
 

ABSTRACT 

FREDERICKSON, LINDA GAIL. Parents/Guardians’ Perceptions of Elementary Standards-
Based Report Cards. (Under the direction of Dr. Lisa Bass). 

The purpose of this research was to investigate parents/guardians’ perceptions of the 

current Grades K-5 Standards-Based Report Cards (SBRC) being used in a rural elementary 

school district in North Carolina. Though research related to perceptions of teachers and 

implementation on this topic is more readily available, there is little literature regarding 

perceptions of parents/guardians where a range of Grades K-5 report cards have been used 

for more than five years. The evidence provided by the current study reveals variation in how 

parents view the SBRC and its ability to reflect the academic performance of the students. 

Analysis of district surveys, focus groups, and interviews revealed many opinions, 

questions, and concerns related to the SBRC. Results of the survey analysis revealed mostly 

favorable views of the SBRC, but the comments made on the surveys by parents elaborated 

on their responses and added a level of complexity and contradiction that additional data 

collection in this study worked to reconcile. Similarly, the parents/guardians who were 

interviewed in focus groups or individually shared a wide variety of likes, dislikes, questions, 

and suggestions for the SBRC. Data analysis also indicated that parents/guardians perceived 

the SBRC as helpful for understanding their child’s academic achievement. However, 

familiarity with SBRCs influenced their acceptance of the information in the SBRC. Parents 

valued what teacher said more than what was written on report card. Parents did not always 

understand meaning of the vocabulary used on the report card or the purpose of a SBRC. 

Epstein's (1995) Framework of Six Types of Involvement was used to frame how 

school districts can improve parent/guardians’ use of SBRCs. Recommendations were made 



 

for five of these six types: communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, 

and collaborating with the community. For example, school districts should:  ensure day-to-

day grading is consistent with what is reported on the SBRC; form a committee made up of 

parents, teachers, guardians, and community members when considering making changes to 

the report card; and offer information and resources to parents on how to assist students to 

improve skills on various class and school assessments. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Many credit the beginnings of recent initiatives related to student grading to the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which took effect in January of 2002 (Guskey, 

2011). This federal act mandated all students to be rated as “proficient” in language arts and 

mathematics by 2014 (NCLB, 2002), yet current data indicate that these proficiency 

expectations were not met. According to reporting done for the 2013-2014 school year, only 

58.6% of students were proficient in all areas of end-of-year testing, with a low of 42.2% for 

eighth-grade math and a high of 60.2% for English 11 (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2014). 

As a replacement for NCLB, the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 was signed into 

law by President Obama, and takes full effect in the 2017-2018 school year. Although this 

legislation reduces much of the federal government's control in education policy on matters 

ranging from testing and teacher quality to low-performing schools, it still emphasis 

standards-based education (Klein, 2016) which creates a need for Standards-Based Report 

Cards (SBRC). 

The controversy of grading and report cards can be traced much further back than 

NCLB. Indeed, SBRC can be linked to Benjamin Bloom’s (1956) philosophy based on 

higher-order thinking skills that led to what was then called outcome-based reform. This 

movement shifted attention from rote memorization to performance-based accountability. 

More specifically, Bloom's Taxonomy uses a multi-tiered scale to express the level of 

expertise required to achieve each measurable student outcome. 

The 1983 Nation at Risk report sponsored by the Reagan administration highlighted 
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federal education goals and objectives that provided momentum for outcomes-based reform. 

Similar federal education advocacy efforts were later seen during the Bush and Clinton 

administrations, respectively entitled America 2000 and Goals 2000. These lofty goals came 

with much public debate about what should be taught, how it should be taught, and how to 

determine and report proficiency, which relate to the current study’s research. As Guskey 

(2001) wrote: 

The issue of grading looms on the horizon for educators today. With student learning 

standards established in nearly every state and assessment procedures to measure those 

standards in place, elementary and secondary educators alike now face the daunting 

challenge of how best to grade and report student learning in terms of those standards. 

(p. 1) 

One innovative approach to reporting and issuing student grades is standards-based grading, 

which, generally speaking, focuses on learning as the goal of report cards. Standards-based 

grading, particularly parents’ perception of the resulting report cards, is the subject of the 

current study, and is discussed in more detail below. 

Standards-Based Grading 

Standards-based grading focuses on students’ achievement of learning outcomes 

rather than their performance on assignments and assessments, in which “students are 

evaluated based on their proficiency in meeting a clearly-articulated set of course objectives 

(McTighe & Tomlinson, 2006). Many educational leaders and organizations promote 

standards-based teaching and accountability, as well as lead seminars and provide templates 

for SBRCs. For example, in an issue of the journal Educational Leadership that was notably 

dedicated entirely to effective grading and accountability practices, Brookhart (2011) 
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emphasizes the importance of determining the purpose of grades. She shares, “But even 

though opinions about why grades are important differ, more and more educators are 

beginning to question traditional grading practices that were developed to sort students into 

learners and non-learners, not to support learning for all” (Brookhart, 2011, p. 70). That is, 

many have begun to critique the very purpose of grading, asking whether it serves the goal of 

learning at all. 

Thomas Guskey has spent years researching and promoting standards-based grading, 

and was one of the researchers featured in the special issue of Educational Leadership 

referenced above. At the time of the current study, he and his colleagues had been working 

for several years with the Kentucky Department of Public Instruction to implement 

standards-based grading and report cards in Grades K-12. Based on his research, Guskey 

(2011) identified five obstacles to grading reform, and as a result claimed that 1) grades 

should provide the basis for differentiating students, 2) grade distribution should resemble a 

normal bell-shaped curve, 3) grades should be based on students’ standing among classmates, 

4) poor grades prompt students to try harder, and 5) students should receive one grade for 

each subject or course (p. 17-19). 

Moreover, grades have long been identified by those in the measurement community 

as prime examples of unreliable measurement because huge differences exist among teachers 

in the criteria they use when assigning grades. Even in schools where established policies 

offer guidelines for grading, there is often significant variation remaining in individual 

teachers’ grading practices. Even more, the unique adaptations used by teachers in assigning 

grades to English language learners and students with disabilities make the variation in 

grading practices much wider still (Guskey, 2006, 2009). 
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Of note is the fact that these varying grading practices result in part from the lack of 

formal training teachers receive on grading and reporting (Guskey, 2006, 2009). Most 

teachers have limited knowledge of various grading methods, the advantages and 

shortcomings of each, or the effects of different grading policies on students. Thus, most 

simply replicate what they experienced as students. As the nature of these experiences varies 

widely, so do the grading practices and policies that teachers employ. Thus, it is rare that 

teachers’ grading policies and practices reflect what has been recommended by researchers 

by aligning with a standards-based approach. Table 1 below provides an overview of the 

differences between the traditional and standards-based grading systems, as adapted from 

O’Connor (2002). 

 
 
 
Table 1: Traditional Versus Standards-Based Grading 

Traditional Grading System Standards-Based Grading System 
A percentage system based on assessment methods such 
as quizzes, tests, homework, and projects. 

Standards are criterion or proficiency-based. 
Criteria and targets are made available to students 
ahead of time. 

One grade is given per assignment or assessment. Grade is based on learning goals and performance 
standards. 

Many items are used for assessment, such as effort, 
behavior, and achievement. 
Extra credit may be given, or points may be subtracted 
for being late. 

Achievement and behavior are separated. 
No extra credit. 
No penalty for late work. 

All grades are recorded. Only selected assessments like tests, quizzes, and 
projects are used for grading purposes. 

An average of all work is included in the gradebook, 
versus selecting best work and improvement during the 
end of the grading period. 

The most recent evidence of learning when grading is 
emphasized most and not everything recorded is used 
to determine grade. 

 
 
 
 

Standards-based approaches to grading and reporting address practice and policy 

grading dilemmas in two important ways (Guskey, 2006, 2009). First, they require teachers 

to base grades on explicit criteria derived from the articulated learning standards. This means 

that, to assign grades, teachers must analyze the meaning of each specific standard and 
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decide what evidence best reflects its successful achievement. Second, standards-based 

approaches to reporting compel teachers to distinguish product, process, and progress criteria 

when assigning student grades. 

 The scholarly support for standards-based grading is strong. For instance, Ken 

O’Connor (2011), who is widely known as an expert in grading and reporting, firmly 

believes standards-based teaching and grading will improve academic achievement. His 

research has been put into practice in his current work with companies like Pearson to 

promote electronic reporting systems and SBRCs. He is joined by Thomas Guskey as well as 

many others including Robert Marzano, Richard Stiggins, Douglas Reeves, Carol Ann 

Tomlinson, and Lee Ann Jung, to name a few, all of whom have provided a wealth of support 

for standards-based grading and report cards (Guskey, 2013; Jung & Guskey, 2007; 

Marzano, 2000; Reeves, 2010; Stiggins, 2005; Tomlinson, 2005). To summarize their 

research briefly, they all concur that it is very important to identify the “purpose” of the 

report card. In addition, they challenge educators to reflect on the reason report cards are 

given in the first place, and what they are expected to portray. More detailed information 

regarding researchers and findings is shared in the Chapter Two literature review. 

Standards-Based Grading in North Carolina 

Standards-based grading is being implemented in many school districts across the 

United States, and North Carolina is no exception. Wake County Public Schools is the largest 

school district in the state, and began using SBRCs as early as 2001 through pilot programs 

(Paeplow, 2011). All the county’s elementary schools began implementing the standards-

based system in 2008. Such report cards mark student performance with levels of 1 to 4 to 

indicate whether the student has met the expectations set by the state in the Standard Course 
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of Study, as well as whether the student has the necessary skills and concepts to be successful 

in the next quarter or upcoming grade level. 

This study focuses on one of eight elementary schools in a rural school district that 

began piloting standards-based grading at the beginning of the 2010 school year in Grades K-

2. During the 2011 school year, a professional learning community (PLC) composed of 

elementary teachers from across the district met monthly to examine essential skills and to 

make suggestions for the best reporting format. In 2011, two additional elementary schools 

incorporated standards-based grading as well. By 2012, all eight elementary schools began 

sending home SBRCs to its K-5 students every nine weeks. Most of the foundational work 

for the report card design and terminology was accomplished by curriculum resource 

teachers, classroom teachers, and school administrators. 

Standards-based grading is not a new concept in the school system, but using SBRCs 

has only evolved in the past 10 years. It is a shift from the tradition of just giving a summary 

grade in the subjects of math and reading, to instead issuing students a mark for each 

essential skill. Originally, the curriculum resource teachers in the school system divided the 

standard course of study into essential skills for each nine-week grading period. To merge 

standards-based grading with the NC Wise (North Carolina Student Information System, 

n.d.) computerized system (now upgraded to Parent Portal), each of the skills were keyed 

into the database. Parent Portal is part of the “Home Base” (North Carolina Student 

Information System, n.d.) computerized system used in North Carolina to track student data, 

and is available to parents to view grades, attendance, grade history, and more. Due to format 

limitations, the first report card was not perceived as very teacher-or parent-friendly. It was 

described as difficult to read, and looked more like a college transcript than a report card. In 
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response, teachers rebelled, and the school district elected to create their own report card 

based on input from teachers and curriculum specialists. 

Statement of the Problem 

Reeves (2010) notes the controversy around the matter of report cards and grading in 

today’s educational system: 

I don’t know of a more controversial topic in educational policy right now than student 

grading. It is front-page news in national newspapers, and articles about grading policy 

can attract angry and emotional responses from parents, teachers, administrators, and 

other interested citizens. (p. 48) 

A few years later, Reeves (2014) added, “Standards-Based Grading is one of the 

controversial issues in education today. The two sides of the debate can be contentious, even 

rancorous, challenging one another’s motives and concern for children” (n.p.). 

Swan, Guskey, and Jung (2014) examined parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of 

standards-based and traditional report cards by conducting research in a midsized Kentucky 

school district. During the first two marking periods, all parents/guardians received both a 

traditional report card in which teachers assigned a single overall grade for each subject, as 

well as a SBRC that included marks for individual standards within subjects. After midyear, 

parents completed a survey asking them which reporting method they preferred, and why. 

Teachers at a nearby district that was considering adopting SBRCs were also similarly 

surveyed by Swan et al. (2014). Their findings indicated that parents overwhelmingly 

preferred the SBRC, and teachers who were considering adopting SBRCs had positive views 

overall; notably, though, they were not nearly as supportive of SBRCs as the parents who had 

received them at the nearby district (Swan et al., 2014). 
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Purpose of the Study 

For the current study, the goal was to look beyond initial implementation of 

standards-based reporting. Because a SBRC had been implemented in the participating 

district more than six years prior to this research, this study sought to learn more about 

parents’/guardians’ perceptions of the current report card. 

The purpose was not to gain more insight into teacher perspectives, as this issue has 

been examined by others (Guskey 2001; 2006; 2009; 2011). However, while research 

regarding teachers’ perceptions and the implementation of standards-based grading is readily 

available, there is little material on the perceptions of parents/guardians. This study sought to 

fill this gap. 

Research Questions 

The current study explored the following research questions to better understand how 

parents and guardians view SBRCs: 

1. How do parents/guardians understand SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

3. Do parents/guardians believe SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge and 

skills? (Perception) 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRC to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 
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Conceptual Frameworks 

A combination of conceptual frameworks and methodologies informed this study. 

Research included analysis of anonymous surveys as well as direct human communication 

and interaction through focus groups and interviews. Specifically, social constructivism, 

Dervin’s (1998) Sense-Making theory, and Epstein’s (1995) model of parental involvement 

are applied in the study. 

Social constructivism is defined as a theory of learning or meaning making, in which 

individuals create their own new understanding from the interaction between what they 

already know and new knowledge they gain (Richardson, 2003). Dervin’s (1998) Sense-

Making is explicitly discussed in Chapters Four and Five, in which this study’s findings and 

analyses are presented. This represents a framework of human communication that helps us 

to “understand how we might actually change our communication practices for the better” 

(Dervin, Foreman-Wernet, & Lauterbach, 2003, p. 9). Report cards like the SBRC are a form 

of written communication between the teacher and the parent regarding student’s academic 

performance, and the current study sought to inform research and practice by surveying and 

interviewing parents about their thoughts and impressions of the SBRC. In other words, with 

Dervin’s methodology as a foundation, this research sought to understand how parents make 

sense of SBRC. For the current study, then, employing the Sense-Making Methodology 

allowed for the sharing of findings that may help school districts better understand parent 

perceptions and, as a result, improve communication with parents through the SBRC. 

 Epstein’s (2002) model points to many factors on which schools can focus to 

facilitate strong parental involvement, while keeping things centered on the student. These 

include communication with families about school programs and student progress, as such 
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dialogues between the school and the home can arguably only help to keep parents more 

involved. Another of Epstein’s factors relates to schools providing more opportunities for 

students to learn at home by encouraging teachers to design homework that students can 

share and discuss with their parents; this enables families to be involved with their children’s 

academic growth via homework, goal setting, and other curriculum-related activities. Even 

including families as participants in school decisions, governance, and advocacy activities 

through school councils or improvement teams, committees, and parent organizations 

empowers them through decision-making while working to improve their involvement. 

