shared
commitment and purpose about grading forms a solid foundation for grading reform.
Stakeholder engagement regarding grades and student learning forms the foundation of
shared understanding for system change. Engaging staff about beliefs, purpose, and audience
of grades is the launching point for each of the three grade-reform entry points. Grade reform
involves many decisions that are best made with the district/school community rather than to the
community.
Purpose of Grading
Initial dialogue about grading may be best served by gaining common understanding and
consensus about the purpose of grading. Six common grading purposes may exist with any
school staff (Reeves, Guskey, O’Connor, Feldman):
•
•
•
•
•
•

Communicate achievement
Student self-evaluation
Student grouping/selection
Learning incentives
Instructional decisions
Highlight lack of student effort

Pillars of Equitable Grading
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Grade Reform
Modifying Traditional System
Reeves, Jung, and O’Connor (2017) recommend four grade policies as a starting point for
shifting traditional practice. Some of those shifts include eliminating the following: averaging
all grades, grading homework, zero on a 100-point scale, and grading behavior and late-work.
These four areas of focus fit within a larger context of student feedback emphasizing practices that
are fair, accurate, specific, and timely. Although there are many other starting points, Reeves,
Jung, and O’Connor suggest: “We have seen overly ambitious grading-reform initiatives stopped
dead in their tracks because of the overwhelming and threatening nature of the changes.”
Consideration should be given to your district context and the number and type of policy
changes to initiate.

Standards-Based System:
Standards-based grades are determined based on students’ proficiency on a predetermined
set of skills with the goal of more clearly communicating students’ academic strengths and
weaknesses to students, parents, and other educators (Scriffiny, 2008). Many schools utilize
standards-based rubrics and proficiency scales to determine scores for each standard, but
then convert the scores into a traditional letter grade or percentage (Marzano Hefflebower,
2011). With standards-based grading, teachers are encouraged to stop increasing or decreasing
a student’s academic grade due to nonacademic behaviors such as effort, homework
completion, attendance, punctuality, class participation, academic integrity, or extra credit.
(O’Connor and Wormeli, 2011).
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Standards-based grading is an intentional way for teachers to track their students’ progress and
achievements while focusing on helping students learn and reach their highest potential. It is
based on students showing signs of mastery or understanding various lessons and skills. In fact,
many districts across the country have embraced the idea for decades. Standards-based grading is a way to view student progress based on proficiency levels for identified standards rather
than relying on a holistic representation as the sole measure of achievement — or what Marzano
and Heflebower called an “omnibus grade.” Standards-based grading is often contrasted with a
more traditional approach to grading and assessment. Instead of the all-or-nothing, percentages-and-letter-grades approach, standards-based approaches consider evidence of learning and
the data it produces in different ways (Schoology Exchange, 2020).
The Every Student Succeeds Act (formerly No Child Left Behind) mandates that schools can no
longer fail students who are not able to demonstrate proficiency in school and move them onto
the next grade level. All students must be proficient. Schools and districts must now ensure their
system is set up to develop and prepare students rather than just sorting them out. Grades must
be more reflective of learning (Schoology Exchange, 2020).
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Competency or Mastery-Based Learning:
According to Townsley and Schmid (2020), mastery-based learning is a framework often
attributed to Benjamin Bloom (1973). In this theory, Bloom predicates that students learn at
different rates; therefore, if learners are provided additional time and appropriate support, nearly
everyone has the potential to learn at a high level. Competency-based education axioms such
as incorporating explicit learning outcomes, providing a flexible time to master skills, and criterion-referenced testing are a natural output of courses using mastery grading. Mastery-based
grading is an application of mastery-based learning in which three defining characteristics are
present: (1) students are provided a list of objectives that cover the course content, (2) “mastery”
of an assignment is rewarded rather than partial credit, and (3) students are provided multiple
opportunities to demonstrate “mastery” on an assignment (Kelly, 2020). Competency-based
learning is self paced, which allows for self-directed time management. Increased responsibility
for the learner also necessitates the development of skills throughout the educational
experience for both students and teachers.
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Spotlight on Strategies and Practices
Traditional grading practices have been used for generations and are based on a combination
of academics and behavior to show mastery. For over 20 years, there have been discussions
about modifying the current system or changing the system altogether in support of providing
a more equitable grading system for all. Enhancing or improving traditional grading practices
requires a full systems change that involves input from stakeholders. Below is a snapshot of key
considerations when starting one of the three systems: modified traditional, standards-based,
and competency- or mastery-based grading.
All System Considerations – Starting Points
• Engage stakeholders in the process.
• Analyze current grading practices to understand the (school/district) system (board policies,
		 school policies, classroom practices, grading scales, and data as it relates to equity/student
		groups).
• Identify barriers that may prevent a systems change.
• Host a discussion and come to a consensus on the purpose of grading.
• Establish a clear focus/purpose for the reformed grading system.
• After selecting the appropriate grading system, establish a common understanding
		 or define what it means for your district/school.
• Develop an implementation plan over time (Year 1, Year 2, etc.), ending with the ideal state
		 of the grading system.
• Identify teaching teams or professional learning communities to support the work
		 (curriculum/standards maps, student needs, grading, etc.).

Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

STARTING POINTS

USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS

Modifying Traditional System

Beyond Standards Based Grading: Why equity
needs to be part of grade reform, J. Feldman

Considerations
• Engage staff in beliefs about grading and
		reporting
• Develop consensus about the purpose of
		 grading and reporting
• Align practices with common understanding
• Develop consistent grading practices
• Equitably align grades/assessments
• Outline proficiency scales
• Communicate to stakeholders
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Standards-Based System

Standards-based System

Considerations
• Develop proficiency scales or standards		 aligned rubrics to communicate progress to
		 wards mastery of standards
• Remove the non-academic factors from
		 academic grades
• Create opportunities for students to revise
		 and reassess as they master standards
• Support student progress while focusing on
		 helping students learn and reach their highest
		potential
• Ensure adequate training, materials, and
		 ongoing support for standards-based grading
		 to staff
• Outline assessments and grading policies
• Determine appropriate formative and
		 summative assessments

Schoology
San Diego Unified Standards-based Grading
Policy
Standards-Based Teaching and Learning Cycle
(Colorado Department of Education)
Getting High School Students Ready for College:
A Quantitative Study of StandardsBased Grading
Practices
A comprehensive list of standard-based
grading articles
Beyond Standards-Based Grading

Elementary:
• Develop a system that ensures the use
		 of multiple means to assess mastery of
		 standards/skills to include reassessment and
		 revision of work
• Develop report cards that reflect standards by
		 each grade level
• Identify which standards will be taught and
		 assessed during each grading period in each
		 grade level
• Measure students by progress toward
		standards

Standards-based Grading: Implementation
and Impact

Secondary:
• Develop a system that ensures the use of
		 multiple means to assess mastery of
		 standards/skills to include reassessment and
		 revision of work
• Ensure that grades include nonacademic
		factors
• Identify which standards will be taught and
		 assessed during each grading period
• Measure students by progress toward
		standards.
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Competency or Mastery-Based System
Considerations
• Design a learning path for students that
		 allows for learners to engaged in self-paced
		learning
• Develop flexible scheduling based on
		 student needs
• Allow students to progress by demonstrating
		 mastery, regardless of place, time, or pace of
		 learning (CDE)
• Develop learning targets broken down for
		students
• Create single point rubrics for each standard
		 that reflect whether a student does not meet,
		 meets, or exceeds expectations
• Develop a project-based system that is 		
		 aligned to the students individual
		 learning path

Competency or Mastery-Based System
Redesign Mastery Framework
Progress and Proficiency
How Mastery-Based Learning Can Help Students
of Every Background Succeed
Grading for Mastery, Not Mystery
Mastery Learning in Action
Alternative grading practices: An entry point for
faculty in competency-based education

