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Moving Beyond Grades 
Feedback that Transforms Students, Teachers, and Schools

Part of Opportunity Education’s Webinar Series:
The Quest to Transform the High School Experience

Welcome! 
We will begin shortly. 
If you can see the 
slide and hear the 
music, you are all set. 



Kelsey Cain
Director of Professional Learning
Opportunity Education

● B.A. in Psychology and Africana Studies; Teaching Licensure for K-6 
all subjects, 6-12 Language Arts, Mathematics, and Social Studies

● Focused on helping educators create engaging, skills-focused, and 
active learning communities 

● Interested in elevating student voice and agency in the learning 
process, with an emphasis on both process and product 

● I love my rescue pups and watching sports. Excellent Trivia scribe.  
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Jordan Bulger 
English Mentor, Quest Forward Academy, Santa Rosa 

● B.A. in Classics; M.A. in Comparative Literature; 
M.A. in Teaching

● 14 years as a classroom teacher, 
Kindergarten through College

● Focus on differentiated instruction and S.E.L.

● Golf, golf, and more golf.

3



Ed Vogel 
English Mentor; Quest Forward Academy, Omaha 

● B.S. in Secondary Education; M.A. in English; M.F.A. Writing

● 10 years in high school classrooms. 7 years in public education, 
3 at Quest Forward Academy

● Instructional Coach, Professional Development Coordinator

● Writer, Editor, Reader, Outdoorsman

4



Jolene Zywica, PhD
Senior Director of Learning Strategy
Opportunity Education

● Leads research, design, and evaluation efforts. Provides support 
to school leadership and staff

● Involved in Quest Forward Learning since its inception 

● Prior experiences: PhD in Learning Sciences and Policy, 
Post-doctoral researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, Literacy 
Coach in Chicago Public Schools, Teacher in Pittsburgh H.S., 
Afterschool and summer program designer and facilitator, 
researcher

● Swimming, camping, cooking, gardening, tball coach
5



www.opportunityeducation.org

Please introduce 
yourselves in the 
chat box. 
Your Name, Your Location and School/Organization, Your Role 

Thank you for joining us.

The webinar will be recorded and available. All webinar registrants 
will receive a follow-up email that will include the webinar slide deck, 
recording, and other resources mentioned during the presentation. 



In the next hour, you will...

1. See a live demo of test-free methods to assess 
and empower students. 

2. Learn how Quest Forward students, teachers, 
and schools work together to receive and give 
feedback that tell a more holistic and 
differentiated picture of each student. 

3. Learn about alternatives to tests and grades: 
Artifact Assessment, Skills Checks, and 
Engagement Tracking
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Three
Problems 
Educators
Face

PERVASIVE TESTING 
WITHOUT PURPOSE

1. PASSIVE 
STUDENTS

CONTENT THAT LACKS 
RELEVANCE

2.

3.



Need: A Better Learning 
Model for High School

Students
From passive 
consumption and 
one-size-fits-all learning

To differentiated, student-directed, 
best-fit learning and growth 
supported by engaged teachers

Curriculum
From content-focused 
memorization and 
testing

To project-driven, student-directed 
academic and skills development

Assessments
From pervasive 
quizzes and 
summative grades

Authentic evaluation of both work 
product and work process
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An Integrated Solution
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SKILLS-FORWARD 
CURRICULUM

FEEDBACK-FOCUSED 
ASSESSMENTS

INTEGRATED LEARNING 
MANAGEMENT PLATFORM

All supported by extensive 
teacher professional learning 
and coaching, and change 
management support.
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Quests

Projects and activities 
designed for 
student-directed, active 
learning and 
skill development



FEEDBACK-FOCUSED 
ASSESSMENTS

From pervasive quizzes 
and summative grades

To authentic evaluation of 
work product and work 
process





Grades do not have to be part 
of the day-to-day at schools 
(they’re not at our schools). 

While the end of grades won’t come soon — 
institutions have expectations about how 
performance is communicated — approaches we’ll 
cover today can show how we might get there.

What should assessment accomplish?



Where am I going? 

Where am I now? 

What do I do next?
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Paint a holistic view of each 
student and their progress in 
many dimensions.

What should assessment accomplish?



Formative assessment increases 
student performance.

1. Feedback focused on improving 
skills and understanding

2. A conversation between mentors 
and students, and peers

3. Assessment FOR learning

17Hattie, 2015; Brookhart, 2006; Black & William, 1998  

What should assessment accomplish?