The results may be used to improve communication between the school and the 

student’s home via the report card. This improvement can also lead to the development of 

SBRC-related resources and the refinement of the reporting method. Improving 

communication about academic performance by means of the reporting system will 

ultimately benefit the child/student. 

Overview of Research Design 

Known also as descriptive research (Meltzoff, 1998), qualitative methodology calls 

for “an interpretative, naturalistic approach to its subject matter” (Gall et al., 2003, p. 24). 

The case study, a type of qualitative research, provides a function of discovery versus 

verification and is “the preferred strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, 

when the investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary 

phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 8-10). The purpose of using a 

qualitative approach in this study was to gain a deeper insight and understanding of parent 

perceptions of the present SBRC-based reporting system. 

Data were initially collected by using surveys sent by the school system during the 
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2015-2016 academic year to the parents with children in Grades K-5. Focus groups and 

individual interviews were conducted with some of the parents who volunteered. The survey, 

focus groups, and interview data were analyzed using open coding to identify emerging 

themes related to the research questions (Creswell, 2007). 

Significance of the Study 

Grading and reporting have been controversial issues for many years (Guskey, 2011; 

Reeves, 2010) with several key questions underlying the debates: Are grades accurate? How 

are grades determined? Do grades on a report card really reflect what a student understands? 

Moreover, many educational leaders defend one type of grading over another (Reeves, 2010; 

2014). SBRCs, for instance, have been promoted by educational leaders such as Ken 

O’Connor (2007), Thomas Guskey (2011), and Robert Stiggins (2005) as the best way to 

report academic performance to parents. While some research has been completed about 

principal and teacher perceptions of standards-based grading, little research has been done on 

parent perceptions until a recent pilot study by Swan et al. (2014). They studied a school 

district in Kentucky that was considering moving from traditional reports cards to standards-

based grading by sending parents both a traditional report card and a SBRC for two grading 

periods. Then, they surveyed the parents to understand their perceptions of each, with the 

results indicating that parents overwhelmingly liked the SBRC more than the traditional 

report card (Swan et al., 2014). 

The current research expands their efforts, moving beyond perceptions to resources 

and actions related to SBRCs. As local school districts continue to implement curriculum 

changes in an effort to meet the requirements of the Every Student Succeeds Act (formerly 

known as the No Child Left Behind Act), the matter of report cards is being revisited. 
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Furthermore, with more schools adopting SBRCs, it is important to examine how 

stakeholders are affected as well as how reporting practices are being communicated to and 

perceived by parents. 

Additionally, insights gathered from this study can be used to make informed 

decisions related to changes to current report cards and resource materials needed to facilitate 

parents’ understanding of SBRCs and how they use them to support their children’s 

academic growth. In addition, others may extend this research to study different cohorts of 

parents/guardians using the SBRCs to determine if the findings are generalizable or if there 

are demographic or contextual factors that influence their perceptions of the SBRC. 

Limitations of the Study 

There is a limited generalizability of the current study because districts with different 

standards, resources, and demographic profiles may have varied experiences. Even more, it 

should be noted that a person’s perception may change over time with new knowledge and 

new experiences, hence this study is limited to the perceptions of the parents at the time it 

was conducted; their perceptions may or may not be the same a year from now. However, 

districts with similar demographics may experience similar results 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter One has introduced this qualitative case study on parent/guardian perceptions 

of SBRCs in a rural public school district in North Carolina. For the study, surveys from 870 

parents across an entire school district were analyzed, two focus groups were conducted, and 

six parents participated in individual interviews. Surveys and interviews were centered on 

parents’/guardians’ knowledge, perception, and understanding of SBRCs. Data gathered may 

be utilized to inform future research, as well as to identify what action, if any, is needed to 



 

 
 

13 

improve parent/teacher communication and ways that parents/guardians may use the report 

card to help their child succeed in school. 

Chapter Two provides an overview of the literature on standards-based grading, 

parental involvement, and school/parent communication. It also includes background 

information about social constructivist theory, Dervin’s (1998) Sense-Making model, and 

other conceptual frameworks and research studies related to SBRCs and the current study’s 

research questions and goals. Chapter Three discusses methods used in the study, while 

Chapter Four shares findings. Chapter Five provides a discussion of the implications of these 

results, and includes recommendations for policy, practice, and future directions of research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This chapter reviews the extant literature informing this study, which explores 

parents/guardians’ perceptions of Standards-Based Report Cards (SBRC) in a rural, high-

poverty elementary school in the state of North Carolina. Insights from the results may be 

used to help schools and districts develop resources to improve parents/guardians’ 

interpretation of SBRCs, which will ultimately result in actions, such as family/school 

communications and added parental support for their children in areas that need improvement 

to boost student achievement. 

The current study sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do parents/guardians understand SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

3. Do parents/guardians believe SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge and 

skills? (Perception) 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRC to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 

There is a plethora of literature on the topic of grading and standards-based grading, 

particularly since the 1990s. However, few studies examine parents/guardians’ perceptions of 

SBRCs. Even more important for this study, little research considers the perceptions of 

parents/guardians concerning SBRCs in a high-poverty school district. Their perceptions 

matter because students in these schools are most at risk to have difficulties in school and 
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drop out, and would benefit from parents assisting them with assignments and activities that 

target standards they are having trouble meeting. 

Grading in Education 

 Regarding the issue of grading and its significance in the field of education, Reeves 

(2010) shares: 

I don’t know of a more controversial topic in educational policy right now than student 

grading. It is front-page news in national newspapers, and articles about grading policy 

can attract angry and emotional responses from parents, teachers, administrators, and 

other interested citizens. (p. 48) 

Traditional grading practices often sort and classify students. Some students make the grade, 

while others fall behind. Grading on a curve was once well accepted, but now is highly 

questioned because the method does not work if the goal is to teach all students to master 

specific academic skills. Reeves (2007) states, “The bell curve sits in stark contrast to the 

very essence of standards-based education, in which the fundamental purpose of assessment 

is not to rate, rank, sort, and humiliate, but rather to provide meaningful feedback that leads 

to improved performance” (p. 3). 

The main rationale for grading is to communicate learners’ progress to parents, 

students, and others in an effective manner (Burke, 2005). O’Connor (1999) notes that the 

traditional report card, or using letter or percentage grades, has taken on “a cult-like status” 

(p. 168), and Burke (2005) adds to this by noting that the power grading has over parents, 

teachers, and students has caused students to care more about getting “all As” for their 

parents’ sake than encouraging their desire to learn. Besides parents causing students to feel 

anxious about their grades, educational institutions have developed policies connected to 
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grades that hamper student learning. Grades “determine promotion or retention, participation 

in extracurricular activities, induction into an honor society, earning a college scholarship, or 

graduating from high school” (Burke, 2005, p.187). 

With the understanding that a main purpose of grading is to communicate student 

achievement, the mere assignment of letter grades may not be a good means to this end 

(Trumbull & Farr, 2000). Grades alone, that is, may not indicate clear accountability for the 

performance. The standards-based reform movement has not only changed the way that 

states, districts, schools, and teachers are held accountable, but has also changed, at its very 

core, the way in which individual students are held accountable. Standardized testing has 

become ubiquitous and increasingly significant. Since all standardized testing data boils 

down to the test scores of individual students, schools and teachers are adjusting the way 

students are learning and preparing for these tests (Marzano, 1998). Moreover, because these 

standardized tests are derived from state content standards, it is likely that schools and 

teachers base their instruction and assessments on the same standards. The next logical step 

has been reporting grades based on these standards as well. Thus, the SBRC is the next step 

in the reformation of teaching in learning in a standards-based educational environment. 

History of Grading and Reporting 

The pendulum of grade reporting seems to be swinging back to its origins, moving 

more toward the measurement of skills acquisition. Grading and reporting were virtually 

unknown in United States schools prior to 1850. Most schools grouped students of all ages 

and backgrounds together with one teacher in a single-room schoolhouse, and few students 

moved beyond the elementary level. The teacher would visit the students’ homes to report 

students' learning progress orally to parents (Guskey, 2013). Later, with the increase in 
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student enrollment in the late 1800s, schools began to group students in grade levels 

according to age (Edwards & Richey, 1947), and they started using formal progress 

evaluations. As Guskey (2013) notes: 

In most cases, these were narrative reports in which teachers described the skills each 

student had mastered and those on which additional work was needed. The main 

purpose of such reports was to inform students when they had demonstrated mastery 

of the current performance level and were ready to move on to the next level. (p. 68) 

High school enrollments increased rapidly in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

following the passage of compulsory attendance laws and truancy penalties. Between 1870 

and 1910, the number of public high schools in the United States rose from 500 to 10,000 

(Gutek, 1986). During this time, subject area instruction became increasingly specific, and 

student populations grew more diverse. Although elementary teachers continued to use 

narrative reports to document student learning as they long had, high school teachers began 

using percentages and other similar markings to certify accomplishment in different subject 

areas (Kirschenbaum, Simon, & Napier,1971). This was the beginning of traditional, letter-

based grading methods. 

The shift to percentage grades was gradual, and few United States educators 

questioned the method (Guskey, 2013). Reporting with percentage grades seemed a natural 

result of the increased demands on high school teachers, who now served growing numbers 

of students; it was, simply put, an easier method. It was not long, however, before a study by 

two Wisconsin researchers seriously challenged the reliability and accuracy of percentage 

grades. Starch and Elliott (1912) looked at the practices of 147 high school English teachers 

in different schools, and found that they assigned widely different percentage grades to two 
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identical student papers. Scores on the first paper ranged from 64 to 98, and scores on the 

second paper ranged from 50 to 97. One paper was given a failing mark by 15% of teachers 

and a grade of more than 90 by 12% of teachers. Some teachers focused on elements of 

grammar, style, neatness, spelling, and punctuation, whereas others considered only how well 

the paper communicated its message. 

Finding more than 30 different percentage grades assigned to a single paper by 

different teachers, with a range of more than 40 points, it is easy to see why Starch and 

Elliott's (1912) study created a stir among educators. One could argue that their study was 

not effective because the act of judging good writing is, after all, highly subjective, and 

variation should be expected. However, when the researchers repeated their study with 128 

math teachers and their geometry papers—and arguably more objective subject than 

English—they found even greater variation. Scores assigned by teachers to one of the math 

papers ranged from 28% to 95%, with some of the teachers deducting points for a wrong 

answer while others gave students varying amounts of partial credit for their work. Others 

considered neatness, form, and spelling in the grades they assigned (Starch & Elliott, 1913). 

These demonstrations of wide variation in grading practices among teachers led to a 

gradual move away from percentage grades and toward scales that had fewer and larger 

categories. There was a three-point scale that employed the categories Excellent, Average, 

and Poor. Another was the familiar five-point scale of Excellent, Good, Average, Poor, and 

Failing, or A, B, C, D, and F (Johnson, 1918; Rugg, 1918). This decrease in the number of 

available score categories led to greater consistency across teachers in the grades assigned to 

student performance. 

 The federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) has largely resulted in 
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school districts developing accountable assessment programs designed to measure students’ 

level of proficiency (Swan et al., 2014). School districts have moved forward with 

developing SBRCs, though these report cards vary greatly from district to district. Moreover, 

there has been a shift back to the early history of narrative academic reporting based on skills 

acquisition rather than percentage grades—the very pendulum swing in grade reporting 

methods mentioned earlier. This is far more common at the elementary level, but many 

districts are expanding standards-based grading into the secondary levels as well. 

Perceptions of Standards-Based Report Cards 

Swan et al. (2014) conducted the most recent research on SBRCs studying parents’ 

and teachers’ perceptions of a newly implemented SBRC compared to a traditional report 

card in Kentucky. In the study, 115 parents were given both a traditional report card and a 

SBRC for the first two marking periods of the school year, and were later surveyed to 

determine which they perceived was the best in communicating their child’s academic 

performance. Additionally, 383 teachers in Kentucky schools that were considering adopting 

the SBRC completed a similar survey. The findings indicated that parents preferred the 

SBRC to the traditional report card; teachers were also supportive of the standards-based 

format, but notably not as enthusiastic as the parents. 

Adrian’s (2012) mixed-method graduate research at Washington State University 

examined teacher perceptions and needs while transitioning from traditional to standards-

based reporting and report cards. The research involved all teachers in the school district 

reading O’Connor’s (2007) work entitled, A Repair Kit for Grading: 15 Fixes for Broken 

Grades, and participating in a survey before and after reading the book. Adrian (2012) also 

used Hall and Hord’s (2011) theory of “Stages of Concern” when developing the survey and 



 

 
 

20 

analyzing the data. She concluded that she had gathered the necessary information on 

training and resources to help the district move forward with the process of moving from 

traditional to SBRCs. 

Paeplow (2011) conducted a mixed-method study that investigated teachers’ 

knowledge of standards-based grading and exploring the implementation of the new grading 

system in North Carolina. Through focus groups and analysis of documents related to 

grading practices, she examined teachers’ understanding and application of standard-based 

grading. Her results showed that grades on SBRCs were more closely aligned to end-of-grade 

test scores than were traditional report cards. Furthermore, Paeplow’s findings indicated a 

more equitable reporting system across student subgroups. 

Cherniss (2008) studied teachers’ perceptions on the transition to and implementation 

of SBRCs in California. He found that, although teachers were frustrated with the 

implementation process, they supported the use of SBRCs overall because the reporting 

method provided more detailed information on student performance. Moreover, teachers 

perceived that SBRCs were more aligned to state standards, a finding echoing Paeplow’s 

(2011) results. 

Mathura (2008) also examined the transition to SBRCs in a school district. Mathura 

asked the question, “How do teachers and parents think and feel about the use of SBRCs as it 

relates to assessing, grading, and communicating student achievement for kindergarten 

students?” Her research concluded with five recommendations: 

1. Provide initial training and continuous support for parents throughout the 

implementation and subsequent years of use of the Standards-Based Report Card. 

2. Modify the format of the Standards-Based Report Card by considering a 
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communication tool that requires parents have minimum background knowledge to 

understand it and need little time for reviewing it. 

3. Provide extensive training to all teachers involved in the implementation process so 

none receive a “watered down” version of the training. 

4. Design rubrics that replicate the selected standards and contain a narrative description 

of the expectations of the standards for each nine-week period. 

5. Simplify the language of the selected standards so that parents are not confused by the 

educational terms and concepts (Mathura, 2008). 

A similar research study was conducted by Panchisin (2004), and included 

components related to parent and teacher perceptions, but focused on the fifth-to-sixth grade 

transition. Using questionnaires and telephone interviews, Panchisin collected data in regards 

to parents’ satisfaction with the newly implemented SBRC. She found that parents were more 

pleased with the report card than teachers, and, interestingly, also concluded that teachers and 

parents would like both a standardized grade as well as a letter and/or numerical grade. 

While prior research studies have expanded the knowledge and resources available on 

the topic of standards-based reporting, none have looked solely at elementary Grades K-5 

parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs after they have been in use for at least five years. 