Reflective Questions
• How are current grading practices consistent with our district/school beliefs and actions
		 for equitable outcomes for all students?
• How do we co-construct the vision and goals of grading practices that address the
		 disproportionality of trends of historically marginalized students?
• How are current grading practices allowing for student agency and preparation for college
		 and career?
• In light of your current district initiatives, which entry point/s would have the most impact?
• Factoring in the shifts in practice due to COVID-19, which entry point is the district
		 positioned to engage in at this time?
• What value would conducting an equity lens grading audit, and utilizing identity mindset
		 and skill set provide in service of understanding the system at the district/school level?
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Section 4: Strategies to Address
Learning Acceleration
							
							 At a Glance
							
School districts across the country continue to grapple with impacts from the COVID-19
pandemic, including those related to school closures as well as health, social, financial, and
emotional challenges in the larger community. While there are many uncertainties surrounding
the re-opening of schools for the 2020-21 school year, most are anticipating significant
social-emotional and academic challenges as students return. (Hanover Research, Resource
Compilation: Toolkit to Overcome Learning Loss, 2020)
A Systems Approach Is Required to Support All Students
To improve outcomes for all students over a sustained time period, the entire school system
needs to engage in continuous improvement processes. Mutli-Tiered System of Support (MTSS)
is an integrated, comprehensive framework that aligns academic, behavioral, and socialemotional learning in a fully integrated system of support for the benefit of all students. MTSS
offers the potential to create needed systemic change through intentional design and redesign
of services and supports to quickly identify and match to the needs of all students. Learning
acceleration for students will be more successful if local educational agencies take a systems
approach to supporting students. Implementing an MTSS framework provides the following
benefits:
•
•
			
•
			
•
•
			

Each child receives what they need, when they need it, to thrive socially and academically
Just and fair inclusion is promoted, and creates the conditions in which each person
participates, prospers, and reaches their full potential
The predictability of success and failure that is currently correlated with a child’s ethnicity,
culture, race, or socio-economic status is removed
Inequitable practices that impact each child and their families are interrupted and ended
The social and historical forces that create and maintain systems in which children are
treated differently based on who they are are uncovered and addressed

While taking a systems approach to change is required for sustaining student success over time,
there are evidence-based policies and practices that will enable schools to seize this moment to
rethink school in ways that can transform learning opportunities for students and teachers alike.
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A Focus on Providing Just-in-Time Support to Students That Is
Planned in Intentional and Practical Ways
The key idea is to accelerate student learning rather than remediate it.
Acceleration does not mean speeding through content to cover more ground; rather,
it means intentionally supporting students with knowledge and skills where they
need it, so they can continue with grade-level work.
Strategies for Learning Acceleration
•
			
•
			
•
			

Intentional curriculum design organized thematically or through the
integration of content
Focus on cultural, social, and emotional responsiveness in addition to
academics
Engage students in tutoring (extended learning time) and the development of 		
individualized learning plans

Some information adapted from: How to Accelerate Learning for all Students in the
2020-2021 School Year, The Carnegie Corporation of New York

Key Findings
Why Acceleration Works
The primary focus of remediation is mastering concepts of the past. Acceleration, on the other
hand, strategically prepares students for success in the present. Rather than concentrating on
a litany of items that students have failed to master, acceleration readies students for new
learning. Past concepts and skills are addressed, but always in the purposeful context of future
learning.
From: Learning in the Fast Lane: 8 Ways to Put ALL Students on the Road to Academic Success, Suzy Pepper Rollins

Learning Acceleration Strategy 1: Intentional curriculum design organized thematically or
through the integration of content
What is an integrated unit? Integrated units bring together academic and/or technical subject
areas around a common theme. An effective integrated unit aligns with academic content
standards. It follows from students’ needs and interests, and prepares students for success in
college and career.
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Why design integrated and thematic curriculum?
• Provide fertile ground for high-quality student projects
• Help students and teachers make connections across academic disciplines
• Link academic and technical content and skills foster professional growth by encouraging
			 teachers to go beyond the boundaries of their academic and technical fields
• Establish a culture of professional dialogue about student work
• Connect students and their work to the larger community
• Bring coherence to the curriculum by providing a thematic focus for a school program,
			 a small learning community, or a classroom
What does it take to build a successful integrated and thematic unit?
• Cooperation and teamwork
• Agreement on core learning goals
• Risk-taking and flexibility
• Focus on deeper structures and understandings of a discipline
• Willingness to forego some specific content goals
• Peer observation and feedback
• Encouragement of student ownership
From: High Tech High, Integrated Units: A Planning Guide for Teachers