I am not working for A’s, I am 
motivated by my own desire to 
learn and improve. This has 
contributed to me learning to love 
learning... I am less focused on the 
experience or activity, and more 
concerned with what I am 
learning from the work.

-Erich 
QUEST FORWARD ACADEMY OMAHA

In Their Own Words



1. Artifact Assessment: Teachers evaluate 
student work products (“artifacts”) and 
processes for learning, timeliness, effort, and 
appropriate use of resources

2. Skills Check: Teachers evaluate student work 
and processes for how well they reflect 
mastery of skills. Students self-assess.

3. Engagement Tracker: Teachers track 
student engagement in each day’s activities.

Authentic Evaluation of Work Product 
and Process 

[photo of mentor
 and student]

3 Methods for Authentic Evaluation of Product & Process



● Scale for learning, 
timeliness, effort, and 
support from others

● Feedback to student is 
typically delivered in 
class, but can be 
recorded here as well

Artifact Assessment

3 Methods for Authentic Evaluation of Product & Process





● Both teachers and 
students can record 
skills checks

● Can be recorded at any 
time or frequency

● Skills are specific to a 
grade level and 
geography

Skills Check

3 Methods for Authentic Evaluation of Product & Process





● Collected in-class, 
typically at the end

● Teachers can add quick 
observations if needed

● Observations are 
viewed as 
high-frequency, 
low-accuracy metadata

Engagement

3 Methods for Authentic Evaluation of Product & Process





From Design 
to Practice
Assessment that is: 

● Effective
● Efficient
● Collaborative
● Growth-Oriented
● Actionable 

DEEP DIVE



Curriculum that builds...



Curriculum that builds...



Review 
content and 
skills. Connect 
to mastery 
projects. 



DEEP DIVE:  From Design to Practice







Connecting the 
dots between 
artifacts (projects) 



Student Example: Round 1



Feedback on Round 1 



Student Example: Round 2 



Feedback on Round 2 



Artifact Assessment



What can you do tomorrow? 

● Practices that support the shift 
from grading to feedback 

● A step-by-step feedback process 
for all types of artifacts 

BEST PRACTICES
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Set expectations 
by asking: What 
will the students 
learn? What are 
the essential 
questions? 

Intentional Planning: Learning Outcomes 
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Identify which 
Learning Skills 
the students 
will practice 
and how they 
will practice 
them. 

Intentional Planning: Skills Practice
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Review areas 
of growth. 

Intentional Planning: Data Review 
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Scaffold. 
Differentiate. 
Focus In. 

Intentional Planning: Determine Scaffolds and Supports 
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Holistic and Collaborative: Student Feedback 

“Rounding Up”
Create space for 
rethinking and 
growth.

Always circular. 
There are no final drafts.



Round 1: Adrienne Rich, "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers"

The institution of marriage robs women of their individual identity 
and controls them through fear. Aunt Jennifer is creating a screen, 
and the speaker describes how her marriage oppresses her:  “The 
massive weight of Uncle's wedding band / Sits heavily upon Aunt 
Jennifer's hand.”  Later in the poem, the speaker describes the 
image of what will happen even after the aunt is dead.  Even in her 
death, she is bound by the marriage: “When Aunt is dead, her 
terrified hands will lie  / Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered 
by.” Rich establishes the problem of marriage for women, and 
subsequently in the poem, captures her character’s resistance to it.

Use the 
language of 
rounds to 
suggest that 
every version 
is in process.

Holistic and Collaborative: Student Feedback 



Glow: 
Argumentative topic sentence; 
clear topic to the paragraph; 
relevant evidence to the topic.

Grow: 
The paragraph must do more 
to interpret the evidence to show 
how it supports the argument.  

Focus on identifying figurative 
language in each quotation and 
argue how the figurative language 
supports the argument about the 
text’s theme.  
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Holistic and Collaborative: Student Feedback 
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Round 2:

"The institution of marriage robs women of their individual identity and controls them through 
fear. Aunt Jennifer is creating a screen, and the speaker describes how her marriage oppresses 
her:  “The massive weight of Uncle's wedding band / Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer's hand.”  
The poet anthropomorphizes the wedding band, and it sits like a fat man on her hand. The 
ring is a symbol of the oppression of marriage on her creativity and individuality. The band has 
connotations of slavery and chains her down even though her husband is not present.  Later 
in the poem, the speaker describes the image of what will happen even after the aunt is dead.  
Even in her death, she is bound by the marriage: “When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie  
/ Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.” The visual image centers on her dead hands, 
and the diction, “mastered,” connects to slavery.  Aunt Jennifer only appears as a set of hands 
in the text, and even in death, she is dehumanized into just a pair of hands. The terrified and 
dead hands symbolize the unfairness of marriage as an institution beyond just herself.  Rich 
establishes the problem of marriage for women, and subsequently in the poem, captures her 
character’s resistance to it."