Rather, they focused on the transition and initial implementation, mostly on a single or a few 

grade levels, and the research often involved comparing SBRCs to traditional report cards. 

This research study, on the other hand, was not a comparison of traditional report cards with 

SBRCs, nor was it an examination of teachers’ perspectives. My goal was not to find out 

which report card they prefer. That is, this was not an implementation study but a descriptive 

case study of parents/guardians’ perceptions—of their thoughts, feelings, concerns, and 
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suggestions—about the SBRC that had been in place at the school for at least five years. The 

findings can be used to inform practice and develop resources that may be used by parents. 

Assessment and Standards-Based Grading 

 While this research is specifically related to parents/guardians’ perceptions of 

SBRCs, it is also important to understand the role of assessment in the grading process. 

Assessments affect grades. Assessment of student achievement has long been a source for 

communication among educational stakeholders, including parents, teachers, and students. 

The objective of the long-standing, traditional assessments was a check of students’ content 

knowledge (Snow, 2002). Today, however, “the purpose of assessment ideally is to provide 

feedback about what knowledge and abilities students possess, in order to make appropriate 

instructional decisions and improve student learning” (Snow, 2002, n.p.). 

Burke (2005) defined assessment as “the ongoing process of gathering and analyzing 

evidence of what a student can do” (p. xviii). She endorsed Stiggins’ philosophy that 

“educators need all the tools at their disposal” (as quoted in Burke, 2005, p. xxiii) to identify 

a student’s progress: “No one assessment tool by itself is capable of producing the quality 

information that is needed to make an accurate judgment of a student’s knowledge, skills, 

understanding of curriculum, motivation, social skills, processing skills, and lifelong learning 

skills” (Burke, 2005, p. xxiii). Certainly, a more accurate presentation of the learner’s 

knowledge could be developed by combining diverse tools of measurement, as the 

purposeful blending of a variety of assessment tools provides a greater measure of a student’s 

learning, abilities, and understanding. To this end, high-stakes tests are no longer the only 

measure of student learning in education today. Educators are now being asked to maintain a 

balanced assessment approach by using a diversity of tools that are often then applied to 
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provide feedback for monitoring and adjusting learning methods (Burke, 2006). 

Formative and summative assessments are part of this balance. However, the reliance 

on summative assessments as the absolute declaration of a student’s academic progress no 

longer matches the evidence from research (Marzano, 2000). Realizing that educators are at 

the beginning stages of balanced assessment transformation, the assessment reform from the 

traditional pencil/paper model has made significant gains in a very short time. The early 

1990s represented the time when a new focus was placed on classroom assessment, as this 

was when literature surrounding alternative assessment measures became popular. During 

this period, researchers were beginning to separate the definitions of two words which had 

been used interchangeably for 80 years—test and assessment (Trice, 2000). Books and 

articles began to acknowledge that “assessment comes in a wide variety of forms, depending 

on the objectives the teacher set for the instruction, the age and ability of the students, and 

the philosophy of the teacher” (Trice, 2000, p. 4). Some authors presented teacher idea books 

which incorporated this philosophy using statements such as, “Assessment is changing both 

in theory and in practice before the very eyes and in the very classrooms of the teachers who 

are trying to implement it” (Jasmine, 1993, p. 3). 

Education later became the political focus of the 2000 presidential election. Also at 

that time, the focus on standards-based teaching began to raise up advocates that believed 

that assessment was “a mechanism for providing ongoing feedback to the learner and the 

organization” (Burke, 2006, p. 3). With NCLB signed into law in 2001, standards-based 

teaching, learning, and assessing became the focus of states, districts, administrators, and 

educators across the nation. Trice (2000) shared a prophetic truth when he suggested that 

“tensions in American education about assessment are likely to be with us for a long time” 
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(p. 16), adding that a “variety of assessment approaches enhances assessment,” and that a 

“balanced approach is the best one” (p. 16). 

Constructivist Theory 

 Social constructivism is defined as a theory of learning or meaning-making, where 

individuals develop new understanding based on the interaction between new ideas and 

information and what they already know and believe (Richardson, 2003). Though 

constructivism is a learning theory, it is the application of what are often referred to as 

"constructivist practices" in the classroom (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 1993) that provide 

support for the knowledge construction process. 

The process of constructing one’s knowledge can involve both cognitive 

(Cunningham, 1998) and physical constructions (Harel & Papert, 1991) of meaning, through 

the development of mental models or schemas (Johnson-Laird, 1980), as well as physical or 

virtual representations of knowledge (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992; McClellan, 1996; Mones-

Hattal & Mandes, 1995; Papert, 1993; Winn, 1993; Winn & Bricken, 1992; Winn, Hoffman 

& Osberg, 1995). Moreover, the process of collaborative learning and deep personal 

introspection into one’s own learning process are two staples of constructivism (Brooks & 

Brooks, 1993). Through conversation, we form a network of understanding, a community of 

others with whom we can learn and share. In the current study, survey data, focus group 

conversations, and individual open-ended interviews served as a kind of collaborative 

learning that allowed me to gain meaning from the perspective of parents/guardians on 

SBRCs. 
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Sense-Making Methodology 

Dervin defines Sense-Making as: 

…a methodology between the cracks…which seeks to address weaknesses in 

conceptualization and study of users and at the same time provide a systematic 

approach that can be used both qualitatively and quantitatively in developing critical 

practice for the design of responsive systems. (as cited in Agarwal, 2012, n.p.) 

As previously mentioned, this methodology represents an entire framework of human 

communication (Dervin, Foreman-Wernet, & Lauterbach, 2003). “Sense-making helps us to 

understand how we might actually change our communication practices for the better 

(Dervin, 2003, p. 9). Dervin (1998) also notes that the “bottom-line goal of Sense-Making 

from its inception has been to find out what users – audiences, customers, patients, clients, 

patrons, employees – “really” think, feel, want, dream (p. 39). It is a way of determining 

meaning from another’s communication to make sense of their expression, in part by using 

other sources of data, and thus gain a better understanding of their needs. This is a 

“generalizable approach to thinking about and studying human sense making and sense 

unmaking in its variant forms” (Dervin, 2005, p. 26). It is focused primarily on information-

seeking and use, but has also been applied to other fields (Dervin, 2005). 

Sense-Making is based on three central assumptions regarding communication 

practice: 

• That it is possible to design and implement communication systems and practices that 

are responsive to human needs 

• That it is possible for humans to enlarge their communication repertoires to pursue 

this vision and to discipline their means of communicating to achieve these 
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possibilities 

• That achieving these outcomes requires the development of communication-based 

methodological approaches. (as cited in Agarwal, 2012, n.p.) 

Dervin (2003) cites what she sees as three major reasons for the significance of the Sense-

Making Methodology: 

• Sense-Making offers a thorough critique of and an alternative to the widely-prevalent 

transmission model of communication. 

• Sense-Making examines in an ongoing manner philosophical assumptions about the 

nature of reality, the nature of human beings, and the nature of observing upon which 

communication theories and practices are built. 

• Sense-Making pays explicit attention to the “hows” of communicating that occur at 

every level of society that helps us not only to understand how we communicate but 

to intervene, change and improve these practices. (p. 4-5) 

Thus, applying the Sense-Making Methodology in this study helped the researcher evaluate 

the data to understand the interaction between how schools communicate about student 

performance using SBRCs, and how parents perceive and use this grade reporting source to 

help their children with academics. 

Parental Involvement 

Parental involvement is paramount to enabling the academic success of students. 

“When schools work together with families to support learning, children tend to succeed not 

just in school, but throughout life” (Henderson & Berla, 1994, p. 1). Indeed, parental 

involvement enhances a child’s learning experiences and academic achievement (Chavkin, 

1993; Eagle, 1989; Eccles & Harold, 1996; Epstein, 1995, 1996; Greenberg, 1989; Hoover-
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Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Thompson, 1993). Thus, as Swick and Broadway (1997) suggest, 

teachers and parents must also make connections with each other to help children gain the 

best learning experiences. Despite differences in how a parent’s involvement is defined and 

used in research and practice, overall, school-centered parental involvement programs and 

activities appear to encourage learning at home, garner lofty expectations for academic 

achievement, and result in higher grades, higher test scores, better attendance, and higher 

graduation rates (Henderson & Berla, 1994). 

Notwithstanding these favorable student outcomes, the assumptions, choices, 

uncertainties, and silences that may undergird school-centered parental involvement practices 

and activities can still be called into question for many reasons. For example, to what extent 

are all parents provided equal access to participation? Are low-income, culturally diverse 

parents with low educational attainment afforded full inclusion in educational decision-

making processes? Are parental involvement activities a priority for low-income families? 

To what extent are cultural differences between constituents accommodated, if at all? While 

parents certainly have influence over their children, parental interventions in schooling 

represent, in effect, an assertion of power in an institutional arena where they formally have 

only a restricted authority (Lareau, 2011). 

Some research suggests that parental involvement is unequal across different 

demographic groups on all levels, even at the same school (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Lareau, 

1996; Winters, 1993). Parental involvement and inclusion in practice and research also vary 

by race, ethnicity, and social class affiliations (Alameda-Lawson &Lawson, 1999; Henry, 

1996; Lareau, 1989, 1996; Wells & Serena, 1996). Moreover, when schools serving low-

income neighborhoods and communities represent the unit of analysis, researchers have 
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found parental involvement in school-centric programs and activities to be often minimal, 

sporadic, or altogether nonexistent (Alameda-Lawson & Lawson, 1999; Chavkin, 1993; 

Lareau, 1996). 

 Epstein (2010) identified the gap between school staff and families as being related to 

the lack of preparedness of staff to work positively with families. That is, teachers learn to 

instruct students in reading, math, science, and other specialties. Administrators, on the other 

hand, are taught how to manage the school as an organization, create schedules, and 

supervise many tasks and people. In both cases, however, most teachers and administrators 

are unprepared to work positively and productively with one of the main constants of the 

academic paradigm—their students’ families (Epstein, 2010). 

Epstein outlined a framework of six types of parental involvement in a student’s life, 

which includes: 

1. Parenting: The act of assisting families with parenting skills, family support, 

understanding child and adolescent development, and setting home conditions to 

support learning at each age and grade level; also includes assisting schools in 

understanding families' backgrounds, cultures, and goals for the sake of the student. 

2. Communicating: Two-way communication channels between the school and the 

home, in which teachers or administrators discuss school programs and student 

progress with families. 

3. Volunteering: Relates to recruitment, training, activities, and schedules designed to 

involve families as volunteers and audiences at the school or other locations, and 

enables educators to work with volunteers who support students and the school. 

4. Learning at Home: Involving families with their children’s academic learning at 



 

 
 

29 

home, including homework, goal setting, and other curriculum-related activities. It 

encourages teachers to design homework that enables students to share and discuss 

interesting tasks with their families. 

5. Decision-Making: Including families in decision-making processes through their 

participation in school decisions, governance, and advocacy activities as part of 

school councils or improvement teams, committees, and parent organizations. 

6. Collaborating with the Community: Coordinating resources and services for 

families, students, and the school via community groups, including businesses, 

agencies, cultural and civic organizations, and colleges or universities, which enable 

all to contribute service to the community. (Epstein, 1995; Epstein & Sanders, 2002) 

The framework of six types of involvement was adopted by the National PTA in 2004, 

setting a new standard for all schools to inform and involve parents and community partners 

in the schools and in the students’ education. Even the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

outlines activities for the six types of involvement in its guidelines for schools’ programs for 

family involvement (Epstein, 2010, p. 47). 

 Of these six types of parental involvement, the three most related to this study are 

communication, parenting, and learning at home. This is because they focus on the 

underlying goal of the current study, which was to improve communication between schools 

and families, and provide resources parents can use to give their children academic support. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter Two is comprised of a review of the literature related to this research 

examining parents/guardians’ perspectives of SBRCs in Grades Kindergarten through 5 in a 

high-poverty school. Standards-based grading, the history of grading, assessments, 
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constructivism, Sense-Making Methodology, and parental involvement were discussed. 

Chapter Three introduces the methodology used in the study, including research design, site 

selection, participants, and data collection. In addition, descriptions of the district survey, 

focus groups, interviews, and data analyses procedures were shared, before the chapter 

concludes with explaining the trustworthiness of the study, ethical and political 

considerations, limitations, and subjectivity statement. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore parents/guardians’ perceptions of 

Standards-Based Report Cards (SBRC) in a rural, high-poverty elementary school. Insights 

gathered may be used to help schools and districts develop resources designed to help 

parents/guardians improve their interpretation of SBRCs. This could potentially improve the 

communication between families and the school overall, as well as result in increased support 

from parents in areas in which their child needs improvement—thus further improving 

student achievement. 

The current study sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do parents/guardians understand SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

3. Do parents/guardians believe SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge and 

skills? (Perception) 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRC to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 

This chapter provides an overview of the research methodology. It begins with an  

explanation of the research design, followed by an outline that explains the process for 

selecting the study’s site and participants. Next, data collection and analysis procedures are 

explained. It concludes with a discussion of trustworthiness, a subjectivity statement, and 

summary of the chapter. 
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Research Design 

This was a qualitative case study. Referred to as descriptive research (Meltzoff, 

1998), qualitative research calls for “an interpretative, naturalistic approach to its subject 

matter” (Gall et al., 2003, p. 24).  Merriam (1998) emphasizes that “qualitative inquiry, 

which focuses on meaning in context, requires a data collection instrument that is sensitive to 

underlying meaning when gathering and interpreting data” (p.1). This research differs from 

quantitative research, specifically because qualitative research provides the ability to 

represent the views and perspectives of the participants in a study. Thus, the events and ideas 

emerging from qualitative research can represent the meanings given to real-life events by 

the people who live them, as opposed to merely the values, preconceptions, or meanings held 

by researchers (Yin, 2011). As such, qualitative research is ideal for understanding sense-

making. 

The allure of qualitative research is that it enables you to conduct in-depth studies 

about a broad array of topics, including one’s favorites, in plain and everyday terms. 

Additionally, qualitative research offers greater latitude in selecting topics of interest because 

other research methods are likely to be constrained by a number of issues. These include the 

inability to establish the necessary research conditions (as in an experiment), the 

unavailability of sufficient data series or lack of coverage of sufficient variables (as in an 

economic study), the difficulty in drawing an adequate sample of respondents and obtaining a 

sufficiently high response rate (as in a survey), and other limitations such as being devoted to 

studying the past but not ongoing events (as in a history) (Yin, 2011, p. 6). The purpose of 

employing a qualitative approach for the current study was to allow for deeper insight and 

understanding of parents/guardians’ perceptions of the present reporting system. Qualitative 
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research enabled me to use a variety of data resources to research the perceptions of parents, 

including 870 surveys provided by the school district, three focus group discussions, and six 

individual interviews.  