• Examples of integrated and thematic curriculum developed by the San Diego
			 County Office of Education can be found at: https://bit.ly/SDCOE-Learn
Learning Acceleration Strategy 2: Focus on cultural, social, and emotional responsiveness in
addition to academics
• Take time to cultivate and deepen relationships, build partnerships, and plan for social and
emotional learning (SEL).
			 • Prioritize relationships that haven’t been established, engage in two-way communication,
					 and build coalitions to effectively plan for supportive and equitable learning environments
					 that promote social, emotional, and academic learning for all students.
• Design opportunities where adults can connect, heal, and build their capacity to support students.
			 • Help adults feel connected, empowered, supported, and valued by cultivating collective
					 self-care and wellbeing, providing ongoing professional learning, and creating space for
					 adults to process and learn from their experience.
• Create safe, supportive, and equitable learning environments that promote all students’ social
and emotional development.
			 • Ensure all students feel a sense of belonging; have consistent opportunities to learn
					 about, reflect on, and practice SEL; examine the impact of the pandemic and systemic
					 racism on their lives and communities; and access needed support through school or
					 community partners.
• Use data as an opportunity to share power, deepen relationships, and continuously improve
support for students, families, and staff.
			 • Partner with students, families, staff, and community partners to learn about students’ and
					 adults’ ongoing needs and strengths, and continuously improve SEL and transition efforts.
Source: The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
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Learning Accelerations Strategy 3: Engage students in tutoring (extended learning time) and
the development of individualized learning plans
Extended Learning Time (ELT):
A district- or school-wide high-dosage, one-on-one tutoring program is one of the most cost-efficient ways to improve academic performance and learning recovery. Of all educational interventions, one-on-one tutoring multiple times weekly for students struggling in reading and math
shows the largest educational performance improvement effect sizes. Although one-on-one
tutoring costs several thousand dollars per student annually, districts can defray costs through
grants, community partnerships, and Title I funds for tutorial programs. (Hanover Research.
(2020). Best Practices for Learning Loss Recovery)
Specifically, for students struggling in math and reading, one-on-one high-dosage tutoring (three
times weekly, 50 hours per semester) can improve learning outcomes and make up for learning
loss. Tutoring effect sizes are the largest of all educational interventions, with a 2016 Harvard
study finding the following effects for high-dosage tutoring:
• Math: 20 times more effective than low-dosage tutoring
• Reading: 15 times more effective than low-dosage tutoring
		