Holistic and Collaborative: Student Feedback 



Glow: 
The paragraph has improved its interpretation of the 
poem because it moves skillfully from the micro 
(particular words and phrases) to the macro (thematics)

The paragraph analyzes figurative language 
(anthropomorphism, imagery, symbol, etc) to make 
complex conceptual claims about the poem’s thematics 
(the problem of marriage for women in a patriarchal 
society).   

Grow: 
At present, the paragraph centers on two discrete and 
lengthy passages from the text and their corresponding 
figurative language.  

Next time, center each paragraph on a particular type 
figurative language that appears throughout the text 
and thus go more deeply into an interpretation of the 
poem as a whole.  
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Holistic and Collaborative Feedback | English



Student Reflection

Glow:
“I never really liked poetry, but in learning about 
metaphors and personification, I liked this poem 
because I could see how the parts added up to a 
very powerful whole.  I did a good job connecting 
parts and whole. I liked using a Feminist lens 
because I could really dig into a poem with a 
particular angle in mind. It made the 
interpretation much easier and more relevant.”

Grow:
“I want to keep working on being able to identify 
different types of figurative language so I can 
understand complex poems better.”
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Holistic and Collaborative Feedback | English



I’m challenged differently depending on 
my classes. In English, for example, Jordan 
observes where everyone is, and then he 
gives you feedback depending on where 
you are. He gave me word roots to 
specifically challenge me. If I’m doing 
more, my mentors will push me more. 

-Natasha 
QUEST FORWARD ACADEMY SANTA ROSA

In Their Own Words



Intentional Planning | STEM

Review learning 
outcomes and 
essential 
questions.

 

Identify skills to 
practice.



Instructions for 
Work Products
(Artifacts)

Planning | STEM



Student Artifact: Round 1 

Holistic and Collaborative Feedback | STEM



Student Artifact: Round 2 

Holistic and Collaborative Feedback | STEM



What can you do tomorrow? 

1. Emphasize feedback over grades. 

○ Provide actionable feedback every time 
you review student work.

○ Focus on skills and work processes 
(not just the end product)
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Closing Thoughts



2. Review the big picture. 
○ What is the mastery artifact? 

Intended outcomes and evidence of 
skill demonstration?
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Closing Thoughts

What can you do tomorrow? 



3. Involve students. 
○ Make feedback a collaborative 

conversation, rather than a 
one-and-done teacher task. 
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Closing Thoughts

What can you do tomorrow? 



What would you like to 
learn more about?

www.opportunityeducation.org
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Q&A
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Mark your calendars. Sign 
up for the next webinar on 
empowering students with 
goal setting. 

www.opportunityeducation.org/webinar-empower

1

https://opportunityeducation.org/us/webinar-transform-one-size-fits-all-goals-into-differentiated-planning/


www.opportunityeducation.org

Learn more about Quest 
Forward Learning, and how it 
helps high schools to 
transform.
www.opportunityeducation.org/transform
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www.opportunityeducation.org

Contact us to find out if 
Quest Forward Learning 
could fit your unique school.

info@opportunityeducation.org

3



Explore

www.opportunityeducation.org 
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Kelsey Cain
kcain@opportunityeducation.org
Connect on LinkedIn

Jordan Bulger 
jbulger@questforward.academy
Connect on LinkedIn

Ed Vogel
evogel@questforward.academy 
Connect on LinkedIn

Jolene Zywica, PhD
jzywica@opportunityeducation.org 
Connect on LinkedIn

Connect

www.questforward.academy/omaha

www.questforward.academy/santa-rosa

http://www.opportunityeducation.org
mailto:kcain@opportunityeducation.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kelseycainedu/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jordan-bulger-bb720b66/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/edward-vogel-6a3297127/
mailto:jzywica@opportunityeducation.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/zywica/
http://www.questforward.academy/omaha
http://www.questforward.academy/santa-rosa


Thank you.

www.opportunityeducation.org
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Opportunity Education is a non-profit 
foundation developing and supporting 
life-changing learning programs for 
young adults worldwide. Since 2005, we 
have supported over 1 million students 
in 11 countries.

We help school leaders to shift their 
school's work from content instruction 
and testing to student skills practice 
and growth within a rigorous academic 
program that meets the highest 
standards. 

ABOUT US
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