Case study design was selected because it allows for discovery rather than 

verification. Case study research involves studying an issue by exploring it through one or 

more cases within a bounded system, such as a setting or context (Creswell, 2007). It is “the 

preferred strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator has 

little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some 

real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 8-10). This was also a descriptive study. Descriptive studies 

have a boundary or focus of commonality among the participants, and the boundary for this 

descriptive study was researching the shared experiences related to report cards by parents in 

the same school. 

Stake (1995) and Yin (2009) base their approach to case studies on a constructivist 

paradigm. Constructivists claim that truth is relative, as it is dependent upon the individual’s 

perspective; because constructivism is built upon the premise of a social construction of 

reality (Searle, 1995) it is one conceptual framework for guiding this inquiry. One of the 

advantages of this approach is the close collaboration between the researcher and the 

participant while the participants tell their stories (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Through these 

stories, the participants can describe their views of reality, thereby enabling the researcher to 

better understand the participants’ actions (Lather, 1992; Robottom & Hart, 1993). 

Most case studies follow established “protocol design, phase, overview, field 

procedures, research questions, study, analysis, conclusions, recommendations, and 

implications” (Klenke, 2008, p. 66). In the current case study, from site selection to final 
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analysis, a series of protocols were followed. Interviews with parents were used as the 

primary data source, because the interview may be seen as the primary means to understand 

multiple realities—a discovery process that allows for the portrayal of various views related 

to a case (Stake, 1995). Finally, as Sense-Making “has been applied in both qualitative and 

quantitative interviews, in-depth and brief, phone and in-person, one-on-one and focus group, 

interviewer- administered and self-administered” (Dervin & Frenette, 2003, p. 241), the 

methodology was appropriate for use in this study as well. 

Site Selection 

Purposeful sampling, a method that applies specifically to qualitative research, was 

used for site selection in the current study. Patton (2015) considers purposeful sampling as a 

“specifically qualitative approach to case selection" (p. 265), writing: 

The logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for 

in-depth study. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal 

about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry....Studying information-

rich cases yields insights and in-depth understanding. (p. 264) 

In the practice of purposeful sampling, participants are grouped according to preselected 

criteria that pertain to a particular research question (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & 

Namey, 2005). Purposeful sampling for this study was conducted with the intent to include a 

school district that had implemented standards-based grading for more than five years and 

had at least one elementary school that had been using SBRCs in early grades (K-2) and 

upper grades (4-5). Additionally, the researcher sought a high poverty school district because 

they tend to have a high proportion of students not proficient in math and reading and thus 

would benefit from additional parent support at home that promoted academic growth. This 
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led the researcher to a rural county in North Carolina which is high-poverty as evidenced by 

the fact that six of its eight elementary schools serve free lunch to the entire student 

population.  

The site selected in this study, RAP Elementary School, was in a rural county in 

North Carolina, one of 16 schools in a district of approximately 8,600 students: three high 

schools, three middle schools, one early college high school, and eight elementary schools. 

All elementary schools in the district were currently using a SBRC. RAP Elementary School 

began using a SBRC with Grades K-2 in 2010, and added Grades 3-5 in 2012. RAP 

Elementary School has one of the highest percentages of students living in poverty in the 

district, as indicated by all its students receiving free lunch. Currently, the average daily 

membership is 459 students. Data provided by the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction indicates the school met growth for the 2014-2015 school year, but received a 

school performance grade of D. The report also shows the daily attendance percentage is 

97.3%, a number higher than the district and state rates of 94.6% and 95.1%, respectively 

(Public Schools of North Carolina, 2015). 

Compared to the state, this school has more students (34.5%) scoring Level 1 in 

reading, with a limited command of knowledge and skills, than the state (21.6%) (Public 

Schools of North Carolina, 2015). However, the gap is less between Level 1 math students 

for the school (25.9%) and the state (24.9%). The school has a higher percentage of students 

(14.3%) with a Level 3 sufficient command of knowledge and skills compared to the state 

(11.2%). At Level 4, having a solid command of reading knowledge and skills, the state 

(34.7%) fairs better than the school (25%). The school has 36 classroom teachers, of which 

11.1% have advanced degrees and three are national board-certified. 
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Study Participants 

Data were initially collected from surveys given to the parents with children in 

Grades K-5 during the 2015-2016 academic year. At the time of the research, there were 

3,885 elementary students in the district. For this study, I was given permission by the district 

to analyze 870 surveys that allowed me a cursory understanding of parent/guardians’ 

perceptions of SBRCs. To gain a deeper awareness of parent/guardians’ perceptions, a cohort 

of parents from one school, RAP Elementary School, in the school district was interviewed 

via focus groups and individual interviews.  

Data Collection 

District Surveys 

The elementary school district included a survey for parents with the third-quarter 

school report cards of the 2015-2016 school year, designed to gain feedback about the 

current report card. These surveys were freely shared with the researcher to be used for this 

study, and can be found in Appendix A. Sample RAP Elementary report cards for 

Kindergarten and Grade 5 are located in Appendix E. These were specifically designed to 

gain feedback about the current SBRC and parents/guardians’ perceptions, comprehension, 

and use of the report cards. Appendix E includes sample RAP Elementary report cards for 

Kindergarten and fifth grade. At the time the surveys were distributed, there were 3,885 

students in Grades K-5, and a total of 870 parent surveys were returned. 

Survey questions addressed parents/guardians’ perceptions, the ease of understanding 

of the report card, how they use the report cards to help their children, and their belief as to 

whether the report cards reflect their child’s achievement. Participants shared their personal 

opinions about the SBRC using a Likert scale as well as comments, and were given the 
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option to remain anonymous or to include their name if they wished to be spoken to 

personally by someone from the district. To provide confidentiality, participants’ names were 

not shared for this research.  

Selection of Participants 

In September, I attended the first student performance of the school year at RAP 

Elementary School. Students representing the Grades K-5 population performed patriotic 

songs, and the new principal of the school spoke to more than 200 parents and guardians in 

the audience. During this event, I was able to sit at the welcome table as parents arrived; 

here, I passed out flyers about my research and spoke to the audience prior to the students 

performing. Participants were selected from those who volunteered to participate. 

Focus Groups 

As a method of collecting data in qualitative research, a focus group is “an interview 

on a topic with a group of people who have knowledge of the topic” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 114). In this study, all participants were parents of students attending RAP 

Elementary School, and all grade levels K through 5 were represented. In qualitative studies, 

the setting and needs of the participants must be considered; therefore, focus groups were 

held at locations where participants were most comfortable, such as in their home or at the 

school. Three focus groups were held to accommodate participants’ schedules, as all 13 were 

not available at the same time. 

Three people participated in the first focus group, which met in a community center 

in a subdivision near the school. The second focus group of six parents met at the school 

prior to a holiday performance by students, and the third focus group of four participants met 

at another community home. Comparing the focus group sessions, the two home-like settings 
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were notably more relaxed, with participants sitting around a table sharing refreshments as 

they talked. Interestingly, the larger group was more willing to complete the chart, but not as 

verbally active or willing to engage in as much dialogue as were the other two groups. All the 

dialogue from the focus groups was digitally audio-recorded and transcribed by a retired 

school board transcriber. 

During the focus group sessions, a chart system was used, in which parents were 

asked to record their likes and dislikes, list questions, and make suggestions in reference to 

the report card as they arrived. A copy of the current report card was available for 

parents/guardians to use as reference. One hour was set aside for parents to vocalize their 

feelings based on the chart headings. Using the chart system and listening to the dialogue of 

the participants allowed for open-ended responses, as well as permitted the participants to 

respond more freely. 

Interviews 

The interview method of inquiry is believed to be the most effective means of 

gathering the data. Merriam (1998) states that, “interviewing in qualitative investigations is 

more open-ended and less structured. Less structured formats assume that individual 

respondents define the world in unique ways” (p. 75). Six parents, none from the focus 

groups, contacted me to participate in individual interviews. This may be because a $25 

Visa® gift card was provided for participation, or possibly the interested parents sincerely 

just wanted to give input. Interviews were conducted to gather data, which was then analyzed 

qualitatively to answer the research questions. 

The intent of this study was to provide the subjects with open-ended questions to 

elicit thoughtful data on the subject matter. Thus, the interview protocol was semi-structured, 
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with open-ended prompts as suggested in Patton’s (2002) “interview guide approach.” This 

style of interview provided enough flexibility in the questions for sufficient data to be 

collected, yet gave the necessary structure to keep the participants on topic. These open-

ended interviews allowed the study’s parents to share their personal perspectives more freely.  

The setting for each interview was held at a mutually agreed-upon location, with the 

greatest consideration given to the needs of the participants. One interview was held in a fast 

food restaurant; two in the town community building; two in the participant’s home, and one 

in the driveway of the participant’s home. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes and one 

hour. Merriam (1998) maintains that the verbatim transcription of recorded interviews can 

provide an effective database for further data analysis, and as such, the interviews were 

audio-recorded and later transcribed by a retired school board transcriber. Participants were 

given an opportunity to listen to the recording of their interview as well as read the 

transcription. 

I began each session by using Taylor and Bogdan’s (1984) list of five issues to 

address at the onset of every interview: 

1. Participants were informed of the motives, intentions, and purpose of the study. 

2. Participants were told they would be provided anonymity through the use of 

pseudonyms. 

3. Participants were informed they may withdraw at any time. 

4. Participants were informed they would be given a $25.00 Visa® gift card for 

participating in the interview. 

5. Participants were informed they would only be interviewed once, and that the 

interview would last a maximum of one hour. 



 

 
 

40 

Most of the interview questions were what Patton (2015) describes as opinion, value, and 

feeling questions (p. 118). Such questions were appropriate to the current research, as it was 

driven by the respondents’ beliefs and opinions related to the report card they receive for 

their child, as well as what emotions or feelings they have when looking at the SBRC. As 

necessary, probing questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006) were also used to incite the 

respondent to share more or to clarify answers. The main interview questions and probing 

questions used in this study are listed in Appendix B. 

Merriam (1988) indicates that researchers must be sensitive to biases inherent in a 

case study; that is, due to the humanist nature of qualitative research, all observations and 

analyses are inevitably filtered through one’s own worldview and thus affected by personal 

values and perspectives. Thus, a key strategy for the interview process is to listen (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2006) . A researcher should listen to what the people say, and treat every word as 

having the potential to unlock the mystery of the subject’s way of viewing the world. If at 

first the respondent’s meaning is unclear, clarification can be gained through questioning that 

should be intended not to challenge, but only to make clear. If, as a researcher, you still 

cannot understand, assume that you are at fault, that the problem is not that the subject does 

not make sense, but that you have not been able to comprehend. The researcher should return 

and listen and think even more. Moreover, interviewing requires flexibility, so one should try 

different techniques, including jokes or sometimes gentle challenges. At times, the 

interviewer might ask respondents to elaborate, and at others, may choose to instead share 

their own experiences.  

 During the interview process, a copy of the current report card was made available to 

the interviewees so it could be referenced as needed during the question/answer period. 
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Copies of the questions were also provided to participants, which enhanced the credibility by 

keeping the interview focused on the intended research topic. Copies of the survey 

questions/results, report cards, audio recordings, and transcribed interview notes were kept 

securely in a locked filing cabinet only accessible by the researcher, and any information 

shared publicly uses pseudonyms to safeguard the participants’ identities. Electronic access 

to any computer containing subject identifiers used in this research was password-protected. 

Data Analysis 

For preliminary analysis, visual depiction, and additional support for interpretation of 

findings, a word cloud (Wordle) was generated using key words from the comment sections 

of the surveys (McNaught & Lam, 2010). Both survey and interview data were analyzed 

using open coding, whereby I read participants’ responses line-by-line and coded the content 

by the emergent themes related to research questions (Patton, 2002). This strategy allowed 

me to manage the data by classifying key issues, similarities, differences, and emerging 

themes. Patterns and trends were analyzed. Continuous revision and examination of the 

categories took place through inductive analysis, with the final product being creative 

synthesis since analytical principles guide the process instead of rules (Patton 2002). Some of 

the questions guiding data analysis in this study included: 

1. What are the patterns and themes that emerged from the interviews? 

2. What information gathered will be useful in improving communication with teachers 

and parents regarding report cards? 

3. What information gathered will be useful in designing resources for parents? 

4. What information gathered will be useful in future decision-making in regards to 

making SBRCs a more effective communication tool between schools and parents? 
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Trustworthiness of the Study 

Triangulation was used in the current research to ensure trustworthiness, which 

“involves corroborating evidence from different sources to shed light on a theme or 

perspective” (Creswell, 2007, p. 202). Patton (2002) defines methodological triangulation as 

the use of several methods to gather data to enhance the validity of a claim. In this study, 

methodological triangulation was conducted via the use of surveys, focus group discussions, 

and individual interviews that provided multiple sources of data. Trustworthiness was also 

demonstrated in this study using Guba’s (1981) constructs of “credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability” (as cited in Shenton, 2004, p. 64). Specifically, the 

provisions made by the researcher for trustworthiness include: credibility—adoption of 

appropriate and recognized research, triangulation using different methods, description of 

background and qualifications of researcher; transferability—background data to establish 

context and description of phenomenon; dependability— detailed methodological description 

to allow for the study to be replicated; confirmability—triangulation to reduce researcher 

bias, recognition of limitations and detailed methodological description to allow for scrutiny 

(Shen, 2004). Multiple sources of data further helped to ensure the research was credible, and 

the fact that it can be transferred or replicated in future studies makes it even more 

dependable. 

This study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at North Carolina 

State University for approval. In addition, all IRB forms required by North Carolina State 

University were completed, approved, and followed. Written permission of the 

superintendent and parent participants was secured; and these consent forms are evidence 

that all parties participated voluntarily. The identities of the participants, the school studied, 
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and the school district were held in confidence. Surveys did not require the respondent to 

identify him/herself, and pseudonyms were used for all participants. Interviews and 

transcripts were held in strict confidence. The interview notes were coded with fictitious 

labels, and data stored in a secure, locked, and password-protected location. No references 

were made that could link participants’ identities to this study. 

By following the IRB and interview protocol previously outlined, trustworthiness was 

established in this study, thereby making it more objective. Additionally, as a former 

educator in the school system, I worked to build trust with the parent participants by being 

open, honest, and respectful. I interviewed the parents where they were most comfortable, 

and during the sessions, I modeled active listening. 

Ethical and Political Considerations 

 Participants’ rights were protected in this study, and they were treated with dignity 

and respect. As a former school district employee, every effort was made to maintain trust 

and professionalism during the research process. Reasonable assurance indicated that the 

parents participating in the research did so willingly and without coercion (Meltzoff, 1998). 

Special effort was given to maintain an atmosphere of mutual respect while not swaying or 

prompting participants to answer in a certain way. The names of the participants, school 

system, or school are not used in the final dissertation. The findings and resources provided 

by this study’s results will be helpful to school systems using standards-based grading. 

Limitations of the Study 

There is a limited generalizability in the current study because responses to the report 

card are guided by the standards addressed and resources provided, as well as by parent 

demographics. Arguably, districts with different standards, resources, and demographic 
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profiles may have different experiences. 