(Hanover Research, Best Practices for Learning Loss Recovery)
Dr. Linda Darling Hammond and her colleagues at the Learning Policy Institute also discuss
the impact of ELT and opportunities for all students, with special attention paid to students
with special education needs, students who are English learners, and students who have been
disconnected during the pandemic. ELT is not just an add-on program, field trip, or enrichment
opportunity; it complements the learning that takes place during the typical school day. To better
structure and expand ELT, policymakers and educators can:
1. Infuse high-quality tutoring within and beyond the school day
				There is well-established research on the positive effects of tutoring, which can produce
				large gains that can be achieved cost-effectively both in-person and virtually.
2. Expand high-quality after-school programs
			 Research shows that after-school extensions of learning time, when used well, can
				accelerate learning and reduce the opportunity gap. After-school learning opportunities
				are made more meaningful when they align with the school’s academic learning goals and
				incorporate meaningful activities that engage deeper learning pedagogies with content that
				is connected to students’ cultural backgrounds and lives outside of school.
3. Create high-quality summer programs
				States and districts should plan to provide ELT for students in summer 2021 and in future
				summers, when learning loss typically occurs. Well-designed summer programs have a
				purposeful curriculum, have stable staff, and are culturally relevant and engaging enough
				to stimulate consistent attendance; these programs are most effective when students
				experience them for multiple summers.
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4. Expand the reach and duration of early learning programs
				The gap in learning time between students from lower-income and upper-income families
				begins in early childhood and continues into K-12; therefore, one critical way to expand
				learning time for children is to ensure high-quality early learning. While some part-day
				programs have shown strong results, most of the highly effective programs are full-day.
5. Enact policies and access funding to support expanded learning time
				States can use a variety of federal programs to support districts and schools to add
				instructional days to the calendar and extend the length of the school day to provide
				meaningful increases in learning time for students, including multiple funding streams
				under the Every Student Succeeds Act, CARES Act funds, and state-level funding.
				(Learning Policy Institute, Restarting and Reinventing School: Learning in the Time of
				COVID and Beyond)
By integrating ELT with existing school programs and making it culturally relevant for
students and families, schools and districts can help counteract the negative impacts of
the pandemic.
Individualized Learning Plans
Districts can use individualized learning plans to assess and address different learning levels
caused by COVID-19 school closures. The Michigan Department of Education outlines several
principles that districts can use in creating individualized learning plans, including developing
weekly schedules and ensuring ongoing communication with families. These strategies may
help account for the wide range of learning individual students achieved at the end of the 201920 school year. Individualized learning plans also allow districts and schools to develop targeted
supports for both academic and social-emotional needs.

STRATEGY						DESCRIPTION
Students at the Center
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• Contact families to support student learning through ongoing
communication and collaboration. Communication will not look
the same for every student and family – safety remains the
priority. Provide translations as necessary.
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STRATEGY						DESCRIPTION
Equity and Access

• Set individual goals for each student using knowledge about
them and content area standards.
• Consider how to deliver content depending on tools and
resources accessible to each student.
• Communicate with families about engagement strategies to
support students as they access the learning as families are
critical partners.

Assess Student
Learning

• Use a variety of strategies to monitor, assess, and provide
feedback to students about their learning.
• Use formative assessment results to guide educators’
reflection on instruction’s effectiveness and determine next
steps for student learning.
• Communicate with families about assessment results to inform
them about any needed next steps.
Information adapted from: Hanover Research: Best Practices in Returning to Learning.
Michigan Department of Education

Equity Spotlight
The pandemic has magnified the inequities in our educational systems with marginalized
student populations disproportionately experiencing learning loss. The following
recommendations remind us to prioritize the needs of our most vulnerable students in
mitigating learning loss:
•
			
•
•
•
•
•
•

Seek to continuously understand the experiences, needs, and challenges of your
families and students.
Prioritize in person and synchronous learning opportunities.
Increase personalized outreach and communication, ensuring translation as needed.
Integrate learning opportunities with social emotional learning.
Mitigate academic and linguistic learning loss in both languages for multilingual learners.
Design quality tutoring and summer opportunities to engage and motivate learners.
Increase family engagement opportunities, building capacity to support students at home.

						 For additional guidance and resources, please refer to Section 5.

LEARNING GUIDANCE

SAN DIEGO COUNTY OFFICE OF EDUCATION

|

LEARNING AND LEADERSHIP SERVICES DIVISION

33

ENGAGING STUDENTS
DURING THE PANDEMIC
AND BEYOND

Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

STARTING POINTS

USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS

1.		Experience from prior school closures 		
		suggests districts need to develop a long-		
		term strategy to address learning
		acceleration. Therefore, it is critical to 		
		engage in the implementation of systemwide
		continuous improvement through 			
		frameworks like MTSS.
2. Work with a diverse team of stakeholders 		
		to reimagine the school day to include 		
		opportunities to engage in social and
		emotional learning and extended learning 		
		time based on the needs of each student.
3. Determine the first steps to ensure that all
		children can participate in meaningful 		
		learning experiences each day.
4. Pay special attention to the needs of
		students with disabilities, English learners,
		and those who have been disconnected 		
		from learning during the pandemic.