In addition, there are three other possible limitations to this study. First, only parents 

in a single school were interviewed about their perceptions, and these participants may or 

may not represent all parents in the district. However, the district survey results should add 

another layer of data for analysis that provides input from a more widespread group of 

parents. Second, parents electing to participate in the study may have limited experience with 

receiving SBRCs for their children. For example, this may be the first year they have a child 

in the school system, as opposed to someone who had been receiving SBRCs for two or more 

years; arguably, a parent with more experience could enhance the insights gained because 

perceptions may change with discussion, input, and experience. Finally, this study looked at 

surveys and interviews from a rural county, and the data may or may not be applicable to a 

larger, urban district. However, method triangulation involves the use of multiple methods of 

data collection about the same phenomenon (Polit & Beck, 2012), so using survey data, focus 

group discussions, and individual interviews served to provide more dependable results in 

this study. 

Statement of Subjectivity 

This study employed qualitative methods to explore the perceptions of 

parents/guardians who receive a SBRC for their children. Because I, as the researcher, 

designed and facilitated the data collection and analyses, and due to my prior knowledge, 

training, and involvement in implementing standards-based grading, others may see this as 

affecting the collection, analysis, and interpretations of the data. The following is a brief 

overview of my personal and professional experiences as they relate to the subject. 

I have been a resident and former school employee of the school system in which this 
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study was conducted. Prior to my departure in 2014, I served in various roles, including 

teacher, assistant principal, principal, and central office director. I worked with the school 

system when standards-based grading was first implemented, and attended many workshops 

and trainings regarding standards-based grading and report cards. Thus, I recognize that I 

have my own understanding and perceptions about standards-based grading. For this reason, 

it was imperative that I remained in the role of researcher and followed set protocols during 

the focus group meetings and interviews. My goal was to learn from, not to teach or educate, 

the parents. I wanted to understand their thoughts and needs through the constructive and 

Sense-Making process. Although I have acquaintances with some of those who volunteered 

to participate in the study, this research was not about me, the school, or the school system. It 

was research designed to gain insights through the lens of the parents or guardians only. As 

detailed in the Trustworthiness section of this chapter I undertook several provisions to 

promote the integrity of the research results. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter Three provides an overview of the methods for completing my qualitative 

and descriptive case study as it relates to parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs in a rural 

elementary school in North Carolina. Research design, participant selection, data collection, 

and data analysis processes were discussed. The chapter concludes with establishing 

trustworthiness and sharing my statement of subjectivity as researcher. Chapter Four will 

share the study’s findings, before Chapter Five discusses the results and implications. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Summary of Study Design 

This qualitative case study examined parents/guardians’ perceptions of Standards-

Based Report Cards (SBRC) in a rural Grades K-5 school district in North Carolina. This 

research was conducted using the frameworks social constructivism and Dervin’s (1998) 

Sense-Making Methodology. Social constructivism is defined as a theory of learning or 

meaning-making, in which individuals create their own new understanding based on an 

interaction between what they already know and believe and new information with which 

they come into contact (Richardson, 2003). Though constructivism is a learning theory, the 

application of what are often termed "constructivist practices" in the classroom and 

elsewhere provide support for the knowledge construction process (Zemelman et al., 1993). 

Social constructivists believe that reality is constructed rather than discovered through human 

activity; thus, societies determine the properties of the world (Kukla, 2000). 

Additionally, social constructivists term the process of sharing individual perspectives 

as collaborative elaboration (Meter & Stevens, 2000), and believe the process results in a 

more complete construction of meaning that would not be possible by one person alone 

(Greeno, Collins, & Resnick, 1996). Making meaning of the participants’ responses in this 

study required the application of Sense-Making Methodology, as the researcher sought to dig 

deeper into the thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and needs of the parents/guardians related to 

SBRCs. The missing theory, as Dervin (2011) refers to Sense-Making, is one of systematic 

reliable dialogue, where communication is a dialogue, a kind of quid-pro quo. Report cards 

are themselves a form of communication between the school and the home. Making sense of 

report cards, then, requires “open-endedness, or reciprocity, in an institution’s approach to its 
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receivers,” and in which institutions “learn to listen and to address differences and contests in 

human beings’ understandings and experiences” (Foreman-Wernet, 2003, p. 6). 

For the current study, then, gathering the views of multiple parents/guardians and 

using Sense-Making allowed the researcher to understand their experiences more fully. 

Additionally, while maintaining that it is possible for people to have shared meanings 

negotiated through discussion, the theory of social constructivism also acknowledges that no 

two individuals will have the same discussions with exactly the same people. Thus, as it 

allows that multiple realities exist, and for the reasons discussed above, social constructivism 

was an appropriate lens for the current study’s investigation of various parents/guardians’ 

experiences in seeking to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do parents/guardians understand SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

3. Do parents/guardians believe SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge and 

skills? (Perception) 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRC to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 

Summary of Research Methodology 

This study included analysis of a written survey (see Appendix A) sent out to parents 

by the elementary school district along with third-quarter school report cards for the 2015-

2016 school year. These were specifically designed to gain feedback about the current SBRC 

and parents/guardians’ perceptions, comprehension, and use of the report cards. Appendix E 
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includes sample RAP Elementary report cards for Kindergarten and fifth grade. At the time 

the surveys were distributed, there were 3,885 students in Grades K-5, and a total of 870 

parent surveys were returned. Descriptive statistics were generated for quantitative data in 

the surveys. Participants’ survey comments were analyzed using key word analysis and open-

coding.  

Sense-Making methods (Dervin, 1998) allowed the researcher to move beyond 

analysis of written surveys and become more actively engaged with the participants. Focus 

groups and individual interviews allowed for such engagement through the exchange of 

dialogue. Moreover, listening to and observing the participants in these more personal 

settings fostered a deeper level of understanding of their perspectives. As researchers 

Nascimento Souto, Dervin, and Savolainen (2012) write: 

Sense-Making has been developed to inform the design of research, systems, and 

practices for any context in communicative ways. What is meant by this is that design 

for communicating purposes must be based not only on transmission assumptions but 

also on communication assumptions. Dialogically that part of the of the systemization 

of Sense-Making is a mandate to address communication as dialogue rather than as 

transmission. (p. 278) 

As mentioned previously, to accommodate the needs and requests of the participants, 

three different focus groups were held. Three females participated in the first focus group 

held in a local community room of a middle-class subdivision. All three females had multiple 

children at RAP Elementary School, and so had received SBRCs for more than four years. 

Six participants, one male and five females, participated in the second focus group, which 

was conducted at the local school prior to a holiday performance; this focus group was 
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interrupted from time to time as event attendees who were not participating began to filter in 

and out of the room to see what was happening. Four females participated in the third focus 

group, held in a low-income housing community often referred to colloquially as “the 

projects.” 

Interviews with parents/guardians were the next phase of this study. Dervin and 

Frenette (2003) describe the importance of time and space when conducting communication 

research: 

The only way to hear another’s world is to invite and assist the other in describing that 

world as much as possible entirely in the context of his/her own experiences, 

understandings, and meanings…although Sense-Making Methodology suggests that 

research can usefully look for patterns in the human condition that relate to how we 

make sense rather than merely at the content of our responses. (Foreman-Wernet, 2003, 

p. 8) 

Putting the comfort of the respondents first was important, and allowed for them to be as 

comfortable as possible during the interview process. Such open-endedness enabled this 

researcher to “learn to listen and to address differences” (Foreman-Wernet, 2003, p. 6) in 

parents/guardians’ experiences with SBRCs, and allowed the participants in the current study 

to share more freely their personal perspectives. 

Each interview was held at a mutually agreed-upon location, with the greatest 

consideration given to the needs of the participants. One interview was held in a fast food 

restaurant; two interviews were held in the town community building; two took place in the 

participant’s home; and one was held outside in the driveway of the participant’s home. Each 

interview lasted between 45 minutes and one hour. All interviews were audio-recorded and 



 

 
 

50 

transcribed verbatim to provide an effective database for further data analysis (Merriam, 

1998). Participants were given an opportunity to listen to the recording and read the 

transcription of their interview. Table 2 below provides some information about the 

parent/guardian participants in the individual interviews, using pseudonyms to protect their 

identity. 

 
 
 
Table 2: Participant Information 

Pseudonym Number of Children Children’s Grades 
Mary 3 1st, 6th, 12th 
Daphne 2 3rd, 7th 
Sally 3 K, 3rd,10th 
Bentley 2 4th, 11th 
Grace 3 2nd (twins), 5th 
Lacie 1 4th 

 
 
 
 

The majority of interview questions were what Patton (2015) describes as those of 

“opinion, value, and feeling” (p. 118). These questions are appropriate as this research is 

driven by respondent’s beliefs and opinions as related to the report card they receive for their 

child, as well as, what emotions or feelings they have when looking at the SBRC. A copy of 

the questions is in Appendix B. Findings from the district surveys analysis, focus groups, and 

interviews are reported in the following sections as they relate to each research question in 

this study. 
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Research Question 1 

The first research question in the current study related to exploring parents/guardians’ 

knowledge of SBRCs: 

1. How do parents understand and experience SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

District Surveys Analysis 

One of the questions on the district survey used in this study directly relates to 

knowledge and understanding, reading, “Do you understand the terminology used on the 

report card?” Table 3 below shows the results for the question on the district survey, which 

show that 86% of the respondents indicated that they understand the terminology. However, 

the comments add more insight. Of note, many who responded “yes” to understanding 

terminology also made comments questioning some of the terminology and why it is used. 

 
 
 
Table 3: Responses to District Survey Question Related to Research Question 1 

Grade Yes No 
Kindergarten 113 14 
1st 122 17 
2nd 132 12 

Total K-2 367 (87.17%) 43 (10.21%) 
3rd 138 18 
4th 128 23 
5th 115 20 

Total 3-5 381 (84.86%) 61 (13.59%) 
   

Total K-5 748 (85.98%) 104 (11.95%) 

 

 
Five themes emerged: familiarity, parent/teacher communication, readability, 

understandability, and suggestions. Familiarity is defined for this study as how accustomed 

the parents were with receiving this type of report card, whereas, readability indicates they 

can read the words, but may or may not know what they mean. Respondents expressed a 
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wide range of thoughts and feelings through their comments, with the majority suggesting 

that they liked the format but would appreciate guidance to help them read and understand it 

more. Table 4 below highlights the themes that emerged from the analysis of the district 

survey comments. 

Looking at the comments, a count of the words most used was tabulated, and a word 

cloud was created to give a visual representation of prominent words, meaning those words 

which were used more than once; the word counts can be found in Appendix C, followed by 

the word clouds in Appendix D. The larger a certain word is in the word cloud, the more 

times it was used in the comments. Since the question was specific to report cards, it is 

understandable that the words “report” and “card” appear often, but one word that did not 

appear on the report card was “teacher.” However, the word “teacher” was in fact used again 

and again in the responses. Data from the responses, especially the “yes” responses, pinpoint 

the teacher as the explainer or sharer of knowledge, not the report card itself. Likewise, 

multiple explanations given by parents similarly state or point to the idea that “the teacher 

explains” to them how their children are doing more so than the report card. 
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Table 4: Emergent Themes from District Survey Comments 

Familiarity Readability Understandability Parent/Teacher 
Communication 

“Report cards are 
ok, but what 
happened to A, B, 
C, D, and F?” 

“Simple Terms” “Parents have no idea what 
terminology like ’print concepts” 
means without some kind of 
explanation” 

“…the teacher explains well.” 

“I chose the 
answer no 
because I am old 
school.” 

“It explains it 
clearly in the 
legend.” 

“I have a college degree and struggle 
to understand some of the standards” 

“The teacher explains what is 
on the report card.” 

 “No, it is very 

different from 
previous district.” 

“Grading 

provided and 
terms used are 
easy to read.” 

“I know and understand what the 

grades mean, but don’t know what 
the subject means.” 

“…I only know because I asked 

questions about it until I 
understood.” 

“The report card 

is similar to the 
report card I 
received.” 

“…Because it is 

plain and simple.” 
“…it is pretty easy to understand 

what she is doing well in and what 
needs to be improved.” 

“I attended the first meeting 

about the report card changes, 
as well as, attend parent/teacher 
conferences.” 

“By now with a 

fourth grader, I 
am used to the 
format of the 
report card.” 

“Clear” “The report card is easy to understand 

and gives a snapshot of the child’s 
performance.” 

“Teacher comments are clear.” 

“It is very 

different from my 
last district.” 

“I can read” “It is clear and detailed…there is no 

trouble understanding.” 
“My teacher explains and writes 

notes on her progress.” 

“The report card 
is similar to the 
report card I 
received.” 

“Pretty simple 
format” 

  

“Why does…use 
M, P, S’s when 
all other counties 
use 1,2,3, 4?” 

“Too complicated 
and coded” 

  

 
 
 

Focus Groups/ Interviews 

The most prominent emerging theme for Research Question 1 was the concept 

“understandability” as it relates to report cards. Below are some of the specific comments 

related to understandability of SBRCs that the current study’s focus group participants made: 

• “M, S, P is very confusing.” 

• “Report cards are clear and concise.” 
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• “I need a better understanding of test results.” 

• “Reading standards too confusing.” 

• “Explain content standards for mathematics.” 

• “Not clear enough…” 

• “Everything is broken down in sections: math, reading, language, and areas.” 

• “I don’t understand the difference between ‘mastery’ and ‘proficient’.” 

• “Wording needs to be clarified.” 

• “Subtitles are confusing.” 

• “It makes sense to me. You do not have to figure out what they are doing in class.” 

• “Put it in basic terms…if I am going to help them, I have to know what they are 

expecting…what do they mean?” 

• “I don’t understand what ‘mastery’ is, and what is ‘proficient’?” 

• “What kind of help is available to understand the report card?” 

• “What determines satisfactory and mastery?” 

• “What is middle-of-the-road?” 

The theme of understandability also emerged from the individual interviews. Comments 

related to Research Question 1 that were made during the interviews are listed in Table 5. 

Some participants indicated they understood what was written on the SBRC while others 

admitted they did not. 
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Table 5: Interview Comments Related to Research Question 1 

Participant Comment Related to Research Question 1 
Mary “If they don’t really break it down and tell you the truth…you see the heading, but you need to break 

it down…would be easier to know what the standards are.” 

Sally “I’m not sure, bigger words and terminology is hard…reading is clear, describing the math, people 
do not understand what they are talking about. I don’t feel like I know what he is doing in basic 
language.” 

Bentley “For me and my wife both, it is very confusing as to what they have laid out for us, until you really 
start digging deeper to find out what they are saying. You have to read what they are trying to 
measure, and we don’t know they are trying to measure…I don’t know what they are saying, what 

subject they are focusing on…more explanation is needed for math so the parent can help the child 
on the problem areas and understand what the problem areas are…more parent-friendly terminology 
needed…the layout of the grading scale is okay. We get that…I think more explanation on what they 
are trying to grade the child…in parent language. How are parents going to help their child if they do 
not know what they are being graded on?” (F) (U) 

Grace “I don’t get a real number, what is satisfactory at 70 or 80…proficient what is that…need help with 

understanding writing skills…need more clarification…writing text types and purposes not sure 
what that means.” 