SDCOE Integrated and Thematic Units of Study
Hanover Research Documents and Reports:
• Resource Compilation: Toolkit to Overcome
			 Learning Loss
• Best Practices in Returning to Learning
• Best Practices for Learning Loss Recovery
High Tech High: Integrated Curriculum Guide
Learning Policy Institute: Restarting and
Reinventing School

Reflective Questions
• How can we harness our new understandings from our experiences during the pandemic as
			 we redesign school?
• How do we create a plan to accelerate student learning that meets the current and
			 long-term needs of our students?
• How do we pay special attention to students with special education needs, students who
			 are English learners, and students who have been disconnected during the pandemic?
• What other challenges should we be anticipating as we plan to accelerate student learning?
• How can we create and expand our community and family partnerships to help us create
			 and implement cost efficient programs such as one-one-one tutoring, after-school programs,
			 and programs that support the social and emotional growth of students?
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Section 5: Implications for Dual Language and
Multi-Language Learners
								
Goal
								All English learners receive quality designated and integrated English language
								development to support their academic and linguistic growth in an affirming
							 environment that values students’ cultural and linguistic resources (CA EL Roadmap)

							 At a Glance
							
English learners (ELs) thrive in an assets-oriented environment but frequently experience a
deficit-oriented environment with limited opportunities and support to successfully engage in
rigorous coursework. The pandemic has magnified the inequities and challenges for English
learners, and ELs are disproportionately at risk for greater learning loss.
In the 2019-20 school year, there were an estimated 1.1 million English learners in California
public schools, which is fewer than in 2018-19. English learners in California are approximately
18% of the student population (CAL-Ed Facts).
The California Department of Education asks local educational agencies to achieve the
following goals:
1.		Ensure that English learners acquire full proficiency in English as rapidly and effectively
				as possible and attain parity with native speakers of English
2. Ensure that English learners, within a reasonable period of time, achieve the same rigorous
			 grade-level academic standards that are expected of all students
The California English Learner Roadmap, the CA ELA/ELD Framework, and the CA ELD
Standards provide critical guidance to support LEAs in achieving these goals.
Key Findings
The California Department of Education (CDE) has determined that both designated and
integrated English language development (ELD) are essential components of a comprehensive
language development program for English language learners. The ELA/ELD Framework
describes in detail the characteristics of high-quality English language development that will
support students in meeting the double challenge of reaching the linguistic and academic goals
at their grade level.
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Both integrated and designated ELD should be intellectually stimulating and challenging, with a
focus on meaning-making. Students should have abundant opportunities for collaboration and
extended interactions. Additionally, during English language development instruction, teachers
use formative assessment to inform instruction, to select appropriate scaffolding, and to provide
meaningful feedback to students.
Integrated ELD is academic English language development provided throughout the instructional
day and across the disciplines. The focal standards during integrated ELD are the content
standards of each of the disciplines, amplified by the use of the CA ELD Standards. The focus
of integrated ELD is on supporting content learning, while developing academic English.
Effective integrated ELD instruction for ELs is engaging, meaningful, and intellectually challenging.
It includes appropriate scaffolding and the use of the student’s primary language and culture as
assets.
The focus of instruction during designated ELD is on academic English language development
rather than content learning, with specific attention to meaningful interactions and learning about
how English works. Designated ELD lessons are carefully planned with clear language objectives
and appropriate scaffolding for each proficiency level. The Proficiency Level Descriptors within
the ELD Standards describe how well ELs at each proficiency level are able to understand and
use English to engage in grade-appropriate academic instruction.
Chapter 8 of the California ELA/ELD Framework contains guidance regarding student
assessment, and it emphasizes the importance of a skilled use of a variety of formative
assessment approaches to gain critical information about student learning that can inform
instructional decisions. Of special relevance for teachers of English learners is the section on
English language development monitoring. The chapter includes guidance and examples on
how to monitor EL students’ progress in writing and oral language. Additionally, Chapter 8
provides sections on peer feedback and student self-assessment that focus on how students
can be included in the assessment process. This is of particular interest for teachers of English
learners because it supports the development of metacognitive skills as well as student
agency and ownership of the learning, which are especially important in supporting English
learner autonomy.
In Chapter 11 of the ELA/ELD Framework, district and school leaders can find information about
the responsibilities for monitoring English learner progress, including a sample plan.
Regarding the assessment of students in dual language programs, the Guiding Principles for
Dual Language Education provide valuable information on best practices, not only on curriculum and instruction, but also on the assessment of content learning and language development,
specific to dual language learners. Additionally, the American Council for Teaching of Foreign
Language has put forth widely used guidance documents for language learners, such as the
Can-Do Statements, the 2012 Proficiency Guidelines, and the Performance Descriptors that can
help language educators assess language learner progress and create performance tasks
targeted to the appropriate performance range.
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In response to the charge to implement California’s comprehensive English Learner Roadmap
policy amidst the challenges of a pandemic, the EL RISE project put forth the Critical Conditions
for English Learners in Distance Learning that assert that English learners must have access to
learning that will:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Invest in relationships and build community
Affirm identify
Support home language
Make learning relevant
Centralize and build language in all lessons
Prioritize oral language
Provide scaffolds and supports
Harness formative assessment
Leverage flexible grouping
Implement Designated ELD
Ensure access and disrupt inequity