Lacie “This is a hard one. It is a lot of information. I do not have one word that comes to mind…a lot of 
categories and some with explanations. I do not know what they mean, like production of 
distribution of writing. I do not know what that means…most are self-explanatory…A lot of 

information, and having to read it all and understand it. I am used to a grade. I do stand by it, it is 
beneficial …research on my own so I will know the terminology.” (U) 
 

“Writing…research on my own so I will know what that is…terminology. The school could help 
with the wording so the common person could understand. Parents are not always up on how 
teachers and administration use or provide additional information explaining what that terminology 
is and means.” (U) 

 
 
 

Research Question 2 

The second research question in this study addressed parents/guardians’ perception of 

SBRCs: 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

District Surveys Analysis 

The district survey used in this study also included a question similar to Research 

Question 2 in this study. It stated, “The Standards-Based Report Card describes what is 

expected of my child, and how well my child is doing on each standard.” Parents were asked 

to respond to the district survey question using a scale, and an overview of parents’ responses 

is included in Table 6 below. More than 80% answered that they had average or higher than 
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average knowledge of what is expected on the SBRC and its ability to report how students 

are doing on each standard. 

 
 
 
Table 6: Responses to District Survey Question Related to Research Question 2 

Grade Not at All To A Small Degree 
To an Average 

Degree 
To A High 

Degree 
Kindergarten 4 14 67 45 
1st 8 19 74 40 
2nd 6 16 79 44 

Total K-2 18 (4.28%) 49 (11.64%) 220 (52.26%) 129 (30.64%) 
3rd 6 24 87 41 
4th 10 23 87 32 
5th 8 21 75 34 

Total 3-5 24 (5.35%) 68 (15.14%) 249 (55.46%) 107 (23.83%) 
     

Total K-5 42 (4.83%) 117 (13.45%) 469 (53.91%) 236 (27.13%) 

 
 
 

Focus Groups/Interviews 

Though a comment section was not included on the district survey for this question, 

focus group participants in the current study, indicates some of these parents’ likes, dislikes, 

and suggestions that provide further insight into their perceptions of SBRCs. Table 7 below 

highlights these comments. As evidenced in the table there is variation in the responses. 

Some parents and guardians like the report card where others have concerns. Some want to 

abandon the SBRC and others made suggestions to improve it.  
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Table 7: Focus Group Comments Related to Parent Perceptions of SBRCs 

Likes Dislikes Suggestions 

“I like the way they 
have their grade records 
for the nine weeks.” 

“Too many choices in 
grading” 

I would like to have numbers 
1,2,3,4 instead of NI, S, P, and 
M” 

“I like that it is the same 
as Wake County.” 

“Itemized too much” “Use numbers instead of letters 
such as 4 being good and 1 
being a bad grade” 

“I like Elements of 
Reading.” 

I do not like it for 
grades three and up…I 
think it is too dumbed 
down” 

“Key elements of reading…why 
can’t they have a small 
instrument that would show 
what the expectations are?” 

“I like the report card.” “Too many choices in 
grading” 

“Average the grades” 

“I like the grading scale. 
I understand it. In 
mastery, you 
understand; in 
proficient, you may 
have a few hiccups; and 
anything else, you need 
help.” 

“Too much to read” “Need to return to A, B, C” 

“Seeing an F on child’s 

report card hurts the 
child. Seeing NI gives 
the child hope.” 

“…needs 

improvement as far as 
spelling and writing 
skills” 

“I prefer they tell me the grading 

skills, the basic skills…I am 
more interested in how they are 
learning about Social Studies 
and science.” 

“I like the grading scale. 
…Looking at third-
grade report card is 
great.” 

“I do not see any 
disadvantages.” 

“Social studies and science need 
to be more like English, reading, 
and math…need more detail.” 

 
 
 

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 in the current study inquired further about the perception of 

SBRCs by parents/guardians: 

 3. Do parents/guardians believe that SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge 

and skills? (Perception) 

District Surveys Analysis 

 The district survey included a similar question that pertained to parents’ perception of 

SBRCs. It read, “To what degree to you feel the report card gives an accurate picture of your 
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child’s academic performance?” The following Table 8 shows the results on the district 

survey’s perception-based query related to the current study’s Research Question 3. 

 
 
 
Table 8: Responses to District Survey Question Related to Research Question 3 

Grade Not at all 
To a small 

degree 
To an average 

degree 
To a high 

degree 
Total 

Respondents* 
Kindergarten 1 11 68 50 131 
1st 6 15 74 48 143 
2nd 7 15 73 49 147 

Total K-2 14 (3.33%) 41 (9.74%) 215 (51.07%) 147 (34.92%) 421 
      
3rd 2 29 78 49 158 
4th 8 23 77 43 152 
5th 3 24 68 42 139 

Total 3-5 13 (2.90%) 76 (16.93%) 223 (49.67%) 134 (29.84%) 449 
      

Total K-5 27 (3.10%) 117 (13.45%) 438 (50.34%) 281 (32.30%) 870 
 *Not every respondent answered each question. 
 
 
 
 
 Based on the results of this district survey question, more than 80% of respondents 

indicated they felt the report card provided an accurate picture of their child’s academic 

progress, to an average degree or higher. The percentage of respondents who claimed the 

report card offered an accurate picture to only a small degree is higher for those with students 

in Grades 3-5 (16.93%) compared to those with students in Grades K-2 (9.75%). Comments 

made on the rest of the survey, as well as those in the focus groups and individual interviews, 

shed some light on these results. 

Focus Groups/Interviews 

The verbal responses gave more insight into how parents and guardians think the 

SBRC reflects their child’s academic ability. Some shared they believed the SBRC was an 

accurate reflection of their child’s ability and skill level, but shared concerns there was 
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disconnect between daily grading and reporting compared to the SBRC grade. The only male 

who participated in a focus group, Bentley, had one child in third grade and another in 

Kindergarten. He indicated that he was not so much concerned with the report card, but 

rather with how grading was done, commenting, “Information being sent during the grading 

period is not what is on the report card. Students can be exceeding in class and get NI, needs 

improvement—how is that?” He went on to share his daughter had received an award in 

reading, yet her report card said she “needs improvement” in reading. He noted this seemed 

counterintuitive and did not make sense. Table 9 follows, and includes some of the comments 

that parents in the current study made for Research Question 3. 

 
 
Table 9: Interview Comments for Research Question 3 

Participant Comment 

Mary 
“…how he will be doing in school and how he will be improving as weeks go by” (U) 

“…Yes, basically I think he will accomplish a lot by looking at this. It will tell me what he will be 
learning and what he needs help in to go to the next level.” (H) 

Daphne 
“The format is fine with me…the third grade is very detailed and gives the parent more insight.” (F) 

“Yes, it reflects his knowledge and skills, and pinpoints what he needs help with…I can help where 

he needs help without going through all the levels.” (H) 

Sally 

“It doesn’t tell you what they are looking for…it tells text, type, and purpose…I don’t see it coming 
home during the grading period…I see it on the report card.” (T/P) 

“… It is very clear what they are grading…what they say is clear and what they are doing is not 
clear…research to build present knowledge. This year my kindergarten does written work, but he 
third grader and 10th grader do not…I don’t see them doing what they are saying.” (U) (G) 

“He has never gotten less than an M…accurate picture, yes.” (H) 

Bentley 

“You know what you are getting by what they are defining. No question as to where your child is.” 
(U) 

“To some degree yes...end of year last year he needed improvement but with testing he made 4s and 
5s on end-of-grade tests. During the year, he stayed around satisfactory…did that lead into that 
during the year for the testing at the end of the year…could he have scored higher?” (H) (G) 

Gracie 

…” Organization by performance…their knowledge and how well they are doing in school…like 
mastery or NI…tells me what child needs to work on…the letters do not make the child embarrassed. 
It lists each category and description of what needs to be worked on…not just a letter. It does give an 
indicator of where your child is.” (F) 

“More organized…makes the child feel as one and not embarrassed. It lists every category and 
description of what needs to be worked on…not just a letter. It does give an indicator of where your 
child is.” (F) 
“I have been told by my teacher they might have gotten by the end.” (U) 

Lacie “Yes, it does. I know the areas and I can help with that with what the report card says.” (H) 
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Research Question 4 

The fourth research question pertained to the actions parents/guardians take once they 

have the information in the report cards: 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRCs to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

District Surveys Analysis 

The district survey included a similar question to this study’s Research Question 4. It 

read, “Do you feel the Standards-Based Report Card provides detailed information regarding 

your child that helps you understand what to help them with at home? Why or why not?” 

Table 10 follows, and includes an overview of the survey responses related to this study’s 

fourth research question. 

 
 
Table 10: Responses to District Survey Question Related to Research Question 4 

Grade Yes No 
Kindergarten 103 25 
1st 99 38 
2nd 110 35 

Total K-2 312 (74.11%) 98 (23.28%) 
3rd 108 46 
4th 94 56 
5th 96 39 

Total 3-5 298 (66.37%) 141 (31.40%) 
   

Total K-5 610 (70.11%) 239 (27.47%) 

 
 
 

Responses to this question on the district survey points to the knowledge base and 

experiences that parents/guardians have with SBRCs. It also provides insight into the current 

study’s Research Question 4 regarding how parents/guardians use the information in the 

report card to help their child in school. Though most (70.11%) of those with children in 

Grades K-5 responded “yes” to the question on the survey, there is some notable division 
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between Grades K-2 and Grades 3-5 respondents. 

Focus Groups/Interviews 

All comments were coded, and various themes emerged. Prominent themes found in 

the district survey responses, focus group discussions, and interviews, and which were 

related to this study’s Research Question 4, included helpfulness, familiarity, and 

teacher/parent communication. Some respondents indicated the report card helped them 

understand the strengths and weaknesses of their child, as well as what was needed for their 

child to improve. While a portion of the respondents were accustomed to SBRCs, others 

indicated they were not familiar with SBRCs. Ongoing parent teacher communication was 

valued by parents. A sample of comments from each category follow in the sections ahead. 

 
 
 
Table 11: Themes in District Survey Reponses Related to Research Question 4 

Helpfulness Familiarity Teacher/Parent Communication 
“It gives me what my child needs 
help on.” “I am getting used to it.” 

“My conference helps me understand 
what to do at home.” 

“By looking at the grading scale you 

should be able to identify areas that 
need to be worked on.” 

“What happened to A equals 
100, etc.?” 

“A letter is sent home by her teacher 
regarding progress and what needs to 
be improved on.” 

“It breaks down the categories so 
you know what to focus on.” 

“Report card uses terms that I 
never heard of.” 

“If you don’t keep your ‘I Can’ 
Statements from the beginning of the 
year, it is hard to explain something.” 

“Because it truly tells what is 
needed.” 

“I am getting used to the M, P, 
etc.” 

“They gave me helpful tools to work 
on weak parts in my child’s 
studies…worksheets, apps, and other 
tools.” 

“It is very easy to see which areas 
are the lowest score. 

 
“…working with the teacher, I have 
had great input on skills my children 
need.” 

“…due to my daughter’s reading 
problems, was noticed and I was 
able to assist her. She is doing better 
now.” 

 “Teacher comments help.” 

“The subject area is listed out.”  
“Sadly, I find the teacher’s comments 
the most helpful to know what to 
work on with my child.” 
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Parents who were interviewed in the current study provided a range of comments that 

pertain to how they use the report card to help their child. Table 12 below provides these 

comments. 

 
 
 
Table 12: Interview Comments for Research Question 4 

Participant Comment 

Mary “I can use it by if he needs improvement. A parent would have to help at home…do not exclude 
needs improvement…” 

Daphne “I can go to the section where they have the grade NI…without going through all of them.” 

Sally 

“My Kindergarten[er] would not read…testing at the beginning of the year, she is reading a book. 
I feel better about Kindergarten report card than the third grade…” 
“I don’t know if parents can understand all this stuff on the report card…it needs to be in plain 

English.” 

Bentley 
“I basically look through…I don’t focus on mastery and proficient…where he needs 
improvement, we focus on that after we dig deeper on the scale onto where he needs 
improvement.” 

Grace 
“Listed by subject and description, I am able to go to the internet, library, and get resources to 
help my child.” 

Lacie “I can help him at home. If he needs a NI and I can try to help him with that.” 

 
 
 
 

Reviewing the comments above, it can be concluded that some respondents like the 

format of SBRCs, while others do not. The focus group responses also show that parents 

noted inconsistencies between what is graded, how it is graded, and what is on the report 

card. The terminology on the SBRC is not understandable by all and respondents have 

questions beyond the scope of this research, but will be helpful for the school district to know 

and for future research. 

Research Question 5 

Like the fourth research question, this study’s Research Question 5 also related to the 

actions of parents/guardians with regard to how they communicate with the school about 

what they learn from the SBRCs: 
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5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 

District Surveys Analysis 

The district survey included a question that was similar to the final research question 

in the current study. The survey question asked, “For future planning purposes, what type of 

additional information would you like about the Standards-Based Report Cards?” The results 

are listed in Table 13 below. 

 
 
 
Table 13: Responses to District Survey Question Related to Research Question 5 

Grade 
Take-Home 

Packet Workshops 
Parent/Teacher 

Meetings 
All Three are 

Needed 
Total 

Respondents 
Kindergarten 67 17 31 7 131 
1st 68 10 36 7 143 
2nd 14 15 40 1 147 

Total K-2 149 (35.39%) 42 (9.98%) 107 (25.42%) 15 (3.56%) 421 
      
3rd 11 12 37 4 158 
4th 9 5 37 7 152 
5th 70 8 32 5 139 

Total 3-5 90 (20.04%) 25 (5.57%) 106 (23.61%) 16 (3.56%) 449 
      

Total K-5 239 (27.47%) 67 (7.70%) 213 (24.48%) 31 (3.56%) 870 

 
 
 
 

Focus Groups/Interviews 

Based on the results above, parents who completed the district survey would prefer 

take-home resources and parent conferences. Interview respondents answered Research 

Question 5 by providing additional information on ways they communicate with the teacher 

about their children’s needs based on the SBRC, as listed in Table 14 below. Verbal 

responses show that parents and guardians communicate with teachers in a variety of ways 
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such as by phone, email, and face to face conferences. Sometimes the teacher reaches out to 

the parent/guardian and other times it is the parent/guardian who reaches out to the teacher. 

 
 
 
Table 14: Interview Comments for Research Question 5  

Participant Comment 

Mary 

“I call up to the school and talk to the teacher…find out what he is doing and check on his 
behavior. She sends home a letter as to what he needs to do. Reports of behavior, what skills as 
far as reading and sight words. I get weekly and behavior is every day…do not get as much 
feedback as to how he is doing academically.” 
“What could help me is information as far as reading level and math and how I can help him at 
home.” 

Daphne 
“I communicate by phone, email, and going to the school. Teachers have been really helpful and 

great with calling parents. I have had great experience with that...at parent teacher conferences 
they give you information.” 