Removing barriers and providing opportunities for English learners to develop as expert learners
in distance and hybrid contexts are also important. UDL Best Practices for Distance Learning
can also be used to support students as they learn how to become purposeful and motivated,
resourceful and knowledgeable, and strategic and goal oriented.

Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

STARTING POINTS

USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS
The California English Learner Roadmap
website provides valuable guidance, resources,
and professional learning for improving English
learner outcomes through implementation of the
four principles of the CA EL Roadmap.

Ensure English learners have access to quality
integrated and designated ELD in support of
academic, linguistic, and goals
Provide quality designated ELD, which offers
an opportunity to connect with English learners
to ensure they are engaged and supported in
all their learning. The following ELD guidance
comes from the Curriculum and Instruction
Steering Committee (CISC) ELA/ELD “Padlet of
Padlet” resource:
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•
			
			
•
			
			
			
•
			
			

Connect with Learners - Engage learners
in genuine ways to promote social and
academic wellness
Connect with Learning - Make meaningful
connections to bridge language practice 		
with the content students are learning across
the subject areas
Connect with Language - Establish a focus
for language learning and practice that 		
meets students at their proficiency levels

Plan strategically to implement additional
interventions and supports for English learners
provided by paraeducators.
Get to know your students as multifaceted
individuals, including their family and community
contexts; interests and dreams; virtual learning
experiences; academic, literacy and language
development needs, etc. so you can design
instruction and support that are relevant and
effective.

Critical Conditions provides a rationale,
implications, and useful resource links for each
recommended condition: Critical Conditions for
English Learners in Distance Learning
SDCOE Distance and Blended Learning for
Historically Marginalized Populations provides
webinars, podcasts, and toolkits for supporting
English learners, African American students, and
Native American students
The CISC ELA/ELD Subcommittee —
Newcomer Workgroup developed guidance
modules to assist teachers in grades 6-12 as they
work with newcomers in a remote learning setting
and as they transition back into in-person instruction.
Integrated and Designated ELD Toolkit for
Distance Learning from SDCOE provides guidance
and resources for providing quality, comprehensive
ELD.