Sally “I stay in contact with my children’s teachers. I pop in, they email, and they call.” 

Bentley 

“One-on-one with the teachers, especially after progress reports and report cards…some emails. 
We receive progress reports midpoint of nine weeks. If we need to communicate before or 
during that time, it is through emails.” 
“The high school you can check daily through Power School. For third, fourth, and fifth, [it] 
would be a great tool especially since they are not doing homework…you can check it daily.” 

Grace 

“I always ask if my child is having issues to write me a note or email…all of them. From the 
beginning of school, I get progress reports every week…both second grader and fifth grader. It 
tells if they need assistance or work alone…a note saying what they need to work on in each 
subject.” (P/T) 
“I think they do pretty well putting comments and what they need to work on. The comment 

section needs to be used. I think they should always have a comment on the child.” 
Lacie “Usually through email and occasionally through telephone call…also notes in his folder.” 

 
 
 
 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter Four has presented an overview of the findings from research as it relates to 

perceptions of SBRCs held by parents/guardians from one Grades K-5 elementary school. 

The results from surveys, focus group sessions, and individual interviews allowed the 

researcher to use Sense-Making strategies such as question types, listening techniques, and 

probing to identify gaps—needs, understandings, misunderstandings, and perceptions—of 

the participants. Key findings indicate parent/guardians value what the teacher thinks or feels 

as much, if not more as, what is written on the report card. This suggests teachers have great 
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influence of the opinion of parents related to SBRCs. Other key findings indicate the need for 

the use of terminology that is clearly defined on the SBRC, as well as, a clear purpose of 

using the SBRC for staff and parents. 

Chapter Five follows with a summary of the current study. In addition, conclusions 

are discussed based on the emergent themes. Finally, recommendations for educational 

practice and further research, specifically using Epstein’s model for parental involvement, 

are provided. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

Grading and reporting have been controversial issues for many years (Reeves, 2010). 

Many educational leaders defend one type of grading over another, with several key 

questions underlying the debate: Are grades accurate? How are grades determined? Do 

grades on a report card really reflect what a student understands? Do parents understand how 

to use the information on the report card to help their child be more successful? Standards-

Based Report Cards (SBRC), for instance, have been promoted by top educational leaders 

such as Ken O’Connor (1999), Thomas Guskey (2001, 2006, 2009), and Robert Stiggins 

(2005), to name just a few. Recently, more and more school districts have transitioned to 

using the SBRC, which brings up its own set of questions: Do teachers really understand 

what it means to teach, grade, and report using standards-based methods? Do parents 

understand how to read and understand the SBRC? 

The current qualitative case study examined perceptions of parents/guardians who 

receive SBRCs for their children in a Kindergarten through Grade 5 elementary school 

setting. Research involved the analysis of 870 surveys, as well as three focus groups and six 

individual interviews. Recommendations for the school district and future studies are 

included in the sections that follow. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to investigate parents/guardians’ perceptions of the 

current Grades K-5 SBRC being used in a rural elementary school district in North Carolina. 

The goal was not to gain more insight into teacher perspectives on the implementation of 

SBRCs, as this has been examined by previous researchers (Swan, Guskey, Jung, 2014). 
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However, few studies have been conducted regarding perceptions of parents/guardians who 

have received Grades K-5 SBRCs for more than five years. The following research questions 

were explored in the current study: 

1. How do parents/guardians understand SBRCs? (Knowledge) 

2. What are parents/guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs? (Perception) 

3. Do parents/guardians believe SBRCs accurately reflect their child’s knowledge and 

skills? (Perception) 

4. How do parents/guardians use the information in the SBRC to assist their child? 

(Actions) 

5. How do parents/guardians use the SBRC to communicate with teachers or 

administrators about their child’s performance? (Actions) 

Summary of Findings 

As Dervin (1998) acknowledged, Sense-Making assumes that “humans…live in a 

world of gaps” (p. 36), and this study’s efforts are aligned with this idea. These gaps 

specifically related to the parents/guardians’ understanding, interpreting, and comprehending 

the purpose of the SBRC. The results show that helpfulness of the SBRC, familiarity with the 

use of SBRCs, readability of the SBRC, and understandability of SBRCs were common 

themes across the findings. There were varied responses related to these common themes. 

For example, parents/guardians can read the SBRC, but many still do not know the 

meaning of some of the terminology. Others, however, did seem to understand the 

terminology. As an example of these contradictory findings, one parent called the 

terminology on the SBRC “gibberish,” but another maintained it was “clear and concise.”   

Similarly, there was variability in parent/guardians’ perceptions across all of the themes.  
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The theme of familiarity, for instance, some revealed some disparate responses. 

Parents/guardians would say things such as, “What happened to number grades?” as well as 

the arguably opposite view of “I’m getting used to it…I understand it now.” As it relates to 

helpfulness, respondents either acknowledged the format and wording of the SBRC was very 

helpful, or claimed they did not know how to use the information at all. It was clear by the 

responses that wording that is “parent-friendly” and in “plain” terms was desired. 

It was also evident that teachers, not just the report card, play a key role in 

communicating to parents/guardians how students are doing academically and what is needed 

for improvement. Although this study focused on the SBRC, participants indicated they rely 

more upon what the teacher says or does outside of the report card. Many of the respondents 

to the district survey, as well as the participants in the current study’s focus groups and 

interviews, pointed to calling, emailing, and conferencing with the teacher as vital to 

ensuring they fully understand and can make use of the SBRC. Moreover, parents who 

reporting having regular, ongoing communication with their child’s teacher were less likely 

to have concerns about the report card. 

Implications of the Study 

 The implications for the current study are far-reaching, as many stakeholders could 

benefit from its findings. First, this study revealed variations in parent/guardians’ views of 

the SBRC and how well it reflects the academic ability of the student. These suggest 

parent/guardians still do not fully understand the purpose of SBRCs. School districts should 

consider ongoing professional development to train teachers—because as the results indicate 

shape parent/guardians’ sense-making about SRBCs—how to improve parents’ 

understanding of the report card. Teachers could help by assisting parents with understanding 
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their children’s report card, and school districts could make online and offline resources 

available that provide parents with guidance on how to comprehend the report card. Second, 

the findings demonstrate that though some parent/guardians understand SBRCs, they do not 

know how to use it to assist their child. Thus, school districts should investigate how to 

promote the connection between SBRCs and parental involvement. Third, the context is 

dynamic: (a) continuous changeover in parents, (b) changing standards, (c) changeover in 

staff, and (d) continuing sense-making. Efforts to explain SBRCs must be done yearly and 

revised regularly. 

Recommendations for Schools and Districts 

Currently, each district has the discretion to determine the format of the report card 

they use. However, it was evident from this research that parents expect to see some 

consistency with other districts; as one parent pointed out, “Why do other districts use 1,2, 3, 

4 and we have M, P, S, N?” More and more districts across the state are turning to the SBRC. 

Thus, it would be prudent for those currently using or considering moving to the SBRC to 

work collaboratively to discuss issues and stakeholder perceptions to establish an effective 

reporting method and make improvements. The results of this study can be used as a basis for 

such future discussions and changes regarding report cards. 

More specifically, using Epstein's framework of the six types of involvement, schools 

and school districts can work to bridge the gaps between themselves, the community, and the 

students’ home. The framework identifies the following as means for schools to facilitate 

parental involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-

making, and collaborating with the community (Epstein, 1995; Epstein & Sanders, 2002). 

For the purposes of the current study, Table 15 below includes recommendations for schools 
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that address all six of these types of involvement (with the exception of parenting) as they 

relate to standards-based teaching, learning, and reporting. 

 
 
 
Table 15: Recommendations for Standards-Based Teaching, Learning, & Reporting 

Type of Involvement School Actions Recommendations 

2. Communicating Design effective forms 
of school-to-home and 
home-to-school 
communications about 
school programs and 
children's progress. 

• Rewrite standards/skills on the report card into “parent-” 
language. 

• Hold conferences with every parent at least once a year, 
with follow-ups as needed. 

• Provide report cards in parents’ native language. 
• Ensure day-to-day grading is consistent with what is 

reported on the SBRC. 
• Send home weekly or monthly folders of student work 

for parent review and comments, matching the standards 
on the report card. 

• Have parents/student pick up report card during 
conferences to review standards and expectations. 

• Review the readability, clarity, and form of the SBRC. 
• Write comments only in the comment section of the 

SBRC, and provide parents a space to comment as well. 
• Offer resources on the school system website to explain 

the SBRC, including links to resources to assist parents 
with understanding the SBRC and strategies to help their 
child. 

3. Volunteering Recruit and organize 
parent help and support. 

• Provide parent room or family center with 
resources/skill packets for families, and solicit parents to 
assemble resources that match the standards on the 
report card. 

• Train parent leaders who may assist other parents in 
understanding the report card and using skill-based 
resources. 

4. Learning at Home Provide information 
and ideas to families 
about how to help 
students at home with 
homework and other 
curriculum-related 
activities, decisions, 
and planning. 

• Provide information for families on skills required for 
students in all subjects at each grade. 

• Provide clear communication regarding homework 
policies and how to monitor and discuss schoolwork at 
home. 

• Offer information and resources to parents on how to 
assist students to improve skills on various class and 
school assessments. 

• Provide learning packets or activities that may be used at 
home. 

• Include family participation as part of student academic 
goals each year. 

5. Decision-Making Include parents in 
school decisions, 
working to develop 
parent leaders and 
representatives. 

• Form a committee made up of parents, teachers, 
guardians, and community members when considering 
making changes to the report card. 

• Include parent leaders from all racial, ethnic, 
socioeconomic, and other groups when making changes 
to the report card. 
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Table 15 (Continued) 

 
Type of Involvement School Actions • Recommendations 

6. Collaborating with 
the Community 

Identify and integrate 
resources and services 
from the community to 
strengthen school 
programs, family 
practices, and student 
learning and 
development. 

• Give students and families information on academic 
skills that will be assessed throughout the year. 

• Provide information on community resources that link to 
learning skills and talents. 

• Enable service integration through partnerships 
involving school, civic, counseling, cultural, health, 
recreation, and other agencies, organizations, and 
businesses, which correlate to the standards being 
assessed on the SBRC. 

• Use SBRC language in multiple settings for consistency 
across the school, family, and community environments. 

   (Adapted from Epstein, 1995; Epstein & Sanders, 2002) 

 
 
 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 There is a dearth of research related to parents’ and guardians’ perceptions of SBRCs 

in Grades K-5 elementary school settings. The current study addressed this gap by providing 

data that may be used as a starting point for future research replicating or modifying the 

study with other schools in the same district or in other locations using SBRCs. Additionally, 

schools can consult this study’s findings as background data before deciding to shift to using 

SBRCs or altering an existing report card. 

 In addition, while this study focused on perceptions of parents/guardians, it made 

evident how instrumental the teacher is in helping to facilitate parents’ use and understanding 

of the SBRC. Future research, then, could compare and contrast teachers’ perceptions of the 

SBRC with those of parents. Such an investigation may also enhance this study’s findings on 

effective communication between parents and teachers, while also examining teachers’ level 

of preparedness when it comes to the implementation of grading and reporting practices. 
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Conclusion 

 There are many beliefs about the purpose of report cards, and the conversation about 

grading and reporting on student progress can raise some highly emotional comments. As 

Reeves (2010) maintained, there is perhaps no “more controversial topic in educational 

policy right now than student grading” (p. 48). The current study worked to address this topic 

by exploring the perceptions that parents/guardians held about the SBRC being used in 

Grades K-5 at an elementary school in North Carolina. In all, perhaps the most prominent 

conclusion that emerged from this study is the importance of communication between 

schools and families if SBRCs are to be successful and effective in informing parents and 

aptly reflecting student performance. 

 Change is difficult, and ongoing communication and strategies are necessary to 

provide support to parents when the SBRC is implemented. Some parents in this study 

indicated that they tend to expect what they are familiar with in regard to grading and report 

cards, making comments about the SBRC such as “This is not what I had when I was in 

school,” and “What does this mean?” and “Where did this come from?” On the other hand, 

parents who had been receiving the SBRCs for some time reported that they had become 

used to it. However, with more communication and efforts on the part of the schools to 

ensure parents understand the SBRC, the resistance to change factor can be addressed. 

 Language was another major communication-related issue that arose, which seemed 

to suggest that translating services are needed. Some parents, one who participated in the 

focus groups and two others who completed the survey, indicated they did not read English. 

Though the district surveys were made available in both English and Spanish, the responses 

indicated some parents were not receiving the report card in their native language, forcing 
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them to have another person, often their children, explain it to them. 

Improved communication practices between schools and families, then, are clearly 

necessary if the SBRC is to be successful and effective. Districts could consider Dervin’s 

Sense-Making Methodology, which is based on three main ideas about communication 

practices: 

• It is possible to design and implement communication systems and practices that are 

responsive to human needs; 

• Humans can enlarge their communication abilities toward this goal, and can 

discipline their means of communicating to achieve these possibilities; 

• Achieving these outcomes requires that communication-based methodological 

approaches are developed. (as cited in Agarwal, 2012) 

Sense-Making recognizes there is often a gap in communication, as people communicate in 

very different ways. Open-ended questions and active listening as the researcher did in this 

study can allow educational professionals to gain insight about parents/guardians’ 

understanding of reports on student performance. 

Epstein (2010) argued that the gap in the communication between school staff and 

parents relates to staff’s lack of preparedness to work positively with families: 

Teachers learn to teach reading, math, science, and specialties. They learn to teach 

students in kindergarten and in all grades. Administrators learn how to manage the 

school as an organization, create schedules, and supervise many tasks and many people. 

Most teachers and administrators, however, are presently unprepared to work positively 

and productively with one of the constants of life their students’ families. (p. 11) 

However, by applying Dervin’s concepts of communication, school districts can improve 
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teachers’ responsiveness to parents by bridging the gaps via continual communication, 

discussions, and actively listening to parents’ needs (as cited in Agarwal, 2012). It is 

important to recognize, however, that parents’ needs are always in flux, relative to time and 

circumstances, so there is no “quick fix” to enable effective communication. Nonetheless, a 

cycle of frequent communication between the school and parents—and of course, the 

student—is critical. 

Ongoing professional development can also help teachers hone their communication 

skills to improve the quality of their interactions with families. Likewise, educational 

opportunities for parents, such as workshops and onsite observations at the school, can 

further enhance parent/teacher communication. Using Epstein’s model, which is expected for 

federally-funded Title I schools, proper ongoing training with SBRC for both staff as well as 

parents can offer specific guidance related to fostering improved communication between 

them. 

School districts need to address the gap between what parents perceive is being taught 

and what they see on the report card. These districts can benefit greatly by ensuring 

consistency with understanding and teaching the standards, grading the student’s work, and 

communicating through the SBRC. Parents expect “not to be surprised” when receiving the 

report card, so if there is consistency between what is being taught during the grading period 

and the reporting standards, the SBRC’s information will be clearer. Hence, policies and 

practices that require the alignment of day-to-day teaching with the reporting standards of the 

SBRC are essential. When schools can match the curriculum and pedagogy to the grading 

practices, more accurate and effective communication can be achieved. 

Another major takeaway from this research is the power of the teacher. Although this 
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study focused on the SBRC, parents’ attitudes or opinions were often directly related to their 

communication with the teacher about matters not related to report cards—that is, the 

majority of this study’s participants viewed the teacher as the expert in whose opinions they 

placed more value than they did the report card. Thus, if the teacher communicates a clear 

understanding of standards-based grading and displays a positive attitude with parents 

throughout the school year, there is arguably a higher chance the parents will comprehend 

and not question the grading. It should also be noted that this research pointed to the value of 

a reporting system that can be clearly verified through documentation, such as graded 

assignments and examples of student’s school work, as the type of report card is of little 

concern without adequate documentation to support it. 

Data from this research, moreover, clearly support that communication between the 

parents, teachers, and school district may be enhanced if efforts are made to educate staff and 

parents on SBRC. Parents expect to know if their children need additional help or require 

more challenges. Even those who accepted the SBRC format wanted more easily 

understandable terminology that is not based in the educational jargon with which parents are 

unfamiliar. In addition, many parents did not present a clear understanding of the “why” of 

standards-based grading and reporting, some believing it to be a mandate from the federal 

government that is only relevant to the original No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Too many 

parents, as indicated in both district survey responses and this study’s interviews, have not 

been properly educated on the value of and reasoning for this reporting method. Thus, the 

study’s findings suggest that, if the school provided resources like conferences, trainings, and 

handouts, parents may have a better understanding of SBRCs. 
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Finally, the results and recommendations of this study would be different if the 

researcher had relied only on the quantitative data from the district survey. Whereas 

quantitative analysis suggested a majority of parents and guardians understand and were 

satisfied with the SBRC, analysis of the comments from the surveys, focus groups and 

interviews revealed parents and guardians neither fully comprehended nor altogether 

approved the district SBRC. Notably, not one person who participated in the focus groups or 

interviews was indifferent. While they came from different areas of the district ranging from 

middle-class to public housing developments, all of them expressed an interest in gaining 

more understanding of why and how SBRCs are important for academic success. They 

genuinely wanted to understand the report card and how to use it to help their children. 

Ultimately, the ones who are most affected by decisions regarding grading and 

reporting are the students. Improving policies and procedures, designing professional 

development on SBRCs, encouraging family engagement, and enabling multiple forms of 

ongoing communication between schools and families all work to serve the academic needs 

of the student. Collaboration is the key, as “When schools work together with families to 

support learning, children tend to succeed not just in school, but throughout life” (Henderson 

& Berla, 1994, p. 1). Improving the SBRC, as well as increasing parents’ understanding and 

use of it through better home/school communication, will not only refine a relatively new and 

innovative reporting method—but will, quite possibly, boost student achievement. 
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Appendix A: District Survey on Report Cards (Grades K-5) 

Please complete and return in the envelope provided to the front office of your child's school by April 
29th. 

 
 
1. To what degree do you feel the report card gives an accurate picture of your child's academic 

progress? 

Not at all To a small degree To an average degree  To a high degree 
 
2. Do you understand the terminology used on the report card? 

 
Yes  No 

 
Please explain why you selected the choice you did. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. Do you feel the Standards-Based Report Card provides detailed information regarding your child 

that helps you understand what to help them with at home? 

Yes  No 
 
Why or why not, please elaborate. 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. The Standards-Based Report Card describes what is expected of my child and how well my child is 
doing on each standard. 
 

Not at all To a small degree To an average degree  To a high degree 
 
5. For future planning purposes, what type of additional information would you like about the 
Standards-Based Report Cards? 
 

Take Home Packet  Workshops   Parent/teacher meetings 
 
 
Grade level(s) of my child/children  K 1 2 3 4 5 
  



 

 
 

95 

Appendix B: Interview Questions 

Main Interview Questions 

1. Introduce yourself not by saying your name, but by sharing what grade your child is in and 

how many years you have been receiving a Standards-Based Report Card (SBRC). 

2. Tell me the first word you think of when looking at the report card format, and explain why. 

3. What do you believe are the advantages of the SBRC? 

4. What do you believe to be the disadvantages of the SBRC? 

5. Do you believe the SBRC reflects your child’s knowledge and skills? Why or why not? 

6. How do you use the information in the SBRC to assist your child? 

7. How do you communicate with your child’s teachers or administrators about your child’s 

performance? 

8. What are some suggestions or resources you would like to help you with your child’s report 

card? 

9. Which sections of the SBRC would you like additional information or support guides? 

10. Is there anything else you would like for me to know about your thoughts, feelings, concerns, 

or needs in regards to the SBRC? 

11. Any questions for me? 

Probing Questions 

1. What do you mean? 

2. Would you explain that? 

3. Give me an example. 

4. Tell me more. 
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Appendix C: Word Counts of Parent District Survey Comments 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

44 understand 5 work 3 yes 2 extent 

19 teacher 5 need 2 understandable 2 child’s 

17 child 5 make 2 understanding 2 letter 

16 terminology 4 enough 2 explanation 2 marked 

15 explains 4 broken 2 understood 2 answer 

15 teachers 4 better 2 categories 2 shows 

14 explained 4 detail 2 simplified 2 think 

14 well 4 school 2 represents 2 means 
12 easy 4 clear 2 understand 2 helps 

9 explanatory 4 much 2 explaining 2 teach 

9 self 4 mean 2 graduates 2 skill 

8 grades 4 help 2 combining 2 often 

8 like 4 lets 2 difficult 2 wordy 

8 know 3 information 2 different 2 report 

7 explain 3 understands 2 daughter 2 words 
7 grading 3 example 2 category 2 also 

7 grade 3 parents 2 happened 2 able 

7 cards 3 clearly 2 accurate 2 made 

6 everything 3 figure 2 detailed 2 told 

6 forward 3 taught 2 somewhat 2 hard 

6 simple 3 number 2 anything 2 tell 

6 read 3 seems 2 college 2 word 
5 conferences 3 areas 2 husband 2 just 

5 questions 3 scale 2 testing 2 good 

5 straight 3 tells 2 somehow 2 show 

5 mastered 3 level 2 reports 2 back 

5 progress 3 sense 2 subject 2 kids 

5 letters 3 terms 2 myself 2 key 

5 system 3 says 2 reading 2 ask 
5 pretty 3 time 2 details 2 p's 

5 needs 3 give 2 harder   

5 great 3 used 2 pretty   

5 clear 3 goes 2 simple   

5 feel 3 way 2 saying   
 
Figure 1: Parent Comments Word Count on District Survey Question 2 (K-2) 
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Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

44 understand 5 make 3 way 2 pretty 

33 report 5 feel 3 yes 2 simple 

19 teacher 5 need 2 understandable 2 saying 

17 child 5 work 2 understanding 2 extent 

16 terminology 4 enough 2 explanation 2 child’s 

15 explains 4 broken 2 simplified 2 letter 

15 teachers 4 better 2 understand 2 often 

14 explained 4 detail 2 represents 2 report 
14 well 4 school 2 understood 2 shows 

12 easy 4 clear 2 explaining 2 wordy 

9 explanatory 4 much 2 categories 2 think 

9 self 4 mean 2 difficult 2 words 

8 grades 4 help 2 combining 2 means 

8 like 4 lets 2 different 2 helps 

8 know 3 information 2 graduates 2 teach 
7 explain 3 understands 2 somewhat 2 skill 

7 grading 3 example 2 accurate 2 good 

7 grade 3 parents 2 category 2 tell 

7 cards 3 clearly 2 detailed 2 back 

6 everything 3 figure 2 daughter 2 show 

6 forward 3 taught 2 anything 2 also 

6 simple 3 number 2 happened 2 kids 
6 read 3 areas 2 reports 2 made 

5 conferences 3 tells 2 subject 2 told 

5 questions 3 scale 2 college 2 hard 

5 progress 3 level 2 husband 2 just 

5 straight 3 terms 2 testing 2 word 

5 mastered 3 sense 2 somehow 2 able 

5 letters 3 seems 2 reading 2 ask 
5 system 3 says 2 details 2 p's 

5 pretty 3 goes 2 myself 2 key 

5 needs 3 time 2 harder   

5 great 3 used 2 marked   

5 clear 3 give 2 answer   

 
Figure 2: Parent Comments Word Count on District Survey Question 3 (K-2) 
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Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Times 
Used Word 

Time
s 

Used Word 
Times 
Used Word 

46 help 5 gets 3 never 3 parent 2 common 

41 child 5 give 3 items 3 writes 2 learns 

32 needs 5 used 3 range 3 vague 2 taught 

28 teacher 5 easy 3 score 3 never 2 graded 

24 work 4 improvement 3 extra 3 items 2 scores 

24 need 4 explained 3 just 3 range 2 easier 

24 see 4 strengths 3 look 3 score 2 worked 

23 know 4 struggles 3 part 3 extra 2 within 

18 report 4 confusing 3 show 3 just 2 child’s 

18 home 4 material 3 also 3 look 2 makes 

17 understand 4 homework 3 hard 3 part 2 quite 

15 areas 4 category 3 math 3 show 2 skill 

15 card 4 accurate 3 ask 3 also 2 paper 

15 can 4 weakness 3 way 3 hard 2 focus 

12 helps 4 teachers 2 explanation 3 math 2 broad 

11 grades 4 general 3 passing 3 ask 2 write 

11 grade 4 reading 3 behind 3 way 2 stand 

11 tell 4 parents 3 reason 2 explanation 2 helps 

10 yes 4 comment 3 breaks 2 descriptions 2 based 

9 explain 4 helpful 3 skills 2 information 2 daily 

9 always 4 needed 3 little 2 information 2 gives 

9 detail 4 every 3 unless 2 terminology 2 sense 

9 area 4 order 3 really 2 assistance 2 weeks 

8 information 4 study 3 degree 2 struggling 2 tests 

8 details 4 topic 3 parent 2 education 2 note 

8 clear 4 given 3 writes 2 different 2 view 

8 level 4 think 3 vague 2 attention 2 mean 

8 shows 4 class 3 never 2 teacher's 2 lets 

8 like 4 year 3 items 2 children 2 vary 

8 get 4 kids 3 range 2 actually 2 next 

 standards 4 idea 3 score 2 elements 2 high 

7 specific 4 now 3 extra 2 provides 2 said 

7 detailed 4 low 3 just 2 feedback 2 seem 

7 subject 4 bad 3 look 2 language 2 info 

7 better 3 understanding 3 part 2 problems 2 test 

7 enough 3 suggestions 3 show 2 learning 2 good 

7 cards 3 categories 3 also 2 somewhat 2 take 

7 time 3 something 3 hard 2 writing 2 m's 

7 well 3 provided 3 math 2 question 2 put 

7 may 3 practice 3 ask 2 mastery 2 lot 

6 comments 3 explains 3 way 2 overall 2 etc. 

6 examples 3 anything 2 explanation 2 grading 2 kid 

6 improve 3 subjects 2 descriptions 2 engaged   

6 exactly 3 usually 2 information 2 child's   

6 school 3 certain 2 terminology 2 provide   

6 report 3 passing 2 assistance 2 wording   

6 gives 3 behind 2 struggling 2 problem   

6 tells 3 reason 2 education 2 covered   

6 feel 3 breaks 3 passing 2 trouble   

6 much 3 skills 3 behind 2 knowing   

6 one 3 little 3 reason 2 sources   

5 standard 3 unless 3 breaks 2 almost   

5 student 3 really 3 skills 2 answer   

5 clearly 3 degree 3 little 2 letter   

5 section 3 parent 3 unless 2 number   

5 things 3 writes 3 really 2 weaker   

5 broken 3 vague 3 degree 2 except   

 
Figure 3: Parent Comments Word Count on District Survey Question 3 (3-5)  
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Appendix D: Word Clouds of Parent District Survey Comments 

 
 
Figure 4: Parent Comments Word Cloud on District Survey Question 2 (K-2) 
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Figure 5: Parent Comments Word Cloud on District Survey Question 3 (K-2) 
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Figure 6: Parent Comments Word Cloud on District Survey Question 3 (3-5) 
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Appendix E: Sample RAP Elementary Report Card (Grades K and 5) 

  

Figure 7: Sample RAP Elementary Report Card (Kindergarten) 
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Figure 8: Sample RAP Elementary Report Card (Grade 5) 
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Figure 8 (Continued) 
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Form 

North Carolina State University 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

 
Title of Study: Parents/Guardians’ Perceptions of Standard-Based Report Cards 
 
Principal Investigator: Linda Gail Frederickson  Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Lisa Bass 
 
 
What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the 
right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without penalty. 
The purpose of research studies is to gain a better understanding of Parents/Guardians’ Perceptions of 

Standard-Based Report Cards. You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in the study. Research 
studies also may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form you will find specific details about the 
research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not understand something in this form it is your 
right to ask the researcher for clarification or more information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to 
you. If at any time, you have questions about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) 
named above.  
 
What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of this research is to gain an understanding of parents’/guardians’ perceptions of the current standards 

based report card being used in grades K-5. 
 
What will happen if you take part in the study? 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in one or both of the following: 

● To participate in a one hour small group discussion about your likes, dislikes, and suggestions related 
to your child’s report card at a mutually agreed upon location. 

● To participate in an individual interview that will last no more than one hour at a mutually agreed upon 
location. 

Both sessions will be audio recorded, but participant names will not be recorded. 
The total duration of these meetings will be from one to two hours depending on whether you participate in one 
or both of the sessions. 
 
Risks 
There is no foreseeable risk in participating in this study. 
 
Benefits 
Data collected from this study will be shared with the school district which may aide in future decisions 
regarding report cards. 
 
Confidentiality 
The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by law. Data will be 
stored securely in a locked file cabinet. Those agreeing to be interviewed will be given fictitious names and all 
names on written surveys prior to interviews will be coded with the matching fictitious names. All IRB forms 
required by North Carolina State will be completed and approved. I will safeguard the participants, school, and 
school district by maintaining confidentiality. Pseudonyms will be used for the participants and school. 
Interview notes will be coded with fictitious labels and data will be stored in a secure location. No references 
will be made to link participants to this study. No reference will be made in oral or written reports which could 
link you to the study. You will NOT be asked to write your name on any study materials so that no one can 
match your identity to the answers that you provide. 
 
Compensation 
Those participating in the individual interviews will receive a $25 VISA gift card. 
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What if you have questions about this study? 
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the researcher, Linda 
Frederickson, at 115 Carrington Avenue Franklinton NC 27525, or by calling 919-827-6843. 
 
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 
If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in 
research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Deb Paxton, Regulatory 
Compliance Administrator at dapaxton@ncsu.edu or by phone at 1-919-515-4514. 
 
Consent to Participate 
“I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to participate in 
this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.” 
 
 
Subject's signature_______________________________________ Date _________________ 
 
Investigator's signature___________________________________ Date _________________ 