Monitor English learner progress closely, both on
content learning and language development, so
you can proactively provide timely interventions
and encourage family support.
Involve students in assessment practices
through self-assessment and peer feedback as
a way to develop self-efficacy, autonomy, and
self-reflection.
Develop metacognitive skills by supporting
students in goal setting and nurturing ownership
of their learning.
Provide ample opportunities for students to
interact and collaborate with each other, creating
a safe classroom environment that invites
student participation and risk taking.
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Reflective Questions
• How well do we know our English learner students (primary language, years in U.S. schools,
and strengths, including cultural and linguistic assets)?
• What data and resources are available to determine students’ academic language
development and content knowledge?
• In what ways are we communicating with our English learner families?
• How will we know when our students have met their language and academic goals?
• What resources and professional development do our educators need to support our
English learners?
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Section 6: Empowering Students by Building on
Assets and Agency
							 At a Glance
							
Engaging students in what they want to learn and how they prefer to learn is part of a restorative
approach to ensure that students have a just and empowering means of learning. Incorporating
student recommendations and perspectives into content and courses integrates youth more
strongly into a democracy and follows the humility and service-orientation proposed by
pedagogical experts such as Paolo Friere. Rather than limiting innovations to distance learning
via rethinking delivery of preset content, opening the innovations to include student flexibility,
options and interests would restructure schooling in more transformative ways.
Due to the global pandemic, student engagement, academic success, and attendance have
been challenges for our schools. Many educators have tried replicating outdated instruction
and assessment practices in a digital setting. Many students report that they are often assigned
busy work that is boring, repetitive, and overwhelming. Distance and hybrid learning provides
an opportunity to re-imagine conventional teaching and learning. Lifting student empowerment
and agency can be an important step in improving teaching and learning and increasing student
outcomes.
Key Findings
Seek to continuously understand the experiences and needs of your families and students
through needs assessments, empathy interviews, and feedback loops.
Continue to redesign, improve, or refine in-person, synchronous, and asynchronous instruction
based on the input and feedback of students and families.
Integrate global competency skills when designing and measuring learning experiences.
The California Global Education Project Global Competence Framework and Global
Competence Indicators and Benchmarks for K-12 Students in California guides educators to
design and measure learning experiences that help them to investigate the world, recognize
diverse perspectives, communicate ideas, and take action.
Support students in obtaining the California State Seal of Biliteracy as a tool to graduating
globally competent, college- and career-ready individuals. Find more information on the SDCOE
State Seal of Biliteracy webpage.
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Spotlight on Strategies on Practices

STARTING POINTS
Provide tasks that do not require the use of
technology. Even for students who have
technology available to them, it is beneficial to
reduce screen time.
Engage students in hands-on activities that
require them to manipulate materials and to be
creative.
Offer students choices to represent their
thinking and demonstrate their learning in a
variety of ways.
Introduce more student control over activities,
schedules, and assessments during remote
learning.
Invite students to develop homegrown projects
related to their own curiosities and interests, or
host a “skill share” to teach something new to
their peer.
Support students in developing organizational
and study skills in a distance-learning and hybrid
environment.

USEFUL RESOURCE LINKS
Suggestions for cultivating organizational/study
skills and the creative expression of learning in
distance and blended learning, SDCOE
Design Your Own Digital Choice Boards,
Catlin Tucker
Empathy Interview Tool, Californian’s Together,
SEAL
How Student Agency Can Ease the Pain of
Remote Teaching and Learning, EdSurge
10 ways students can foster a growth mindset
in students, Prodigy, Carol Dweck
Growth MIndset, Edutopia
Students Deserve a Voice in our Pandemic
Reponse, Education Week
A Framework for Student Goal-Setting,
Edutopia

Help students develop and monitor learning
goals
Support students in developing “success files.”

LEARNING GUIDANCE

SAN DIEGO COUNTY OFFICE OF EDUCATION

|

LEARNING AND LEADERSHIP SERVICES DIVISION

42

ENGAGING STUDENTS
DURING THE PANDEMIC
AND BEYOND

Reflective Questions
• In what ways do our students and families play an active role in our schools and classrooms?
• Do we seek to understand our students’ or families’ perspectives, experiences, input,
and feedback?
• What do we value and measure in our classrooms? What are some indicators of
success for us?
• Do we support a growth mindset and in what ways do we measure growth?
• Do we build in time for reflection about growth from the student, parent, and
teacher perspective?
• What would help us to better understand how to develop family and student agency?
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